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Ethics, Corporate Social Responsibility and Public Relations in Spain: An Overview 
Alfredo Arceo 

Departamento de Comunicación 
Universidad Complutense de Madrid 

Madrid, Spain 
aarceo@ccinf.ucm.es

 
Ethics can be defined as the standards governing the conduct of a person or the members of a profession. 
Many authors state that applied public relations-ethics can influence both the relationship between 
organizations (public, private, political and others) and their publics, and the level of corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) thereof. At present, CSR is a burning issue, specifically in Spain, and by extension 
in Europe. 

Thus, the purpose of this article is, on the one hand to demonstrate the relationship of public 
relations-ethics and CSR; and on the other hand the connection between CSR and a sustainable 
development in Spain (as additional element involved in creating a more ethical world). Yet, public 
relations-ethics is linked with the specific moral values of each culture. Besides, cultural industries (mass 
media, music and books publishers, etc.) offer services and products in each country that influence the 
cultural and ethical values of the public opinion. How many elements must we take into account to create, 
maintain or modify the moral and ethical values of a target group? There are several ways of reaching 
these goals. Public relations programs and campaigns are not the only approach, although their impact can 
be measured in terms of images, attitudes and intention of behavior. However, the symmetrical model 
(Grunig, Grunig and Dozier, 2002: 306-382) is the ideal framework to integrate public relations-ethics. 

It is clear that ethics can only have come into existence when human beings started to reflect on the 
best way to live. As stated in Encyclopaedia Britannica (2004), this reflective stage emerged long after 
human societies had developed some kind of morality, usually in the form of customary standards of right 
and wrong conduct. The process of reflection tended to arise from such customs, even if in the end it may 
have found them wanting. Accordingly, ethics began with the introduction of the first moral codes. 

Nonetheless, human behavior is not only influenced by moral codes and ethics. There are other 
important elements associated to it: from a social point of view (social rules, cultural industries, societal 
culture, etc.), from a professional point of view (ethics codes, etc.) and from an organizational point of 
view (corporate culture, etc.). According to Wilcox, Ault, Agee and Cameron (2000: 62), the public 
relations practitioners face the additional dilemma to decide strategies, tactics and activities for their 
programs and their campaigns in order to attain the following goals: 

• Those of the publics. 
• Those of the entrepreneurs. 
• The objectives required by the professional ethics code of the organization. 
• Their own moral values. 
My own approach is that the public relations concept (from a realist, constructive and interactional 

perspective based in the philosophy of sciences; from a cognitive neo-behaviorist approach, based in 
social psychology; and within the framework of the discipline sources and the most recent theories) is 
sustained on five different pillars: communication; managerial function; two-way symmetrical model; 
relationship and corporate social responsibility. And thus, the professional and academics ethics in public 
relations are present in each of these five columns across the ethics codes proceeding from professional, 
academic associations, etc.  

ADECEC (Asociación de Empresas Consultoras en Relaciones Públicas y Comunicación), is the 
Spanish association of businesses devoted to public relations and communications consultancy. It is a 
non-profit making organization established in January 1991 by a group of professionals from Spain’s 
main public relations consultancies. ADECEC's core mission, in the capacity of sector representative, is 
to dignify the profession for its practitioners and to contribute to the growth in the practice of public 
relations in Spain. ADECEC offers us a code of professional standards along the same guidelines, i.e., the 

mailto:aarceo@ccinf.ucm.es
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code of professional standards for the practice of public relations of the Public Relations Society of 
America. 

I agree with Todd Hunt and James Grunig (1994: 395) in that more than speaking about a 
professional standards code we should focus on ethical behaviour, because that motivates each public 
relations professional to behave in a manner that is fair to all and does damage to none. Summarizing, it 
stimulates them to perform in the two-way public relations symmetrical model sustained on the principle 
that all parties work for the common and greatest good. On the other hand, we can mention the legal 
responsibility about the material that public relations agencies and departments of the different 
institutions can distribute. With this sort of material, public relations practitioners might breach any of the 
following principles: defamation (libel and slander); copyright, releases, and permissions; privacy, rights 
of employees; and financial disclosure and insider trading. 

In consequence, we can remember here the already old formula that has accomplished and still 
attains such good results in public relations: to do it well and to let it be well known. This first part of the 
formula, to do it well, is associated with the ethical behaviour from a managerial point of view of the 
organizations. And we might say: In this discipline it is perceived that major ethical behaviour seems to 
get better results in the middle and long term. Ethics and public relations are focused on the same goal: 
just to do it well. 

In 2000, James Grunig and Yi-Hu Huang wrote an article titled From Organizational Effectiveness 
to Relationship Indicators: Antecedents of Relationships, Public Relations Strategies, and Relationship 
Outcomes (2000: 23-53) where I think we can find an excellence basis for using public relations 
programmes and campaigns with more effectiveness. This authors state that when public relations help 
the organization to build relationships with strategies constituencies, the organization saves money by 
reducing the costs of litigation, regulation, legislation, pressure campaigns, boycotts, or lost revenue that 
result from bad relationships with publics –publics that become activist groups when relationships are 
bad. It also helps the organization make money by fostering relationships with donors, consumers, 
shareholders and legislators who are essential to support organizational goals. And specifically, two-way 
symmetrical model help public relations practitioners to create, maintain, or modify a relationship 
between the organizations and their publics in the higher terms of effectiveness. In other words, with 
openness, with assurances of legitimacy, with participation in mutual networks, with sharing tasks 
(helping to solve problems of interest to the other party), with integrative negotiation in a crisis, with 
cooperation and collaboration, being unconditionally constructive, and knowing that both actors, the 
organizations and the public, can benefit from the relationship. For this purpose, the highest level of 
effectiveness is the complementary behaviour. 

It's recommended to read the works of Broom, Casey and Ritchey (1997), Grunig and Huang (2000), 
Oliver (1990), Miller (1978), L. A. Grunig, Grunig and Ehling (1992), among others, to understand the 
two-way symmetrical relationship between objective and measurable values. 

Public relations and CSR in Spain 
It is already a established fact that public relations are increasingly gaining weight and value in Spain. 

And as an element associated to the contemporary public relations, the corporate social responsibility is 
also attaining more and more presence and consideration among the executives, leaders, entrepreneurs, 
etc., of the different organizations (private, public, political and others). 

Recently, El País (a Spanish newspaper), published a highlighted item of news: the social 
responsibility gains weight. 85% of the managerial and big investors think that it is a decisive aspect, in 
the Sunday Business section (February 20th, 2005: 32). The same article mentions that, five years ago 
only 44% of the interviewed, was attaching importance to topics such as ethics, good government or 
corporate transparency. 

Nevertheless there is a wider array of examples in Spain. Thus, the same newspaper, in the Sunday 
Business section (November 7th 2004, El País: 34), admits that at least 30% of the most advanced 
organizations have a specific director for corporate social responsibility issues. Again, the same 
newspaper, in an article signed by Ramon Jáuregui, spokesperson of the PSOE (Spanish Socialist Party) 
in the Constitutional Commission of the Congress, sustained that for a short period the internal life and 
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the management of the companies belonged to the strictest field of the private area, even to the secret 
field. But today, the activities of the companies are being monitored by multiple areas of interest: mass 
media, non profit organizations, consumers, Government, environmental organizations, unions and even 
competitors, who scrutinize the international behavior of the companies, their respect to the human rights 
and to the international rules of the International Labour Organization, their management of human 
resources, their respect to ecological issues, the conditions of work of their suppliers and even their 
relationship with the Government. 

The new Spanish Government, led by José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero, has declared that the Corporate 
Social Responsibility Law will be passed in 2006. But we cannot forget that the progress that is perceived 
in Spain as far as this issue is concerned, is a direct consequence of the European Union regulations on 
this matter. 

In July 2001, the European Commission published Promoting a European Framework for Corporate 
Social Responsibility. Green Paper. The aims of this document were, firstly, launching a debate about the 
concept of corporate social responsibility and, secondly, identifying how to build a partnership for the 
development of a European framework for the promotion of CSR. 

According to the European Commission (2001), CSR can contribute to achieve the strategic goal of 
becoming, by 2010, “the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, capable 
of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion" adopted by the 
Lisbon Summit of March 2000, and to the European Strategy for Sustainable Development. 

In 2003, the European Commission approved the creation of a European Multi Stakeholder Forum on 
Corporate Social Responsibility with the endeavor of promoting CSR through raising the level of 
understanding of CSR, and fostering a dialogue between the business community, trade unions, civil 
society organizations and other stakeholders. And in June 2004, the first results were disclosed to the 
European Union countries: 

• Reaffirmation of international and European principles, standards and conventions.  
• Analysis of CSR determining factors (drivers, obstacles and critical success factors).  
• Future initiatives and recommendations. 

As far as recommendations are concerned, we should emphasize the following items:  
A) Raising awareness and improving knowledge on CSR: 

1. Raising awareness of core values and key principles embodied in reference texts. 
2. Collecting, exchanging and disseminating information about CSR. 
3. Researching and improving knowledge about and action on CSR 

B) Developing the capacities and competences to help mainstream CSR: 
1. Enhancing the capacity of business to understand an integrate CSR. 
2. Building the capacity of “capacity builders”. 
3. Including CSR in education and the curriculum. 

C) Ensuring an enabling environment for CSR. 
1. Creating the right conditions for CSR. 
2. Developing stakeholder dialogue. 
3. The role of public authorities / EU. 

However, in this context we should add that the social responsibility does not equal to philanthropy. I 
agree with Santiago Pozas (2004: 229), professor at the UPV in Spain, with the idea that the closest 
approximation to the relation between philanthropy and social responsibility is described in Carroll’s 
definition (1999: 37), who shapes a concept of social corporate responsibility composed by four stadiums 
arranged pyramid-like: the economic responsibilities (at the base of the pyramid; and therefore the 
essential ones to bear in mind in the first instance); the legal responsibilities (to obey the law; the law is a 
code of the society of the good and of the evil); the ethical responsibilities (obligation to do what is 
correct, just and good; to avoid the damage) and the philanthropic responsibilities (to contribute to the 
improvement of life of the community with resources). In this way, the social corporate responsibility 
would be the result of assuming economic, legal, ethical responsibilities and also philanthropic activities. 
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CSR, sustainable development and public relations 
It should be pointed point out now that there are many authors working on the concept of reputation, 

which is directly linked to the stakeholders of the organizations. Michel Morley postulates (2002:10) that 
corporate reputation is based on how the company conducts -or is perceived as conducting- its business. 
According to Morley, a constellation of elements contributes to this reputation: crisis and issues 
management; media relations; sponsorship; investor relations; community relations; employee relations; 
philanthropy and public affairs. These provide a structural character to the organizations with their 
strategic stakeholders. 

Hunt and Grunig (1994: 14-15) have indicated long since that the expressions stakeholder and public 
are often used as synonymous. And there is a substantial difference between them that will help us to 
better the understanding of strategic planning of public relations. People are called stakeholders when 
they fall within the category of those affected by the decisions of an organization, or because theirs have 
an impact on the organization. Many people within the category of stakeholders (such as employees) are 
passive. Furthermore, these passive stakeholders can be further characterized as latent public. However, 
there is another stakeholders type, the active public. 

For Archie B. Carroll (1989: 57) a stakeholder is an individual or group of individuals who can affect 
or be affected by the actions, decisions, procedures, practices or goals of an organization. As a result, 
Grunig and Hunt advise that when public relations managers develop programs for stakeholders, they 
should perform a segmentation of every category of stakeholder subdividing it in active and passive 
elements. Public relations strategies will help institutions create, maintain or modify the relationship with 
their publics. 

In consequence, the sustainable development is yet another component of the CSR and an added work 
area also for public relations. The sustainable development concerns the economic, legal, ethic and 
philanthropy responsibilities of the organizations. In other words, the sustainable development affects 
public relations programs and campaigns via the corporate social responsibility of the institutions. The 
Spanish Government has been  working for quite some time to achieve a sustainable development as 
consequence of the European Union regulations on this issue. Consequently, sustainable development 
ought to be understood as the sum of many aspects: (United Nations, November 9th 2004): 

• Economic aspects: international cooperation; trade; changing consumption patterns; financing; 
technology; industry; transport and sustainable tourism. 

• Natural resources aspects: agriculture; atmosphere;  biodiversity; desertification and drought; 
energy; forests; freshwater; land management; mountains, oceans and coastal areas; toxic 
chemicals, and waste and hazardous materials. 

• Institutional aspects: integrated decision making; major groups; science; information, and 
international law. 

• Social aspects: poverty; demographics; health; education, and human settlements. 
Public relations agencies and the public relations departments of the different institutions (private, 

public, political, and other) in Spain are launching programs and public relations campaigns in order to 
operate in all those aspects and reach more and more CSR attributes. Because Europe, and by extension 
Spain are pursuing social quality in their management. 

Lately, in Europe you can find new perspectives as a perfect complement for management theory 
with repercussions in areas such as marketing, advertising, public relations, and the like. Social quality is 
a concept mentioned everywhere and so are notions like watch-consumer or total quality management. 
The total quality management takes its roots from the European Excellence Model of the European 
Foundation for Quality Management with their ISO 9000. 

I agree with Toni Muzi Falconi (2002: 12) statement that this intense corporate social responsibility 
fad which is pervading our profession, our employer/clients, our research and education communities in 
every developed country, is certainly welcome because it adds value to our day to day activities and, more 
so, because it raises in ourselves, as well as in our stakeholders, the fundamental consciousness of the 
inextricable liaison between organizational behaviour an a sustainable concept of public relations, as it 
becomes increasingly clear that we communicate behaviours and not manipulate expectations. 
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Krishnamurthy Sriramesh comments in the introduction of one of his last works (2003) that the challenge 
for public relations scholars is to provide the industry with the base knowledge that can help propel the 
profession toward greater sophistication and effectiveness. In my opinion, a higher level of sophistication 
and effectiveness in public relations is only possible with a high of CSR level in all its elements too 
(economic, legal, ethic and philanthropic responsibilities). 

My approach is to increase the value and the volume of CSR in the public relations programs and 
campaigns. Increasing in the same proportion the social quality of everything (products, industries, 
institutions, etc.); in parallel time, helps also build a more ethical world. And a more ethical world allows 
a much better development of the two-way symmetrical model of public relations. 
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Introduction1

As the Second Iraq War was getting under way, the opportunity presented itself to follow the 
development of attitudes about the on-coming conflict. A series of Q-sorts from a rich Midwestern sample 
of statements was administered to undergraduate students and their friends at a southern university. The 
group included more than two-dozen Caucasian and African American men and women. It is to be 
recalled that the statistical variability in Q-methodology comes from the enormous number of ways that 
the statements can be patterned in a continuum; thus, a small number of subjects is usually sufficient to 
grasp the basic belief structures. The students were Q-sorted four times during the study: Prior to the 
outbreak of war; during the conflict when the outcome was not yet clear; following the conclusion of 
major hostilities; and in a follow-up about half a year later. Additional complementary studies were 
undertaken one and two years later. 

Report of the “Before the War” study was made at last year’s Seventh Annual International Public 
Relations Research Conference with specific recommendations to the United States’ Democratic and 
Republican presidential hopefuls and their parties. Based on previous studies, it was expected that Q-
methodological public relations research could offer those professionals working in political 
communication a clearer view than survey research could of a segment that votes infrequently but might 
be approached for its support by any of the parties to the debate.  This seemed not insignificant in a 
presidential election year that appeared to me destined to revolve around the Iraq War, which, indeed, 
turned out to be the case. 

From the three belief systems discovered2 and compared to a parallel Midwestern state study, it was 
concluded that any public relations strategy to communicate with the generation once removed from 
Vietnam would likely founder if regional differences were not taken into account.  Aware, oblivious, 
indifferent, or perhaps hostile to such regional divergences, the John Kerry effort flippantly flopped from 
an anti-war to a pro-war message without ever bringing his campaign to the southern sensibilities 
discovered by Q-methodology. Kerry’s defeat in the south was uniform and complete. His challenger for 
the nomination, and new Democratic Party Chair, Howard Dean, has promised to become competitive in 
the Red States—which includes the entire south—by bringing a new message. What message and to what 
outcome is not yet known. 

In the second of these studies, the attitudes of students during the days of uncertainly—when the 
outcome of the major actions seemed ominous or tragic for America—will be put forth and examined. 
Attitude research by survey often shows great swings from agreement to disagreement during such 
periods, suggesting that a person’s belief system is mere superstructure to social events. It should be 
interesting to see whether the Q-methodological factors—or belief systems—show this same volatility. If 
not, then Q may offer a more suitable guidance system than survey research to communication advisors 
during historical moments of high emotional drama. Additional Q data from “after the major hostilities” 
and “one-half year later” studies will later be introduced to show the continuing stability or instability of 
belief during challenging times. Actual public relations strategic and tactical suggestions can flow from 
these discoveries though they will be of little immediate comfort to any candidate whose election is 
already settled. Future contests are, of course, a different matter. 

Synopsis of the “Before the War” Study 
Against the well-known backdrop of imperfect narratives from the major news magazines—

journalistic opinions put forward as fact, the for-and-against ejaculations of their readers, and the 
consistent portrait of Bush as knave or fool—there emerged three lucid and distinct habits of mind about 
the on-coming war. None was really well captured by the journalists for the magazines, even though their 

mailto:barchak@mcneese.edu
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thoughtful columnists were able to give more nuanced interpretations. Nonetheless, these did not 
accurately anticipate our actual findings about the views of young educated southerners. Let’s now 
recount those. 

President-Trusting, Internationalist, Democracy-Spreading, Cautious War-fighter 
Factor A 

Although a viewpoint that supported Bush’s 2003 incursion into Iraq was broadly anticipated, it 
would be uselessly off the mark to refer to this as merely a “pro-war” factor or belief system. This factor 
strongly supported President Bush before the onset of the Iraq war, believed he was looking out for the 
world’s best interest, and saw the world as safer without Saddam. It had a clear view of American military 
might. What could have been easily missed about this viewpoint was, however, its internationalist 
sympathy. It also rejected revenge while worrying about America starting a big war. Unique to this group 
was its concern for the freedom of the Iraqi people and its close attention to information about the 
conflict. They alone showed a significant nascent interest in the democratization of Iraq. This was the 
largest group of all, composed entirely of Caucasian southerners, but not the bigoted parody of Howard 
Dean’s imagination. To win any of these voters in the last election, Democrats would have had to see the 
symphony of southern opinion. They did not. Republicans, for their part, were clearly more aware of the 
nuances of these natural allies. 
Midwestern Factor-A Compared with Southern Factor-A 

A brief comparison of the two A-Factors indicated that A-Southern (the current author’s) placed 
greatest value on support for President Bush, believing he was looking out for the world’s best interest (8, 
+5). A-Midwestern (Brown’s) put that sentiment second in favor of trumpeting America’s “professional 
army and the best military technology on the planet” (#18, +4).3

A-Southern was also less belligerent as witnessed by statement 12 (“We need to show them….”), 
which it rated at a mere (+1) to A-Midwestern’s (+3). Also, the A-Southern war-fighter was clearly 
ambivalent (0) about dying in the Iraqi desert to protect those things America has given while A-
Midwestern claimed to be quite ready to meet his or her maker (26, +3). Finally. A-Midwestern was 
ambivalent about revenge (39, 0) while this was completely repellent to A-Southern (39, -5). Contrary to 
Representative (D-NY) Charles Rangle’s expectations for “redneck” southerners, it is they that had an 
articulated, moral, other-oriented viewpoint. 

Peace In Our Time 
Factor B 

This second belief system was characterized by an attitude that was anti-war with quasi-
internationalist overtones. But it was also unreasonably fearful while believing the world would be better 
off without Saddam. It wanted peace at any cost, not even the cost of examining the issues. This belief 
system was completely off base in seeing the American military as feckless without the assistance of 
allies. What was most chilling about this factor, however, was its disinterest in the people of Iraq. 
Nonetheless, it did not see America—for which it had no love or gratitude—as a money-inspired terrorist, 
racist regime. Democrats were asked to take note: These natural allies were out of tune with many of the 
policies being touted by the leading candidates. On the other hand, this group could not be race-baited or 
easily set against American capitalism, even though they cited oil as a casus belli. From the Republicans’ 
perspective, it was effective to reduce some of this group’s anxiety by fairly presenting the enormous 
strength of the American military. This factor was divided within themselves on self-protection. 
Midwestern Factor-B Compared with Southern Factor-B 

On at least the following statements, the Southerners and Midwesterners diverged. There may be 
many more. B-Southern was unconcerned about government secrecy (0) and any effect on personal 
freedom while B-Midwestern considered this of maximum importance (7, +4). There was also less 
concern about truth and propaganda for B-Southern (7, +1) than B-Midwestern (7, +3). Finally, B-
Southern may have been antiwar—actually fearful and self concerned—but it did not disparage the 
President’s motives on Iraq or call them a family feud (44, -2) as did B-Midwestern (44, +3). (Barchak’s 
Factor-B had no “non-whites.” Perhaps, Brown’s mix hid closer comparisons because the individuals’ 
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“specificities”—as compared to its common factors—got teased out by race; for now, I suspect it’s 
regional.) 

Duty and Country But Not Without Racial Memory 
Factor C 

The third understanding discovered belonged to an African American woman and her friend. They 
felt powerless over the war, but were convinced that Saddam was a threat whose absence would make the 
world a safer place. Unlike the other belief systems, these women jumped at the opportunity to see the 
war as racist and genocidal and likely to kill the poor and underprivileged for the benefit of the President 
and the Congress. Despite this, they are people of physical courage who said, “America has given me so 
much. I would be willing to die in an Iraqi desert to protect those things.” Their whole focus was on their 
compatriots, not foreign people, not other countries, nor international institutions beyond America’s 
borders; and they had no bones to pick with the capitalist system, per se. They said they voraciously 
sought information about this coming conflict. Moreover, they believed America could go to war without 
the backing of other nations or the U.N. and that America could win without any allies. Their motto 
seemed to be: Duty and Country. If this narrative, I opined, didn’t catch Democrats and Republicans up 
short—and bring tears to their eyes—then nothing short of hellfire would fix their attention on the 
shortcomings of journalistic and popular stereotypes of public opinion. 
Midwestern Factor-C Compared with Southern Factor-C 

Both factors contained only non-whites and females, but Brown’s C-Midwestern could not really be 
compared to, but only with, C-Southern. C-Midwestern was Internationalist, wanting most strongly to 
have the U.N. continue inspections (41, +4). C-Southern was nationalist and wanted the U.N. out (41, -2) 
because the U.S. could handle the job without them (35, -5). C-Midwestern believed the war was 
primarily about weapons of mass destruction (20, +4), but C-Southern saw a racist and genocidal conflict 
with a dangerous Saddam and was willing to do its duty and perhaps even perish in the process. These are 
two very different views, indeed. What part did culture and what part did personal biography play in this 
divergence? Perhaps, the only common element describing both is, as Brown said: Were push come to 
shove, C-Midwestern would support the war. So would C-Southern. 

It is clear from this comparison that any planning strategy to communicate with the generation once 
removed from Vietnam was likely to founder if regional differences were not taken into account. 

Processing & Interpretation of “During the War” Factors 
Voluntary Q-Sorts4 were requested from each of the original southern university student participants 

approximately two weeks after the first ones. Major combat was underway, firefights were fierce, and 
Americans were dying along with Iraqis. Thirteen of the original students performed the second Q-sort, 
but the African American woman who formed Factor-C with her friend did not. However, three other 
African Americans joined the Q-sorting along with 14 Caucasians, one being new. Using PCQWIN, the 
17 were correlated, factor analyzed, and graphically rotated to simplest structure, yielding only two 
factors.5 Factor-A—the President-Trusting, Internationalist, Democracy-Spreading, Cautious War-
fighter—re-emerges with 15 students or nearly all the participants. It is comprised of both men and 
women. When this factor is mathematically compared with the Before the War Factor-A, the correlation 
is a startling .92; the theoretical Q-sorts are highly similar.  However, the During Factor-A is now bi-
polar with a soon-to-graduate African American male as the lone diametrically opposed voice.6  

Moreover, into the During Factor-A has collapsed both students who made up the Before Factor-B 
(originally with three non-public relations participants). It appears this is a demonstration of the long-
postulated Band Wagon effect, exemplified by two “marginal” females, one from Europe and the other of 
a most gentle nature. A variation of the Peace In Our Time Factor-B—also reemerges but with two other 
first-time African Americans, one male and one female, he in his late twenties, she in her early thirties. 
The man is from the same state that supplied the Midwestern study; the woman’s father is from the 
Caribbean, and she is a military wife and outspoken skeptic of the Iraq War.  This factor has a much 
smaller correlation with its complementary original Factor-B. 
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President-Trusting, Internationalist, Democracy-Spreading, Cautious War-fighter 
Factor A – During 

 
 

 -5  -4  -3  -2  -1   0   1   2   3   4   5   
-------------------------------------------- 
 13  21  11   7   3   9   4  12   5   1   8   
 17  29  14  35  15  16  10  20   6   2  22   
 30  32  39  40  19  24  25  26  18  28  45   
     37  44  43  23  33  38  31  27  36       
                 34  41  42                   

  
Sort with significant loadings: 
 
--label7-------------------sort--load          --label-------------------sort—load 
 
M20CP-3                      1  0.78          F20CP-5                      2  0.51 
M22CP-7                      3  0.83          M20CP-9                      4  0.67 
F20CP-11                     6  0.46          M22AP                        7 -0.72 
M23CP-14                     8  0.67          F20CP-15                     9  0.78 
F24CP-17                    10  0.78          M21CP                       11  0.71 
F20CP-19                    12  0.53          F20CP-21                    13  0.74 
F19CP-27                    14  0.66          F22CP-13                    15  0.49 
F29CP-29                    17  0.58 

  
Whatever journalists and polltakers predicted about the volatility of the anthropomorphized 

“American public’s attitude” during the uncertain days of early combat, Factor-A’s expressed attitude is 
actually extremely stable—.92. Nearly all that has been argued from the data for the Barchak Before 
Factor-A can simply be borrowed from above or in more detail from the earlier study—with the following 
few exceptions. The southern (Barchak) During Factor-A shows a significant shift to seeing the possible 
wisdom of a military draft—or at least drops its rejection of one (24, 0). Other smaller changes suggest an 
increased interest in freedom for the Iraqi people (28), a firmer fixing of blame on Saddam rather than 
innocent Iraqis (5), greater support of the U.S. government (13), and a still further lessening of desire to 
retaliate for September 11th. Concern with weapons of mass destruction as the focal cause for war is 
waning in importance (20). Each of these developments reinforces the articulated, moral, other-oriented 
viewpoint described earlier. It would have been like beating a dying horse to insist to this factor that Bush 
mainly went to war because of weapons of mass destruction. To them, it is freedom and democracy for 
Iraqis. Blood lust—if it ever existed—is certainly abating. In closing, one must make mention of 
participant number 7, who correlates quite highly with the factor, except in a negative direction. In effect, 
this young African American professional man has internalized the same thinking of his classmates but 
then seemingly turned it on its head. If they support the government, he opposes it. If they believe the 
world will be safer without Saddam, he thinks it would be safer with him. If the Caucasian students 
believe America has given them much, he believes it has given him nothing. In the strongest terms, they 
think Iraq is a very big deal; he thinks just as strongly in the opposite way. If this sort were for a 
Caucasian man without a cruel race history to dwell upon, the person would probably be thought a 
malcontent. 

Factor B – During 
 
 

-5  -4  -3  -2  -1   0   1   2   3   4   5   
-------------------------------------------- 
 14   8  13   6  11   9   1   4   5   3  21   
 22  12  27  30  28  15   2   7  16  17  23   
 39  20  29  42  31  35  10  32  18  25  24   
     26  36  43  33  44  19  34  41  38       
                 40  45  37                   

  

Sort with significant loadings: 
--label-------------------sort--load          --label-------------------sort--load 
M29AP                        5  0.71          F2XAP                       16  0.52 
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Although this factor shares a family resemblance with the fearful Caucasian Before the War Factor-
B, it has systematic individual variance that is significant. Note that this factor contains two articulate 
African Americans who often voice strong well-phrased public opinions and have nearly 10 years life 
experience on most of their classmates. Southerners they are not; he is from Ohio and she has a Cuban 
father—and a husband in the military.   

Factor-B During the War assigns the highest priority for strikes against Osama Bin Laden but 
categorically asserts that Saddam is not responsible for the Twin Towers bombing (21, +5). In this case, 
the factor feels, pre-emptive attack is not the way to go. War should be a last resort (23, +5). At this most-
agree level, the factor also introduces a dominating personal convenience preference found throughout: 
resistance to a non-pending military draft (24, +5). 

Next most important to this factor is to declaim America for “acting like a terrorist regime” because 
of “self-interested capitalist motives” (17, +4). They want America to prove that Saddam has weapons of 
mass destruction, not the dictator to demonstrate their absence. And they are willing to chance lies from 
Saddam if it stops the war (3, +4). Its other statements here strongly reinforce opposition to a draft 
because of the possibility of dying overseas over divisive issues—perhaps they are speaking of themselves 
or a family member (25/38, +4). 

Finishing college and avoiding military enlistment is again acknowledged as the next most important 
value, even if it’s “selfish” (16, +3). Saddam—not innocent Iraqis—is identified as the one to be held 
solely responsible, i.e. so general military action is not necessary (5, +3). The U.N. must be allowed to 
uncover weapons of mass destruction, perhaps also for personal convenience (41, +3). Anything but war 
at this time, even if—as they accurately judge—Iraq’s army is no match for America’s professional 
military (18, +3). 

Turning to the extremes of disagreement for this factor leads us to this assertion: The world would be 
safer with Saddam Hussein! (32, -5) Since this is buttressed by a concern over war casualties (14, -5) and 
the absolute rejection of revenge (39, -5), one might well surmise this to be a psychological inversion to 
avoid the inevitable deduction that follows from judging Saddam dangerous. One would, in that case, 
have to reconsider all those nasty and inconvenient options such as military action and a draft. 

It is clear from the next set of choices that this factor very strongly distrusts President Bush’s fight 
against terrorism which they believe is not serving the world’s best interest (8, -4). They also claim the 
war is for oil (20, -4) and say that America has given them little and is not worth dying for—at least not in 
Iraq (26, -4). Non-belligerence is reaffirmed in (12, -4). 

This factor also feels strongly that bio-terrorism and bombing are quite unlikely and nothing to be 
afraid of (27, -3), suggesting they do not have the inordinate fear of Before Factor-B. Perhaps, this is 
because they consider themselves as having paid much attention to the war “hoopla” (29, -3). Statement 
36 gives additional weight to the earlier observation that the factor distrusts Bush.  Indeed, they believe 
Saddam is not hiding weapons but that Bush is doing “all of this talking” for some ulterior motive (-3). 
Iraq is a big deal for Bush, i.e. the oil (13, -3)?  [This accusation of Bush dishonesty and public 
misdirection also appears in all +2 statements (7/32/34/4, +2).] 

Statements in the mildly-disagree pile continue to support the anti-Iraq War position. Saddam will not 
act against America and 9/11 is no cause to act against Iraq (42/6, -2). This African American factor 
thinks and worries about the war (43, -2) but refuses to find racism as a cause of America’s actions 
against Iraq 30, -2).  

The remaining statements are of slight or no importance to the factor but their placement 
substantiates themes already noted. They give tepid support to a costless effort of supporting Saddam’s 
putative internal opposition, America’s relationships with other countries, the killing and dying of poor 
and underprivileged war-fighters, and freeing of the Iraqi people. All of this suggests a greater concern 
with self than others (1/2/37, +1; 28, -1). Additionally, they are not divided in themselves, not fearful, not 
ready to deprecate the military, and not ready to have America “protect” itself. There is one curious 
placement in the “zero” pile, however. The factor claims indifference to seeing “evidence that directly 
implicates Hussein as having weapons [of mass destruction] or direct ties with al-Qaeda” (15).  Since 
nearly all the world’s intelligence services were still predicting the uncovering of Iraqi weapons of mass 
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destruction, this amounts to an ostrich’s approach to danger. It is a couplet with: the world is safer with 
Saddam. 

Summary of During Factor-B: A close reading indicates that this factor is not really anti-war but 
anti-this-Iraq-war. It lays the blame for the war on terrorist acts of the current U.S. government which has 
“self-interested capitalist motives.” The war is about oil. The factor does not seem fearful—correctly 
assessing US power—but does want to avoid the personal inconvenience of a military draft that seems 
close indeed. Moreover, the factor is self, rather than other-oriented and puts its college education above 
all else. It sees itself as informed but goes through mental gymnastics to bypass that which conflicts with 
its view. It cannot accept a truism, i.e. Access to more oil would stimulate the economy.  It wants not to 
see possible evidence linking Saddam to weapons of mass destruction or al-Qaeda. It even claims—in the 
strongest terms—that the world is safer with Saddam when no such world could have included the 
hundreds of thousands of Saddam era Kurdish and Shiite victims. This is a truly 21st century factor, a 
blend of Marxist socialism and the me-generation. It can tentatively be called Let That Sleeping Dog 
Lie!—I’m Busy factor. 

Communication Strategies During the Major Conflict 
Although the Sleeping Dog factor is small—even tenuous—it is clearly supportive of the large anti-

Iraq War portion of the Democratic Party. That party could generally count on a receptive exposure to its 
message from this factor even while combat was ferocious and uncertain; after all, the two members of 
the factor keep themselves informed. It would be best to recall, however, that neither is a native 
southerner and both are African Americans. Any message aimed at them and based on our research would 
apparently be better distributed in the Midwest. But even then the proto-Marxist/Me message might well 
go awry if it tries to pander to putative African American sensibilities, i.e. “racism as a cause of 
America’s actions against Iraq.”  For Conservative Republicans—and based on the evidence—a frontal 
attack on the deductive absurdity of a world “safer with Saddam” would bring that untenable position to 
light and possible scorn. Even real politik, anti-war Democrats don’t believe that. And as elaborated in an 
earlier endnote, previous research has shown the transient nature of untenable factor structures, structures 
that collapse when exposed to countermanding events and public opinion. Obviously, it would have been 
wise for supporters of President Bush to stay away from the claim and insinuation that the war was about 
weapons of mass destruction. His team should have pulled the legs out from under the “there’s gonna be a 
draft” talk so insupportably inserted by Rangel and other Democrats. Clearly, Democrats could have 
exploited —as they actually did for several years—the draft claim, but it would have eventually proven a 
ruse when no draft was forthcoming, thereby lessening their credibility.  All political communicators 
should recall that this factor is anti-this-war—not anti-war—and that its first priority is not country, not 
freedom for Iraqis, not even weapons of mass destruction, but personal convenience. Absent this 
realization, no communication is likely to reach this audience, much less be embraced and acted upon, 
that does not indulge the factor’s self. Republicans have to keep an additional point in mind: the 
administration is seen as a “terrorist” capitalist regime. Little short of absorbing factor members into all 
the sinuousness of American economic life would change that. 

If this small sample of public relations students is any indication of the dominant belief system of 
educated future mass communication leaders in the south, anti-Iraq War Democrats had and may again 
have a hard row to hoe in the so-called red states. All of these public relations students have been 
immersed in a liberal university education hardly less leftist than that of the top Ivy League Schools. Yet 
overwhelmingly their sympathies don’t support the views of their teachers. One can only imagine the 
desperation of Democrats in dealing with Howard Dean’s  “pick-up truck driving, gun-rack toting 
rednecks.” It may be no wonder that John Kerry’s campaign team wrote off the south and that Democratic 
Party head Howard Dean will fare no better with an anti-war approach. 

Despite a rough start to major conflict, the President-Trusting, Internationalist, Democracy-
Spreading, Cautious War-fighter’s view is almost unchanged. And where it is changed, it has become 
stronger and more supportive of the administration. More ominous for Democratic communication 
strategists, the Peace in Our Time factor from before the war has collapsed into it and disappeared. 
Conceiving the war as freedom-fighting for individual Iraqis, for U.S. security not revenge, as dangerous 
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but unavoidable, as a fight for a democratic Iraq, there is no daylight at all between the Bush 
administration’s position and that of Factor-A. Little guile or finesse is necessary for the Bush team; these 
people are at one with their government and particularly the executive branch. Let the messages be 
created in line with the administration’s view, get them put before those children of the children of 
Vietnam, and smooth their transit to the polls. Their sentiments are clear and only wait for their boot heels 
to be wandering to the local school on Election Day.  

Recognizing these realities, there were far less options for the anti-war position of Dean and the 
sometime same position of Kerry. Messages impugning the government, messages asking students to fear 
for their personal freedom in America, messages asserting the insignificance of the Saddam threat, and 
messages that prattled about “the underprivileged killing and being killed for the benefit of the President 
and Congress” were not only dismissed out of hand but counterproductive in the extreme. In place of 
these, the Democrats might have profitably brought the measured reflections of our dissenting European 
allies to educated southerners. In and of themselves, these reflections would likely not have been enough 
to transform the views of those supporting the Bush administration, but they might have given pause for 
thought when distributed carefully and at length. Enough doubt might have led to a non-vote, not as 
desirable to the Democrats as a transformed electorate but not insignificant either. That this was missed is 
a testament to the short-sighted view that Democrats have of southerners—that they are pickup truck 
driving, jingoistic, self-absorbed, immoral rednecks. Aside from the pickup truck, the rest is claptrap—a 
theatrical trick to win applause. In the south, it didn’t win broad support and probably won’t in the near 
future. 

A Final Thought 
In this era of continuous presidential campaigns, it is imperative to keep a watchful eye on the beliefs 

of voters—not just on their transient atomistic opinion statements. This is particularly true of the young 
who too often tend to be non-voters. In the world of business management, Peter Drucker has taught us 
the importance of reaching out not only to customers but —if the business is to keep growing and thereby 
stay alive—to non-customers and potential customers. There is no better way to stay in touch with the 
simple intricacies of customer belief than Q methodology. Enmeshed as such belief systems are in a 
dizzying warp of events and personalities, it is easy to miss the elusive butterfly of understanding with the 
porous seine net of polling. What is true for customers in marketing goes double for public relations 
where the singular significant event is the successful facilitation of mutually beneficial relationships. If 
non-voters believe themselves understood by a particular party and become voters, the entire political 
landscape could alter and become beholden to that single political party for a generation or more. 
Throughout our brief 200 year history, political ideas have stayed alive by migrating to a different party; 
think here of the transformation of Southern Democrats into Independents and Conservative Republicans. 
Compare this to the 9,000-year dynastic chain of Egyptian Pharaohs maintained, it is true, by despotic 
force and threat of violence. In a modern democratic polity, there should be neither sleight of hand nor 
threat of force. Rather, alterations of policy according to public belief might become imperceptible if 
guided by scientific assessment of citizen belief both at home and abroad—the internal and external 
stakeholders. Under such conditions, who can say whether a political party in a democracy might not 
achieve through communication strategies the enduring stability of the Pharaohs? 
 

Endnotes 
1. Though the first four pages contain some original material, it largely reproduces and compacts information 

from the first paper of this series. The remainder is new. 
2. Please refer to Appendix 1-During and my 2004 IIPRC paper for additional methodological details: “What 

Shall We Tell the Children?  Pro and Anti Iraqi-War Communication Strategies for the Children of the 
Children of the Vietnam Era: Part I-Before the War,” 7th Annual International Interdisciplinary Public 
Relations Research Conference, March 11-14, 2004, U. of Miami, FL. 

3. One technical point is in order; Brown did not originally share frequency and distribution specifics with his 
Q sample. His array runs from –4 to +4 while mine is from –5 to +5. Such differences have usually been 
shown to be inconsequential. (At the beginning of 2005, I received from Brown the table of ordered Z 
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scores for each of his factors and used them to form Q sorts in the same form as my own so they could be 
directly compared in a higher order factor analysis.) 

4. All participants were asked to sort the 45 statements from their own point of view, according to the 
following array: 

 
  Most Disagree                                                                                       Most Agree 
Score   -5   -4   -3   -2   -1 0 1 2 3 4 5 
Frequency 3 4 4 4 5 5 5 4 4 4 3 

 
5. See Appendix 1 for details. 
6. Brown, Steven R. (Q-METHOD@LISTSERV.KENT.EDU, 2/18/05, 11:42 a.m.) “Not only are individuals 

limited in the number of random numbers that they can remember and recite (7 +/-2), but the public is also 
generally unable to keep too many separate positions in mind, probably for the same reason—the 
limitations of the mind. Moreover, on controversial matters, public discussion has the tendency to whittle 
down alternatives during the course of debate. In the late 1960s and early ‘70s, we administered a Q sort on 
gun control following major public events, such as the shooting of Martin Luther King, Bobby Kennedy, 
and George Wallace. Initially there were four orthogonal factors, but a couple of these did not appear to be 
able to sustain themselves in the face of subsequent events and public debate, so that in ensuing years the 
factor structure that showed itself consisted of a pro/con bipolar factor (which hadn’t existed in polarized 
form previously) plus another more pragmatic view (if memory serves).” 

7. Labels are derived from the following legend: 
 

Category Columns Alternatives 
  1 2 3 4 
Sex (1)  F (Female) M (male)   
Age (2-3) Actual age  4X =40+ (est,) XX (unknown)  
Race (4) A (African-Am) C (Caucasian) H (Hispanic) U (Unknown) 
Student (5) P (PR Student) N (Not PR) O (Other)  
Original 
Study 
Number 

(6-10) -XX (Number on 
First Study) 

-XX/Y (Number on 
initial Q sort, i.e. 2, 
3 (not 1) 

  

 
By way of example, participant number 15—a 20-year-old Caucasian woman public relations student—is 
F20CP in the “Before the War” study. Since not all participants continued, this same person’s second sort 
was labeled F20CP-15 and bore sort number 9 in the “During the War” study. A 21-year-old male 
Caucasian public relations student who joined the study “during” the war will have his “after” the war Q 
sort labeled M21CP-11/2. One can thus more easily observe whether participants alter their attitudes as 
easily as the polls suggest. 

 

mailto:Q-METHOD@LISTSERV.KENT.EDU
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Appendix 1 – Iraq War Study (During) 
 
========================================================================================= 
C:\Program Files\PCQWin\Studies\Iraq War 2.LOG  What Shall We Tell the Children? (During) 
Based upon Iraq War 2.sty (2/8/04 11:14:19AM)Pro & Anti Iraq War Communication Strategies 
========================================================================================= 
  
====================================================================================================== 
Original Factor Loadings                              Iraq War 2.sty (2/8/04 11:29:50 AM) 
========================================================================================= 
Sort       Label             Factors    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9   h2 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
  1        M20CP-3                     77* -39*  -6   10    0  -17   11   -3    4   80  
  2        F20CP-5                     50* -17   31   19    8   -8   23  -12   -7   49  
  3        M22CP-7                     84*  25   -2  -14  -14    9   21  -13    9   88  
  4        M20CP-9                     67*  14  -13   28    9   -8    8    3   11   60  
  5        M29AP                       -8   67*  19    5  -24  -30  -12    9   15   68  
  6        F20CP-11                    47*  42* -24   19   21   13   -8   -7   15   58  
  7        M22AP                      -71*  27   37   28  -19    2   18   19   15   92  
  8        M23CP-14                    68*  18  -45* -10    1  -28    5   12   12   82  
  9        F20CP-15                    77* -17   38   -1   11   -6  -11  -13    8   81  
 10        F24CP-17                    78*   6   -3   -2    5    6    1    8   -4   62  
 11        M21CP                       71* -19  -12   -5  -12    7   -4  -12   15   61  
 12        F20CP-19                    53*  19   19  -19   20  -18   -2   19   10   50  
 13        F20CP-21                    74*  13   19   26    6   12    6  -14   10   71  
 14        F19CP-27                    67*  26   11   -7  -14   -1   14  -13   16   61  
 15        F22CP-13                    50*  28   19  -46*  14   17   20   18   11   70  
 16        F33AP                      -32   54*   5    7   -6   17  -16   17    7   49  
 17        F29CP-29                    59*  41*   3    9   18    9   -1   -7    6   57  
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
* Denote a loading significant at 38 
  
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
    Factors    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    Totals 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
     eigens 6.87 1.72 0.83 0.62 0.32 0.37 0.27 0.27 0.21      11.49 
 % variance   40   10    5    4    2    2    2    2    1        68 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
========================================================================================= 
Varimax Rotation                                    Iraq War 2.sty (2/8/04 11:30:49 AM) 
========================================================================================= 
Sort       Label             Factors    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9   h2 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
  1        M20CP-3                     58* -40* -15   -7  -22  -46* -11    6   -5   81  
  2        F20CP-5                     66* -14  -11  -11   -7   -4    7    0    2   51  
  3        M22CP-7                     32   -4  -43* -44* -55* -28   10    3   -4   90  
  4        M20CP-9                     37   -2  -52* -10  -11  -39*  -3    6    6   61  
  5        M29AP                       -5   82*  -7   -7   -5   -9    0   -6   -3   70  
  6        F20CP-11                     2    7  -73* -13   -8  -17   -3   -2   -4   60  
  7        M22AP                      -12   59*  28   20   20   40*   1   -1   49*  94  
  8        M23CP-14                     5   -5  -38* -26  -18  -76*   1   -1   -8   85  
  9        F20CP-15                    69* -16  -19  -33  -18   -8  -24    0  -28   84  
 10        F24CP-17                    34  -16  -39* -36  -21  -29   -2   22  -13   63  
 11        M21CP                       30  -31  -26  -15  -44* -28  -19    6  -12   63  
 12        F20CP-19                    28   11  -18  -54*   3  -26  -11   -1  -14   52  
 13        F20CP-21                    56*  -2  -53* -20  -25   -5   -6    5    0   72  
 14        F19CP-27                    36   11  -32  -35  -45* -20    1   -4   -3   63  
 15        F22CP-13                     8    0  -18  -80* -18   -4    2    1    1   73  
 16        F2XAP                      -36   52* -16   -2    8   23   -2   10    8   51  
 17        F29CP-29                    25   12  -61* -31  -13   -9    3    1  -10   59  
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
* Denote a loading significant at 38 
  
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
    Factors    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    Totals 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
     eigens 2.49 1.69 2.41 1.84 1.08 1.60 0.16 0.09 0.42      11.79 
 % variance   15   10   14   11    6    9    1    1    2        69 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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========================================================================================= 
Graphical Rotation                                          Iraq War 2.sty (2/8/04 12:24:41 PM) 
      (During) 
========================================================================================= 
Sort       Label             Factors    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9   h2 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
  1        M20CP-3                     78* -34   -2    7  -13  -20   10    3    4   79  
  2        F20CP-5                     51* -17   31   20    2  -11   20  -13   -7   49  
  3        M22CP-7                     83*  31   -5  -10   -5    7   23  -15    9   88  
  4        M20CP-9                     67*  12  -11   27   13  -16    4    8   11   61  
  5        M29AP                      -10   71*  26   -3   -1  -22  -12   15   15   69  
  6        F20CP-11                    46*  35  -26   19   34    1  -11   -7   15   59  
  7        M22AP                      -72*  30   37   34   -9    7   13   12   15   92  
  8        M23CP-14                    67*  19  -37  -17    7  -27    8   27   12   82  
  9        F20CP-15                    78* -17   37   -4    5   -4  -11  -16    8   82  
 10        F24CP-17                    78*   7   -3    0    7    7    1    6   -4   62  
 11        M21CP                       71* -12  -14   -6  -18    1   -3  -12   15   61  
 12        F20CP-19                    53*  13   23  -20   25   -2    1   21   10   50  
 13        F20CP-21                    74*  13   15   28   10    3    2  -20   10   73  
 14        F19CP-27                    66*  31   10   -6   -5   -2   15  -13   16   61  
 15        F22CP-13                    49*  24   16  -34   22   37   26    9   11   71  
 16        F2XAP                      -34   52*   2   10   12   20  -18   10    7   49  
 17        F29CP-29                    57*  35    1   10   30    3   -3  -10    6   57  
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
* Denote a loading significant at 38 
 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
    Factors    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    Totals 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
     eigens 6.87 1.64 0.79 0.58 0.43 0.40 0.29 0.33 0.21      11.53 
 % variance   40   10    5    3    3    2    2    2    1        68 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
 
========================================================================================= 
Graphical Rotation                           Iraq War 2.sty history (2/8/04 12:24:41 PM) 
========================================================================================= 
  
Num.   Factors        Degree 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
001     2.1    5.1       -19 
002     3.1    6.1       -12 
003     3.2    8.1         4 
004     6.2    8.2        20 
005     4.1    6.3        15 
006     4.2    7.1         9 
007     1.1    2.2        -2 
  
========================================================================================= 
Factor scores                                               Iraq War 2.sty (2/8/04 12:25:05 PM) 
      (During) 
========================================================================================= 
Iraq War 2.sty file name 
17 sorts 
45 items 
11 piles 
9 centroids 
3 4 4 4 5 5 5 4 4 4 3  frequencies 
8.71111111111111 variance 
  
scores edited scores edited     11:00:54 AM,2/8/04 
factored  
Graphical  
last opened at last opened at     11:13:19 AM,2/8/04 
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========================================================================================= 
Summary (Graphical)                                  Iraq War 2.sty (2/8/04 12:25:05 PM) 
========================================================================================= 
All 17 sorts have been accounted for in 2 factors. 
  n    fac    sorts contributing to each factor 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
[15]  A  |  1  2  3  4  6  7  8  9 10 11 12 13 14 15 17   
[ 2]  B  |  5 16   
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Factors  
C,D,E,F,G,H,I, have no loadings greater or equal to 38 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
[ 0]      Confounded:   
[ 0] Not significant:   
========================================================================================= 
Factor A for Iraq War 2.sty (Graphical)              Iraq War 2.sty (2/8/04 12:25:05 PM) 
========================================================================================= 
  
 -5  -4  -3  -2  -1   0   1   2   3   4   5   
-------------------------------------------- 
 13  21  11   7   3   9   4  12   5   1   8   
 17  29  14  35  15  16  10  20   6   2  22   
 30  32  39  40  19  24  25  26  18  28  45   
     37  44  43  23  33  38  31  27  36       
                 34  41  42                   
  
 
 
Sort with significant loadings: 
--label-------------------sort--load          --label-------------------sort--load 
M20CP-3                      1  0.78          F20CP-5                      2  0.51 
M22CP-7                      3  0.83          M20CP-9                      4  0.67 
F20CP-11                     6  0.46          M22AP                        7 -0.72 
M23CP-14                     8  0.67          F20CP-15                     9  0.78 
F24CP-17                    10  0.78          M21CP                       11  0.71 
F20CP-19                    12  0.53          F20CP-21                    13  0.74 
F19CP-27                    14  0.66          F22CP-13                    15  0.49 
F29CP-29                    17  0.58            
  
 
========================================================================================= 
Factor B for Iraq War 2.sty (Graphical)              Iraq War 2.sty (2/8/04 12:25:05 PM) 
========================================================================================= 
  
 -5  -4  -3  -2  -1   0   1   2   3   4   5   
-------------------------------------------- 
 14   8  13   6  11   9   1   4   5   3  21   
 22  12  27  30  28  15   2   7  16  17  23   
 39  20  29  42  31  35  10  32  18  25  24   
     26  36  43  33  44  19  34  41  38       
                 40  45  37                   
  
Sort with significant loadings: 
--label-------------------sort--load          --label-------------------sort--load 
M29AP                        5  0.71          F2XAP                       16  0.52 
  
   
========================================================================================= 
Item scores  (Graphical)                             Iraq War 2.sty (2/8/04 12:25:05 PM) 
========================================================================================= 
                                                  Factors  A    B      -A (M22AP) 
                                                          ---- ----    ---------- 
  1.We should support Iraqi opposition to Saddam           4    1  -1 
    among Iraqi generals, government officials, and       
    businessmen.                                          
  2.I hope our relationships with other countries are      4    1  -2 
    not hurt too much by our actions in Iraq.             
  3.How is Iraq supposed to prove that they don't         -1    4  +5 
    have weapons? They might be lying, but are we         
    going to waste people's lives on a might?             
  4.At first I didn't believe in a war with Iraq, but      1    2  -1 
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    now I guess it's going to happen no matter what.      
    It seems inevitable.                                  
  5.The innocent people of Iraq should not be              3    3  -2  
    punished for the choices of their dictator. Only      
    Saddam should be held responsible.                    
  6.If we don't act first, Saddam will.                    3   -2  -3  
  7.The government seems to be keeping some things        -2    2  +2 
    under wraps, and it's disturbing to think that        
    some of our freedoms could be placed in jeopardy      
    in the name of homeland security.                     
  8.I support President Bush. He is doing the right        5   -4  -5   
    thing in trying to stop terrorism. He's looking       
    out for the world's best interest.                    
  9.I feel divided. On the one hand we have to take a      0    0   0 
    stand so that the world knows we mean business.       
    On the other hand I don't want America to start a     
    big war.                                              
 10.War will make more terror attacks likely.              1    1  +5 
 11.I am not convinced one way or the other about the     -3   -1  -2 
    war. I don't see it really affecting me directly,     
    and I could go either way on the issue.               
 12.We need to show them that we aren't afraid or          2   -4  -3 
    threatened by them, that they can't mess with us.     
 13.The U.S. gets along with plenty of governments        -5   -3  +5 
    that abuse their people. What's the big deal          
    about Iraq?                                           
 14.I doubt there will be many casualties because war     -3   -5  -2 
    today is technological and doesn't depend on how      
    many troops you have.                                 
 15.I want to see evidence that directly implicates       -1    0  +4 
    Hussein as having weapons or direct ties with         
    al-Qaeda.                                             
 16.It may sound selfish but I want to finish college,     0    3  +2 
    and enlisting in the military would just put my       
    education on hold.                                    
 17.We're acting like a terrorist regime ourselves and    -5    4  +4 
    only seem to be in this for self-interested           
    capitalist motives.                                   
 18.We have a professional army and the best military      3    3  -4 
    technology on the planet. The Iraqi army is no        
    match.                                                
 19.It is confusing to try and keep track of every        -1    1  -1 
    event and every name involved, and the media          
    don't really help clarify the situation.              
 20.The war may be partly for oil, but it's mainly to      2   -4  -3 
    eliminate weapons of mass destruction.                
 21.Saddam didn't  bomb the Twin Towers. If they want     -4    5  +4 
    to send the marines to assassinate Osama bin          
    Laden, then be my guest, but I don't see what         
    Iraq has to do with it.                               
 22.The world would be safer without Saddam.               5   -5  -5 
 23.Pre-emptive attack is not the way to go. War          -1    5  +4 
    should be a last resort.                              
 24.I see no need for a military draft. The choice to      0    5  +3 
    enlist should be a personal one.                      
 25.I would hate to see people I know and care about       1    4  +1 
    fighting overseas and possibly dying over an          
    issue that the country is divided on.                 
 26.America has given me so much. I would be willing       2   -4  -5 
    to die in an Iraqi desert to protect those things.    
 27.I'm afraid of bio-terrorism, smallpox, and getting     3   -3  -1 
    bombed. These things could happen.                    
 28.We should take this opportunity to free the Iraqi      4   -1  -4 
    people from a dictator.                               
 29.I haven't really paid much attention to all the       -4   -3   0 
    hoopla surrounding the situation.                     
 30.This is a racist war, a campaign of genocide.         -5   -2  +3 
    We're just taking our 9/11 frustrations out on Iraq.           
 31.If I were called I suppose I would feel an             2   -1  -3 
    obligation to fight, but I really wouldn't want       
    to leave my family and friends.                       
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 32.Bush is just diverting public attention away from     -4    2  +1 
    domestic issues.                                      
 33.Access to more oil would stimulate our economy.        0   -1  +2 
 34.The truth is lost in propaganda.                      -1    2  +3 
 35.The U.S. shouldn't go to war without the backing      -2    0  +1 
    of other nations and the U.N. We don't have a         
    chance of winning if we are our only allies.          
 36.I believe that Saddam is hiding his weapons,           4   -3  -4 
    because Bush wouldn't be doing all of this            
    talking for no reason.                                
 37.It's the poor and underprivileged that are going      -4    1  +3 
    to kill and be killed for the President and           
    Congress.                                             
 38.We do not need a draft. Our military is the best       1    4  -1 
    in the world without it.                              
 39.Pure and simple: I want revenge.                      -3   -5  +1 
 40.I must admit the idea of war scares me, and           -2   -1   0 
    frankly I'd rather not hear about it.                 
 41.The U.N. must be allowed to continue its               0    3  +1 
    inspections to uncover weapons of mass                
    destruction.                                          
 42.The U.S. has to retaliate in some way or things        1   -2   0 
    like September 11th will occur again in the           
    future.                                               
 43.I try not to think about it and to just go on         -2   -2   0 
    with life until I have to worry about it.             
 44.Saddam is a Bush family issue, and George Jr. is      -3    0  +2 
    just picking up where his daddy left off.             
 45.The United States has a duty to protect itself         5    0  -4 
    and the world.                                        
  
 
========================================================================================= 
Consensus statements  (Graphical)                    Iraq War 2.sty (2/8/04 12:25:05 PM) 
========================================================================================= 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
          There are 10 consensus item for Iraq War 2.sty Q-study 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
                                                 Factors  A   B     -A (M22AP) 
                                                         --- ---    -------- 
  4.At first I didn't believe in a war with Iraq, but     1   2        -1 
  5.The innocent people of Iraq should not be             3   3        -2 
  9.I feel divided. On the one hand we have to take a     0   0         0 
 10.War will make more terror attacks likely.             1   1        +5 
 15.I want to see evidence that directly implicates      -1   0        +4 
 18.We have a professional army and the best military     3   3        -4  
 29.I haven't really paid much attention to all the      -4  -3         0 
 33.Access to more oil would stimulate our economy.       0  -1        +2 
 40.I must admit the idea of war scares me, and          -2  -1         0 
 43.I try not to think about it and to just go on        -2  -2         0 
  
========================================================================================= 
Differentiating statements   (Graphical)             Iraq War 2.sty (2/8/04 12:25:05 PM) 
========================================================================================= 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
  18 items distinguish Factor A from all other factors 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
                                                 Factors  A   B    
                                                         --- ---   
  3.How is Iraq supposed to prove that they don't        -1   4   
  6.If we don't act first, Saddam will.                   3  -2   
  7.The government seems to be keeping some things       -2   2   
  8.I support President Bush. He is doing the right       5  -4   
 12.We need to show them that we aren't afraid or         2  -4   
 17.We're acting like a terrorist regime ourselves and   -5   4   
 20.The war may be partly for oil, but it's mainly to     2  -4   
 21.Saddam didn't  bomb the Twin Towers. If they want    -4   5   
 22.The world would be safer without Saddam.              5  -5   
 23.Pre-emptive attack is not the way to go. War         -1   5   
 24.I see no need for a military draft. The choice to     0   5   
 26.America has given me so much. I would be willing      2  -4   
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 27.I'm afraid of bio-terrorism, smallpox, and getting    3  -3   
 28.We should take this opportunity to free the Iraqi     4  -1   
 32.Bush is just diverting public attention away from    -4   2   
 36.I believe that Saddam is hiding his weapons,          4  -3   
 37.It's the poor and underprivileged that are going     -4   1   
 45.The United States has a duty to protect itself        5   0   
  
 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
  18 items distinguish Factor B from all other factors 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
                                                 Factors  A   B    
                                                         --- ---   
  3.How is Iraq supposed to prove that they don't        -1   4   
  6.If we don't act first, Saddam will.                   3  -2   
  7.The government seems to be keeping some things       -2   2   
  8.I support President Bush. He is doing the right       5  -4   
 12.We need to show them that we aren't afraid or         2  -4   
 17.We're acting like a terrorist regime ourselves and   -5   4   
 20.The war may be partly for oil, but it's mainly to     2  -4   
 21.Saddam didn't  bomb the Twin Towers. If they want    -4   5   
 22.The world would be safer without Saddam.              5  -5   
 23.Pre-emptive attack is not the way to go. War         -1   5   
 24.I see no need for a military draft. The choice to     0   5   
 26.America has given me so much. I would be willing      2  -4   
 27.I'm afraid of bio-terrorism, smallpox, and getting    3  -3   
 28.We should take this opportunity to free the Iraqi     4  -1   
 32.Bush is just diverting public attention away from    -4   2   
 36.I believe that Saddam is hiding his weapons,          4  -3   
 37.It's the poor and underprivileged that are going     -4   1   
 45.The United States has a duty to protect itself        5   0   
  
  
========================================================================================= 
Factor correlations   (Graphical)                    Iraq War 2.sty (2/8/04 12:25:05 PM) 
========================================================================================= 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
        Factors  A   B    
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
             A   0 -15   
             B -15   0   
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 reliabilities  98  88    
   std. errors  37  98 
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Hispanics in Horry County, South Carolina, essentially have no voice, are seen only as domestics, 
construction and migrant workers, and garner little support from the dominant Anglo population.  What 
follows are some examples to illustrate this argument. 

1. In the Horry county schools, per the 2004-2005 ethnic report made available by the Horry 
County School District, 1,371 or 4.17% of the total student body represent students who belong 
to different Hispanic groups, many of whom do not speak English.  To serve this group, there are 
only three itinerant ESL teachers for a county, which covers 1,134 square miles.  This translates 
into only half an hour a week of instruction per student. 
2. Of the 1,600 employees of Horry County, there are three who are bilingual in Spanish and 
English.  In the county’s central office of the 911 emergency calls, one on the staff is bi-lingual 
but only works 40 hours per week in an office that is on call 24/7 (198 hours per week).  
3. Hispanics work, pay taxes, drive cars with illegal licenses, carry no automobile insurance and 
no one notices much, except when one of them causes trouble and attracts media attention.   If 
they get into automobile accidents or incur other charges that put them in jail – domestic abuse, 
theft—they either never show up for court or are jailed overnight, bailed out (because a group of 
friends and relatives raise the money), and then are never seen again. This seacoast county’s 
general populace shows no concern and shares no guilt.   

Our paper argues that such attitudes on the part of the county is due to oversight and ignorance of the 
possible consequences.  It is the researchers’ argument that a clear public relations crisis (with 
communication at its roots) is already taking place in the county but has not reached maximum thrust.  
The county narrowly averted a full-blown crisis during the hurricane season this year, and only because 
Hurricane Gaston missed us completely.  It was only afterwards that a local Catholic church realized that 
Hispanics were totally unaware of the danger, and the proper procedures to adopt in case of an 
emergency.  Since so many of them live in precarious mobile homes, the potential was there for a disaster 
possibly with international consequences.  Moreover, we have learned through our research efforts that 
within the county, just at the North Carolina border, Hispanics are grouped together as multiple families 
in mobile homes designed for one family. In order for the Hispanics to get free fire extinguishers from the 
county fire department, each home must be inspected; the Hispanics won’t allow inspections because the 
owners (landlords) would then be penalized for allowing overcrowded conditions.  A disastrous fire in 
any one of these homes would also gain media attention that could escalate into international attention. 

The researchers especially look at the county’s relationship with Hispanic members in the 
community. They “map out” the looming crisis by analyzing the degree to which public county offices 
are not engaging Hispanics by listening to their concerns; educating their children developing their trust 
in the county’s facilities/workers; accommodating any language policies to meet their needs; offering an 
open system (transparency*) approach in communication; and adapting to Hispanic growth in general. 
Finally, the researchers argue that such ignorance on the part of Horry County is not only a disservice to a 
growing minority, but also an ethical lapse. 

*”How Influencer Relationships Create Business Advantage and Minimize Risk.” National 
Association of Industrial and Office Properties Research Foundation. 2004 Grant. Walter J. Carl, 
Northeastern University, Boston, Ma. 
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 Image, as it pertains to public relations, is a concept that is looked upon as both essential and 
peripheral.  Although most researchers do not agree on the importance of image in public relations, most 
will agree that it is an unavoidable piece of the discipline.  Increasingly scholars are noting the important 
link between institutional leaders and organizational image.   Some scholars even claim that these images 
are inseparable.  The literature also states that crises can often harm or bolster an organization’s image.  
However, there have been few studies that have looked at how a crisis that affects an institutional leader 
in turn affects the institution’s image.  This research uses content analysis to examine the media portray of 
Auburn University during the Halloween Photograph Crisis and how the organization and its leaders 
responded to the events. 
Impression Management 
 In the work The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Erving Goffman (1959) outlined several 
concepts that are highly relevant to the study of organizations, image, and public relations.  Although 
Goffman was mainly concerned with interpersonal interactions, his observations can be adapted to 
provide insights into the ways organizations work to present their values, goals, and practices in a 
favorable light. 
 Goffman (1959) uses a dramaturgical perspective to illustrate how people communicate and behave 
to create a favorable impression on others.  In other words, Goffman employs a theatrical metaphor to 
show that individuals play a character in a role.  This character, then, is generally accepted or not 
accepted by others as an accurate definition of reality.  As Goffman writes, "the individual will have to 
act so that he intentionally or unintentionally expresses himself, and the others will in turn have to be 
impressed in some way by him" ( p. 2).  Further, Goffman points out that these performances "tend to 
incorporate and exemplify the officially accredited values of the society" (p. 35).  In other words, 
individuals use impression management to create a positive image of themselves in line with their and the 
public’s expressed value system.  This notion also relates closely to the idea of framing a situation in a 
way that presents a positive image of the actor and the performance (Goffman, 1974).   
 As in the theater, performances are divided into two regions.  Front stage performances are those the 
communicator uses to present the polished, idealized performance.  These performances are the preferred 
version the performer hopes to have accepted.  Backstage presents an entirely different picture.  As in the 
theater, back stage is an area of preparation, an area in which unpredictable, unplanned events can occur.  
As Goffman writes, backstage activity is "action occurring before and after the scene or behind it that is 
relevant to it and at the same time (in likelihood) incompatible with it" (1974, p. 216).  A look backstage 
can provide insights into the machinations behind the public performance and may provide a counterpoint 
to the public, idealized front stage performance.  That is, the polished presentation we may usually see 
may be founded on a reality that may or may not completely match the public performance. 
 On occasion, audience members see behind the curtain into the back stage.  As when Toto reveals the 
wizard, the audience may get a glimpse into the less polished reality behind the facade.  The audience 
then makes sense of the performance in an entirely different way as the performer, here the Wizard, 
works feverishly to maintain or repair the impression.  Here, the performer must combat the backstage 
performance that has been revealed by doing a great deal of face work to re-establish an impression more 
in line with positive values and image. 
 As noted above, Goffman’s work has been very influential in the study of interpersonal 
communication.  However, it also has relevance to organizational studies.  One could argue that 
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organizations, too, work to manage the impressions they make.  Many of the studies of organizational 
image, such as those presented here, rest on that assumption.  Further, this organizational image or 
impression is generally presented in a way that aligns with positive, publicly accepted values.  Even so, 
this front stage impression may not always match backstage activities.  When the curtain is pulled away, 
the organization, then, must work as hard as any individual to manage, maintain, or repair its public 
performance. 
 In fact, some organizational studies have begun examining this approach.  For example, in looking at 
impression management in hospitals, Arndt and Bigelow (2000) found that organizations sought to 
manage the impressions about the hospitals by controlling the information that was being presented.  In 
this case, the organizations used "defensive impression management" (p. 511) preventively to intercept 
any possible criticism of proposed changes in the system.  Along these lines, Conlon and Murray (1996) 
looked at the way organizations used excuses, apologies, and justifications as repair efforts to manage 
impressions when customers had complaints about products or services that had not performed as 
expected.  Also, Hooghiemstra (2000) found that in cases of organizational and environmental crises, 
such as the Exxon Valdez and Bhopal, the way in which the organization utilizes impression management 
is crucial to the way in which the public views the organization.  Finally, Bansall and Clelland (2004) 
point out that backstage, negative information disclosed about an organization has an immediate, 
enduring effect that increases risk for the organization.  Moreover, they argue that managers must work to 
"actively shape the way in which . . . stakeholders view the firm" (p 95) by managing the impression 
being presented.   
 Obviously impression management is relevant to the studies of organizations.  In the present case, the 
public has been able to see backstage into an area that does not match well with the impression of 
diversity that the organization is seeking to promote.  The ways in which the organization deals with this 
backstage impression are important to knowing how the organization works to maintain and manage, and 
in this case, repair its public impression. 
Image 

Image is a controversial term when used in public relations.  Almost everyone has used or heard the 
word, but many negative ideas are associated with it.  Grunig  (1994) states that he never uses the term 
image in textbooks or classes because "I did not know what the term really means" (p. 124).  This point is 
valid. Image is a catchall, umbrella phrase related to all corporate communications.  In addition, the word 
has a negative connotation because it suggests that public relations deals with "unreality."  The idea of 
image suggests that public relations practitioners manipulate, polish, project, tarnish, dent, bolster, and 
boost something that is not real (Grunig).  However, since image is a combination of the symbolic 
(perceptions, attitudes and schemas formed about an organization by publics) and the organization’s 
behavioral relationships (interaction between organizations and their publics) it is still a necessary subject 
of inquiry (Grunig).  

Image depends on everything an organization does: how management and publics interact, how the 
organization is doing financially, how leaders behave, and the day-to-day operations whether they be 
public relations, advertising, ethics or anything else.  All of these elements are important because image is 
the total impression that the entity makes on a public’s perceptions of an organization (Dichter, 1985; 
Druckenmiller, 1993; Theus, 1993).  Image is a mosaic made of all the conclusions different publics make 
after being exposed to an organization's public relations efforts (Sauerhaft & Atkins, 1989).  Everything 
the organization does melts together to form its image. 
Image and Institutional Leaders 

Leaders serve as a signal about what an organization stands for and what issues are important to it 
(Fombrun & Shanley, 1990).  Therefore organizational leaders are a prominent and decisive part of an 
organization’s image formulation.  A number of researchers say that leaders’ image influences that of an 
organization (Gaines-Ross, 2000; Garbett, 1988; Mazurk, 1999).  Some researchers suggest that 
organizations are personified by their leaders (Gans, 1979; Gitlin, 1980; Schudson, 1978; Seeger, 1986).  
However other theorists state that leaders form an institution’s image because they have more influence 
over this one factor than any other within an organization (Grunig, 1993; Williams & Moffitt, 1997).  
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This influence may be so powerful that the CEO becomes the organization literally and symbolically to 
some constituents (Pincus, Rayfield, & Debonis, 1991; Eichholtz, 1999; Gray, 1986; Grunig, L., 1993; 
McGrath, 1995).  Leaders embody and personify the organization, it’s activities, values and goals 
(Seeger, 1986).  In addition, it is not only a leader’s image, but also his/her actions that affect an 
organization’s image (Druckenmiller, 1993).   
Image and Universities 

Few researchers have focused their attention on the importance of image to educational institutions, 
but the concept is clearly of importance.  Theus (1993) argues that like other organizations one of a 
university’s most important assets is its image.   A university’s image is defined by “entering-student test 
scores, quality of faculty, expenditures per student, size of endowment, number of volumes in the library, 
admissions selectivity, volume of gifts and grants, accomplishments of alumni, quality of facilities, size 
of operating budget, peer rankings, reputation for innovation, and quality of leadership” (Theus,  p. 281). 
Since universities are often vying for resources, the best students, and excellent faculty, image enters the 
equation.  Therefore image may be one factor publics such as legislators, students, and faculty might 
consider when making choices about resource allocation, education, and employment.  Universities and 
colleges are similar to businesses then because they must use public relations, marketing, lobbying, and 
image to acquire the resources necessary for survival (Dill, 1982; Pelletier & McNamara, 1985; Theus, 
1993).  Image might play an increasingly more important role for universities since some researchers state 
the links between universities and their constituents are weakening (Immerwahr & Harvey, 1995).  
Therefore institutions of higher learning need to do everything within their power to keep positive images 
with their various constituents.   
University Image and Crises 

Institutional image is continually influenced by what universities have done, continue to do, and will 
do in the future.  Myths about institutions color to some extent what publics think about them and what 
their missions are and what they can accomplish; therefore older, more established universities are 
protected by their consistent images, but they can also be harmed by rumors and scandals (Theus, 1993).  
The image of a college or university, like any other organization, is influenced by not only facts and 
personal opinions, but also by how the organization responds to crises.  Higher education leaders believe 
their institutions’ images are strongly influenced by times of crisis.  Presidents at public institutions 
strongly believe that following a crisis their universities are viewed more negatively by publics; they also 
stated that repairing a negative image is a very costly endeavor (Theus).   

A crisis can be viewed as a threat to an organization (Allen & Calliouet, 1994).  The crisis shows the 
organization’s vulnerability, and could lead to image damage, which might even threaten the 
organization’s survival (Coombs & Holladay, 1996).  Crisis response strategies seek to protect an 
organization by eliminating or reducing the need for image repair (Allen & Calliouet).  Public relations 
practitioners are often charged with managing an organization’s image (Calliouet & Allen, 1996).  Since 
most public relations practitioner are savvy communicator they understand that the organization’s 
survival is on the line during time of crises (Calliouet & Allen; Kearns, 1998).   

Although communication can be used to influence how stakeholders interpret a crisis and the 
organization’s response to the crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 1996), public relations practitioners must also 
realize that an organization’s publics are discerning customers who read between the lines and search the 
fine print (Kearns, 1998).  Publics therefore search out information to determine the cause of the crisis 
and the organization’s responsibility for the occurrence.  The more publics can link crisis responsibility to 
an organization the more likely these publics are to develop and act upon negative images of the said 
organization (Coombs & Holladay).  This situation is further exasperated when a particular type of crisis 
is repeated by the organization (Coombs & Holladay). 

College and university presidents and vice presidents state it is imperative for universities to separate 
themselves from the issue causing crisis to protect their institution’s image (Theus, 1993).  Instead these 
leaders suggest that universities work to show a position of power and control over the situation and bring 
attention to their institution’s history and the good it does to further remove the university from the crisis 
(Theus). 
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Media Coverage during times of Crisis 
Many scholars contend that crises that are in the public view can be the most harmful (Allen & 

Caillouet, 1994; Coombs, 1998; Benoit, 1995; Druckenmiller, 1993).   However, news organizations 
value conflict (Caillouet & Allen, 1994).  The media tend to report the bad news, which will disrupt and 
possibly harm a college or university’s image, and many higher education administrators believe news 
coverage is very influential (Theus, 1993).  Theus contends that agenda setting is used by the news media 
when higher education is covered, suggesting that such coverage can lead publics to having new 
perspectives about institutions, both good and bad.  Theus also states that some journalists will show their 
bias by choosing sources that will say the things they want to report.  Therefore media coverage of 
negative events can harm even the strongest and most consistent university image (Theus). 

Method 
On the evening of Halloween 2001, members of Delta Sigma Phi and Beta Theta Pi held costume 

parties and hired local photographers to “record” the events.  The photos were later posted on websites for 
purchase.  Among those photos were ones of Delta Sigma member dressed in a Ku Klux Klan hooded-
robe and another dressed as a lynching victim, with black face and a noose around his neck.  Members of 
Beta Theta were dressed in black face, Afro-styled wigs, and purple Omega Psi Phi jerseys.  Omega Psi 
Phi is a traditionally black fraternity.  Memebers  Omega Psi Phi discovered the photos and notified 
University officials.  News of these photos spread quickly and lead to a questioning of not only the taste 
of said photos, but also of Auburn University’s commitment to diversity and the African-American 
community.  Auburn University addressed the situation by disbanding the fraternities, which lead to legal 
action on behalf of the fraternities and a lawsuit based on First Amendment rights.  Auburn University 
eventually allowed the fraternities to return to normal function upon campus and began a campaign to 
instill diversity as a core value of the university. 

Content analysis was used to answer the research questions because it is a systematic and objective 
system of analysis (Stacks, 2002).  Krippendorf (1980) adds that it possible to make replicable and valid 
inferences from data analyzed by the content analysis technique.  In addition, content analysis is 
considered an ideal research method for the analysis of documents because it provides a logical basis for 
understanding how messages are constructed (Stacks, 2002).   

A total of 62 articles discussing the Auburn University Halloween incident were published in 
Alabama papers in the time span of October 2001 and March 2002.  The researchers decided to use only 
Alabama papers since they would be most likely to publish accounts of the story.  Lexus-Nexus, 
Newspaper Source, and publication archives were used to generate the sample.  A question coding sheet 
was developed by the researchers to help determine how the university responded to the incident as well 
as what terminology was used.  Two graduate student assistants coded the data after a review session.  
Intercoder reliability was determined to be 87% using Holsti’s (1969) reliability formula. 
R1: What organizations are mentioned in the headline? 

Auburn University was directly mentioned as Auburn, Auburn University or AU in 64.5% of the 
headlines, while the fraternities were only mentioned by full name in 11.2% of the headlines (Delta Sigma 
4.8% and Beta Theta 6.4%).  However, the general terms of frat or fraternity were mentioned in 54.8% of 
the headlines.  Chi-squares were performed to further investigate these findings.  The direct mention of 
Auburn University in headlines was found to be statistically significant (X2=5.226, df=1, p<.022).  The 
lack of mentions of Delta Sigma and Beta Theta by direct name were also found to be statistically 
significant – (X2=50.581, df=1, p<.001) (X2=47.032, df=1, p<.001) respectively. 
R2: What organizations are mentioned in the lead? 

Again Auburn University was directly mentioned in 83.9% of the story leads while Delta Sigma was 
only named in 8% and Beta Theta in 20.9%.  The general term fraternity, however, was mentioned in 
59.6% of the leads.  Chi-squares were again preformed to further investigate these findings.  The mention 
of Auburn University in story leads was found to be statistically significant (X2=28.452, df=1, p<.001).  
The lack of mentions of Delta Sigma (X2=43.613, df=1, p<.001) and Beta Theta (X2=20.903, df=1, 
p<.001) by direct name were also found to be statistically significant. 
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 Sixty-one of the 62 articles analyzed (approximately 98%) had at least one mention of Auburn 
University in it.  On average, Auburn University was mentioned 7 times in articles and at most it was 
mentioned 27 times in an article.  In comparison, Delta sigma was mentioned on average twice in articles 
and at most 10 times in an article.  Similarly Beta Theta was mentioned 3 times on average and at most 18 
times in an article. 
R3: From whom did the official university response come? 

Twenty-four of the 62 articles coded mentioned an official response from the university about the 
incident.  Nineteen or 79.2% of these responses came from Auburn University’s president at the time 
William Walker.  Two or 8.3% came from a university spokesperson and three (12.5%) came from other 
sources such as university team coaches and lawyers. 
R4: What was the official university response? 

Coders reviewed the official university responses and determined that of the 27 articles with 
responses, only 1 or 3.7% was an apology.  Eleven (40.7%) of the responses were reprimands and 15 
(55.6%) were coded as other.  Chi-square analysis found these findings to be statistically significant  
(X2=11.556, df=2, p<.003). 
R5: Were proactive reforms taken by the university mentioned? 

Proactive reforms taken by the university were  mentioned in only 27.3% of the articles. Chi-square 
found this finding to be statistically significant X2=11.364, df=1, p<.001.  In addition, only 37.5% of the 
articles mention that the university has discrimination and harassment rules in place. 
R6: Were other incidents of racism mentioned? 

Although racist incidents were mentioned in only 13.1% of the articles, 62.5% of these mentions 
were of incidents that also happened at AU.   
R6: Were appropriate terms were found in the articles? 

The word diversity was only present in 24 of 62 articles and the word inclusivity in one of 62 articles.  
However, the term racist was found between one and four times in 44 of the 62 articles coded.   

Discussion 
Discussions of organizational image are unavoidable.  Everything an organization does or says in 

some way contributes to the mosaic known as image.  And, as is illustrated in this example, crises only 
add to the scrutiny by which publics will measure an organization’s response and reputation. 
Auburn University’s Image After the Crisis 

Auburn University was mentioned by name in 64.5% of the headlines, 98% of the articles and 83.9% 
of the leads written about the 2001 Halloween incident.  Newspapers are written for quick reading with 
the most important aspects placed first (Metzler, 1979).  This is done so editors can cut stories more 
easily, but it also done because on average only 31% of readers make it to the 15th paragraph of a story 
(Schramm, 1947).  Therefore most people would know that Auburn University was involved in this crisis 
if they only took the time to read the headline or lead paragraph. 

Obviously, this crisis was a very public one, which could cause many constituents to develop a 
negative image of the university.  As Coombs & Holladay (1996) state publics are more likely to have a 
negative impression of an organization’s image if they can directly link the organization to the cause of 
the crisis.  Since Auburn University is named so frequently in the media coverage of the incident it is 
reasonable to believe publics would be able to make a direct link between the institution and the crisis.  
This negativity is increased if the crisis is one that is a repeated problem for the organization (Coombs & 
Holladay).  Unfortunately, the Halloween was not the first incident that caused racial tensions at the 
university and that was covered by the press.  Again, many publics could be aware of the previous 
situations causing them to have an even more negative perception of the university; publics know to read 
between the lines (Kearns, 1998) .   Although the university would clearly want to distance itself from this 
situation as suggested by Theus (1993), it’s not happening based on media accounts.  The media do state 
the incidents happened at fraternity parties, but they also tie those fraternities directly to Auburn 
University.  The situation has been framed as an Auburn University issue and not just a Delta Sigma or 
Beta Theta one.  Therefore it should be a situation the Auburn University handles with proactive 
measures in order to show its power and control of it (Theus). 
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Back Stage 
 Prior to the Halloween incident, diversity at Auburn University did not appear to be a critical issue.  
The University performed as if diversity was an important issue, and it managed the impression of 
diversity in a number of standard ways.  For example, various hiring initiatives around campus promoted 
equal opportunity in hiring, retention, and promotion.  A number of campus activities promoted issues of 
diversity.  The general impression being managed and presented front stage by the University was that 
issues of diversity were important at Auburn, that the university promoted tolerance, even if through 
benign neglect, and that all members of the organization were members of the "Auburn Family."   
 After the incident, the backstage look into the fraternities proved that it was a dysfunctional family at 
best.  The Halloween incident clearly affected Auburn’s image and the impression it was seeking to 
manage with regard to diversity on campus.  Issues were raised as to the extent to which racist attitudes 
pervaded the campus.  The look backstage was perceived to be very influential in revealing the true face 
of Auburn University.  As Bansall and Clelland (2004) note, the negative information presented, in this 
case on the web, had an immediate, forceful, extremely negative impact.   
 The performance of tolerance presented front stage was shown dramatically to mask an underlying, 
backstage foundation of racist behaviors.  The backstage glimpse offered by the photographs necessitated 
a response by the university to attempt to repair the damage to the image and establish a favorable 
impression of diversity efforts on campus.  These efforts were meant to show that, indeed, tolerance was 
important on campus, that this event was not symptomatic of a pervasive problem, and that diversity was 
to be a high priority, a core value, of the organization in the future.   
President’s Role 
 The results of the study indicate that the President of the university played a major role in the process.  
The President, William Walker, was the source of official information utilized most by the press in 
reporting the organization’s response to the crisis.  Although information was provided by an official 
university spokesperson and other approved sources, Walker served as the official face of the university.  
These findings were positive.  Theus (1993) suggests that presidents of public universities recognize that 
crises are often negative for their institutions and realize that repair work is costly.  By having the 
president respond to the situation it is apparent that Auburn University is taking the matter seriously; 
Walker’s response is meant as a signal of the values for which the university stands (Fombrun & Shanley, 
1990).  Regardless of how much information may have been presented by sources other than the 
President, the press drew most of its coverage regarding the organization’s official stance from Walker.  
As such, Walker becomes the performer "front stage" and managing the impression of the entire 
university should guide his entire approach.  Because of this high level of visibility, organizations should 
be aware of the importance of this performance to the overall perception of the organization.  In order to 
be most effective, the spokesperson, here the President, must engage in a performance that, at once, 
frames the situation or crisis in a manageable context and presents an impression that counters the 
negativity raised by the excursion into the backstage region.  
Repair Work 
 In cases such as the present one, the organization is well advised to attempt repair work in order to 
minimize damage and to re-establish a favorable impression.  As Hooghiemstra (2000) argues, impression 
management in these situations can help reinforce notions the public may have about the legitimacy of the 
organization.  Unlike some other organizations (Conlon & Murray, 1996), Auburn University did not rely 
upon apologies or excuses in attempting repair work.  Only 1 out of 27 responses was an apology.   
Although this could be an example of university trying to distance itself from the crisis, it also shows a 
huge opportunity missed by the university.    
 Proactive reforms taken by the university were only mentioned in 27.3% of the articles. In addition, 
only 37.5% of the articles mention that the university has discrimination and harassment rules in place.  
These items should have been highlighted in the president’s responses to help draw away criticism and to 
help rebuild the image of institution. By taking a proactive approach, the university would have assumed 
more power over the situation, which would have been reflected in press coverage.  Instead, its responses 
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seemed to rest in anger and the notion that this sort of behavior was unacceptable.  The performance 
being enacted was one of the organization as being defiled by the behavior of some of its members.   
 While Auburn University was mentioned often by the press, the finger Auburn itself was pointing 
was aimed directly at the fraternities.  Reprimands were the most frequent response; reprimands are much 
more pointed than apologies and less accepting of responsibility.  In addition, many responses were 
recorded as other almost as if the public persona of the organization was so angry that it could not 
formulate a coherent response.  The university did not attempt to justify the behaviors nor did it offer 
excuses for it.  Again, in seeking to repair the damage to its impression or image, the organization is 
playing a role.  Here, the role is that of the victim of a betrayal.  That the betrayal is by its own members 
adds even more to the drama.   

The organization in an attempt to restore and enhance its values must seek out and deal with any 
elements that may be damaging or causing harm.  Auburn essentially is staking claim to the idea that, in 
terms of diversity, it will eliminate negative backstage behaviors.  In this way, both the backstage and the 
front stage of Auburn University will promote the same values.  The university is repairing the impression 
made by the backstage breech by, first, eliminating backstage problems.  As noted, proactive measures 
that the university might take are not often mentioned by the press.  The university appears to be mainly 
portrayed as reacting to the specific crisis rather than as developing reforms to help ensure that backstage 
and front stage values have, in fact, begun to merge.   

Perhaps university officials should have also paid more attention to the terminology used in the 
responses.  For example, the word diversity was only present in 24 of 62 articles and the word inclusivity 
in 1 of 62 articles.  Using these words in responses would have again helped strengthen the proactiveness 
of the university’s response.  This process of proactive measures will be important in establishing the 
validity of any diversity initiatives that the university established.  As noted above, negative information 
that reveals backstage is relatively enduring.  The university faces a hard task in framing itself as 
supporting and promoting diversity if it is only portrayed as reacting angrily to specific crises. 

Conclusion 
From this study we find that universities do need to worry about their image, especially in times of 

crisis.  Universities need to cultivate positive images and impressions with their many constituents in 
order to live up to their missions and so to avoid the costs of repair.  The costs can be very expensive in 
terms of time and also resources.  For example a university with a damaged image could lose funding, the 
best students, the best faculty, the goodwill of the local community, donations from alumni and other 
sources, the support of alumni, students, faculty, and legislators, and also reputation.  In other words the 
costs could be unthinkable. 

When Auburn University responded to the Halloween incident, it did so with reprimands and anger.  
Further research needs to examine if this is an appropriate impression management strategy.  Although it 
did establish the university in a position of control, it might have also made it a target for increased media 
scrutiny.  The university needed to remember the power and influence media have with press coverage 
and portrayal.  The reactionary tone of the university’s response did not allow the university to fully 
address what it was doing to solve the problem and to guarantee it would not happen again.  This missing 
action could have helped the university in shaping the message being reported in the press.  This could 
have been the first step in Auburn University’s campaign for image repair. 

When faced with an organizational crisis, perhaps proactive measures are the best course.  And the 
best proactive measure any organization could take is self-monitoring.  Many leading companies actively 
monitor the environment in which they exist and create plans that asses the potential for crisis as well as 
strategies for how to avoid such situations and what to do if they are unavoidable.  Universities need to be 
doing self-monitoring now more than ever. 

Walker did do some things right.  He responded to the crisis and allowed himself to be the 
University’s spokesman.  He also made it clear that diversity was important to him.  He established a 
university diversity committee.  He did survey research with students, faculty, and staff to assess the state 
of diversity on campus.  He also established a university diversity center.  However, his efforts have not 
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paid off for the university.  Perhaps these initiatives were too closely tied to Walker, the man, and not 
closely enough to Auburn, the university.   

Since Walker left the presidency Auburn is once again in the spotlight for diversity problems.  In 
recent months several African-American staff have been fired by the new president, Ed Richardson.  One 
person fired was the only African -American female administrator at the university and also the head of 
the university’s EEO/Affirmative Action office.  Two associate athletic directors were let go in February, 
Black History Month.  Needless to say based on Auburn University’s history of difficulty with diversity 
matters, publics and the media are scrutinizing its every move.  In light of this newest crisis, the 
university community has also learned that the diversity committee set up by Walker has been disbanded.  
There is also talk of lawsuits and boycotts by African-American athletes.  Now is definitely the time for 
key leaders to not only “talk the talk” but also “walk the walk.”  Otherwise critics can easily show the 
incongruence of front stage and back stage actions taken by the university and its leaders.  All in all the 
Halloween incident may have started with students dressed in black face, however, it seems to be ending 
with university administrators red faced from anger and embarrassment. 
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Research has shown that effective communication during crisis situations involves including public 
relations practitioners in the plan of action and implementation.  As part of the crisis communication 
team, public relations practitioners offer a direct line to publics, both internally and externally.  This 
communication is vital before, during, and after the crisis. 

In this study, the researchers will conduct an internet survey of public relations professionals 
concerning the extent to which their skills are utilized in their respective organization's crises situations.  
The practitioners will be asked questions concerning their crisis communication experience, as well as to 
what extent their organization includes public relations strategies into the crisis communication plan.  The 
public relations professionals’ input into developing the plan also will be investigated, along with their 
input during each stage of the crisis.  In addition, researchers will examine the recovery from the crisis in 
order to determine whether or not it was successful.  Results will attempt to explain the value of public 
relations practitioners in planning and participating in the recovery from crisis situations. 
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Web-based technologies drive business, boosting communication between companies and their audiences. 
Today, knowledge is at our fingertips--whether it is an IM conversation with colleagues, an e-newsletter 
update or a document sent through a wireless modem from a moving train in one country to a home office 
in another. Receiving e-mail news alerts, commenting on blogs and tracking discussion board messages 
are not atypical activities for connected stakeholders.  

Online technologies have irreversibly altered traditional media dynamics, creating always-on news 
channels and alternative newsmaker groups. As a result, public relations practitioners face the challenge 
of following not only what journalists publish and broadcast but also what critical bloggers, consumers 
and shareholders view and post on the Internet. 

Online Influencers Visit Company Web Sites And Shape Corporate Reputation 
 In 1999, recognizing the need to incorporate online communications into the media mix, Burson-

Marsteller collaborated with RoperASW (currently part of NOP World) to identify opinion leaders who 
spread their views online and offline, influencing public perceptions on companies, brands, products and 
services. Burson-Marsteller named this group of powerful online stakeholders as the e-fluentials® and 
continues to study their communication habits.  

The e-fluentials research shows that corporate Web sites are key targeted communication platforms 
because online influencers frequently visit these Web areas for information. Yet, while nine in 10 (90%) 
e-fluentials say they go to company Web sites for business information, only a small fragment of e-
fluentials (17%) find them credible.  

Considering that e-fluentials share their experiences about a company or its Web site with an average 
of 14 people, the word about a brand, product or service can reach hundreds of stakeholders within a few 
hours. Therefore, the quantity and quality of information presented on corporate Web sites can 
significantly affect a company’s reputation.  

The lack of trust in company Web sites shows how many companies have failed to capitalize on this 
significant communication channel for reaching stakeholders. When dealing with crises, company Web 
sites can play a pivotal role in appeasing stakeholder worries, squelching rumors and informing e-
fluentials--turning them into issue advocates.  

September 11 Sets Benchmark For Online Crisis Communications 
Online communications proved to be indispensable following the tragic events of September 11. 

When telephone lines were lost and print and TV news were not fast enough to relay the latest news, the 
Internet connected friends and families of victims through e-mail, IM, chat rooms, discussion boards and 
news sites. In addition, company Web sites turned into virtual crisis management centers, communicating 
messages to the general public as well as providing volunteer and donation information, news reports and 
counseling service contacts.  

Burson-Marsteller studied the online environment’s evolution during the crisis, reviewing 88 Web 
sites from Fortune 500 companies and the 50 most-trafficked Web properties. The results showed that 
86% of these Web sites included responses to the crisis in some form, within a week of the attacks. 
However, most of the reviewed Web sites did not provide updates about the status of their operations 
(91%), crisis-contact information or messages from the company leaders. These results suggested that 
while the Internet was a viable crisis communication platform, companies could improve the effectiveness 
of their online crisis responses.  

Burson-Marsteller’s Online Crisis Audit Tool: PRePARE 
Leveraging its crisis-management expertise, knowledge of online influencers and its research on 

companies’ online responses to September-11 events, Burson-Marsteller developed an online crisis audit 
tool called PRePARE. The Web-site audit tool includes a list of features companies must have to 
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communicate effectively with their stakeholders during crises. Each company Web site is evaluated for 62 
features, including: 

- Date crisis first hit the news 
- Type of crisis 
- Mention of crisis on the homepage 
- Press release regarding the crisis 
- Special Web section devoted to the crisis 
- Response from top management 
- Crisis-related links (e.g., links to government offices) 
- Legal information for employees, customers, investors 
- Frequently-asked-questions section 
- Supportive ads posted on the site 

Are You PRePAREd? 
Using its audit tool PRePARE, Burson-Marsteller conducts ongoing research on online crisis 

communications. The major global business newspapers (e.g., The New York Times, Financial Times, and 
The Wall Street Journal) are reviewed daily to spot emerging crises and issues. Between September 2002 
and September 2004, Burson-Marsteller identified 300 companies facing corporate crises/issues and 
audited these companies’ Web sites.  

The majority of the reviewed companies are based in North America (83%). Some 15% of the sample 
consists of European companies. Among the crises tracked in the research, the most frequently reviewed 
types were SEC investigations (30%), pending lawsuits (22%) and CEO/high-level executive turnover 
events (16%).  

There were noteworthy differences between the types of crises North American and European 
companies face. For instance, SEC investigations were more common among North American companies 
(32%), than among European companies (22%). Meanwhile, European companies were more likely than 
their North American counterparts to have CEO/high-level executive turnover (22% vs. 15%) and face 
leadership issues (17% vs. 9%).  

Across all regions, however, the reviewed companies showed similar tendencies in their online 
responses to crises. The following are key trends identified across all audited companies: 
1) Companies Neglect To Address Crises Online: 

The Web audits revealed that a substantial segment (41%) of crisis-ridden companies did not address 
the issue on their Web site. Six in 10 (59%) companies had some sort of online crisis response (e.g., a 
press release, a notice posted on the homepage or on a Web page beyond this area).  
2) Online Crisis Responses Are Buried Deep In Company Web Sites: 

Regardless of the length and detail of online responses, corporate crisis communications were 
typically buried deep within company Web sites. Only one quarter (25%) of companies had a crisis-
related statement on their homepage-- their initial point of contact with online stakeholders. For example, 
when faced with government litigation and leadership turnover, FreddieMac communicated with its 
stakeholders starting with a message posted on the homepage. Other companies that used their homepage 
to reach out to their audiences included the Royal Caribbean and Carnival Cruise Lines, whose customers 
were worried about traveling while the U.S. was at war in Iraq.  
3) Press Releases Are Most Common Form Of Online Crisis Response: 

One-half (52%) of companies addressed the crisis with a press release posted on their Web site. 
Among the numerous companies that responded to crises with a press release were Air Canada--filing for 
bankruptcy, Bayer--responding to allegations on putting harmful drugs in Asian and Latin American 
markets and the SK Group--facing government investigation for accounting fraud.   
4) Crisis Contacts Are Overlooked Web Site Features: 

Most companies did not inform their audiences about additional crisis-communication channels 
available to them beyond the company Web site. Among the reviewed crisis-stricken companies, about 
one-third (34%) listed special contacts on their Web site. When Yale University wanted to keep its 
faculty, students and their parents informed about university security measures following a bomb 
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explosion on campus, it provided crisis contact information on its Web site. Similarly, when the Florida 
hurricanes wiped out a significant portion of the insurance company Allstate’s earnings and brought down 
its share price, the company communicated with concerned business audiences through its Web site and 
posted a crisis contact. Nonetheless, seven out of 10 (66%) crisis-stricken companies omitted providing 
contact information online. 
5) Some companies Discuss Crisis In Special Online Sections: 

Approximately one-fifth (18%) of companies facing crises provide responses in special Web-site 
sections.  The energy company PG&E built such a section when it emerged from bankruptcy in 2004. 
Graco, a children’s product company, addressed a product recall in detail in a Web site section dedicated 
to the matter. Both Oracle and PeopleSoft addressed the hostile takeover and communicated with their 
respective investors and customers through special Web site sections.  
6) Few CEOs and High-level Executives Take The Helm In Online Crisis 
Communications: 

Some 14% of companies dealing with crises posted letters from their CEOs and high-level executives 
on their Web sites. In most cases (86%), top management of companies in crisis did not directly reach out 
to online stakeholders. Among the companies that responded to crises with a letter from the C-suite was 
Delta Airlines, whose CEO announced a turnaround plan aimed to end the airline’s financial troubles. 
7) Few Companies Link To Third-Party Web Sites: 

Only 13% of reviewed companies provided links to crisis-related online sources such as government, 
law office or newspaper Web sites. Among them were financial firms La Branche and Bear Wagner 
Specialists, who faced SEC investigations regarding their trading floor practices. When news about the 
investigation appeared in newspapers, these companies directed their Web site visitors to get additional 
and accurate information through links to third-party Web sites. The vast majority of companies (87%), 
however, did not enhance their online crisis response with links to other Web areas. 

The rarity of detailed and accessible online crisis response points to an underutilized communications 
channel. Corporate Web sites provide spokespeople with the opportunity to disclose information in real 
time. Companies can respond to multiple regions simultaneously, elaborate as events unfold, begin 
dialogues with stakeholders through “contact-us” sections and protect their reputational assets.  

Those corporations that do not provide rapid and comprehensive crisis responses through their Web 
sites risk alienating stakeholders who can spread rumors based on hearsay information. Simple tactics 
such as posting a letter from a CEO on the company Web site, creating a glossary of legal terms and a list 
of contacts for investors in a special section of the company Web site can help demystify a crisis and earn 
stakeholders’ trust.  

New Medium Require New Crisis Communication Strategies And Tactics 
Corporations are accustomed to containing crises by communicating with journalists, running 

advertisements and answering calls from concerned customers. These means of crisis control remain 
essential but online communications should not be neglected today. The widespread use of Web-based 
technologies among key business influentials ─ the media, investors, employees, customers, regulators 
and vendors ─ has made Internet communications an indispensable part of crisis-management plans. 
Companies can no longer forgo the opportunity to communicate directly with their online visitors who 
spread word-of-mouth about executives, products and services in chat rooms, blogs and message boards. 

Company Web sites provide the optimal communication platform to take immediate action to control 
a crisis situation, inform targeted audiences and to underscore the strength of corporate leadership during 
difficult periods. The following are strategic recommendations for building an online crisis-
communication plan: 

• Plan for multiple scenarios: The amount of information appropriate for each type of crisis-
response varies. Knowing what to include before the crisis will save time. 

• Build a Web team: Designate communications officers to collaborate with Webmasters in 
publishing online responses.   

• Prepare a dark Web site: Create response templates for each type of crisis that can later be 
modified to include case-specific information, ensuring both a timely and thorough response. 
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• Provide easy access: Link to critical information from the company homepage. 
• Lead from the top: Consider including a message from the CEO to stakeholders. 
• Offer customized assistance: Ensure that each audience group (e.g., journalists, employees, 

investors, vendors, etc.) has a contact to which they can direct further questions or concerns. 
Provide basic information in multiple languages for international audiences.  

• Boost credibility with objective sources: Post supplementary information such as legal documents 
or research from non-profit organizations. 

• Be transparent: If possible, post internal memos from senior management to underscore 
transparency and authenticity. 

• Synchronize: Match offline and online crisis responses. Carry offline advertising messages 
online.  

In an age when news accuracy is sacrificed for immediacy and audiences have access to a wealth of 
sources, corporations must take the lead in providing clear and sufficient information. 
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Since the beginning of the new millennium, the corporate and financial worlds have been rocked with 
scandal and gross illegalities.  While the top executives are generally the primary perpetrators, there are 
obviously others who condone these activities, whether actively or silently.  Included in this group would 
be those in the communications arm of the organization. Are these individuals silent conspirators, 
employees needing a paycheck or simply professionals lacking in ethics training? The purpose of this 
study is to gather data on student attitudes and awareness of the role of the communications practitioner 
as the guardian of ethics and social responsibility. 

Previous research examining the links between the practice of public relations and ethical behavior 
suggests that the two have always shared a close relationship, both in academia and in actual practice.  
The area of reputation management has become a critical component of the corporate world. Along with 
the current corporate environment, it is therefore important to examine the classroom as the place where 
future professionals clarify their own sense of values.  

In the current study, the following research questions are offered: What is the awareness level of 
communications students about their future role in creating a more ethical world?  How can professors 
teach ethics effectively?  This study will serve to gather first impressions of student perceptions of the 
status of their ethical education and may later contribute to the research by determining whether or not 
current methods and levels of ethics education are effective.   

Students face the dilemma of learning from what they read in textbooks as opposed to what they see 
around them, including such corporate debacles as Enron, Martha Stewart, WorldCom, and ImClone. 
Because of situations like these, a current buzzword in the literature refers to reputation management or 
corporate reputation management (Marken, 2002; Alsop, 2004).  In this atmosphere, public relations 
professionals are going to be looked to not just to promote, as in the past, but to act as an internal ethics 
barometer for the organization as a whole. 

A review of the literature regarding ethical education uncovered various views of scholars, educators, 
and practitioners.  Studies examining ethical behavior in public relations and business are numerous, 
including the need for an enhanced ethics component in the public relations curriculum (Harrison, 2002), 
reactions of students to ethical dilemmas (Lane, 1995), and ethics across and throughout the curriculum 
(Hutchison, 2002; McInerny, 1997).  Even more research has looked at gender differences in ethical 
decision making (Roxas & Stoneback, 2004). Emerson and Conroy (2004) revealed that students' ethical 
standards have improved from 1985-2001. 

Literature has also noted the ethical role of the public relations practitioners' job in unethical times.  
These practitioners are either, "primarily responsible for shaping the institutional culture, values and 
ideology of their corporations," or are usually held accountable in communicating their corporation's 
image pertaining to such institutional culture, values and ideology" to the public at large (Krukenberg, p. 
36). 

We define ‘ethical sensitivity’ as: 
“a person's (1) ability to recognize that a particular situation poses an ethical dilemma, 
(2) likelihood to do the right thing, and (3) intolerance toward unethical behaviours.   
The researchers believe it is an educational function to develop students’ moral 
reasoning skills, not to indoctrinate them into particular notions of ethical behaviour, so 
that as practitioners, they have an enhanced capacity to make their own moral 
judgements. Whether those judgments are appropriate or not will be assessed by their 
peers and the community” (Harrison, p. 5). 
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The aims of this project are twofold. The first aim is to identify the level of what John Harrison calls 
‘ethical sensitivity’ among undergraduate students studying public relations (Harrison, 2002). We 
designed a classroom exercise to give students a first-hand appreciation of ethics at work.  Our intent with 
this exercise was to review or reacquaint students with how the teaching of ethics would be used in the 
actual day-to-day activities of public relations practice and to help students solidify their beliefs on what 
ethical behavior entails.  The researcher in turn could gather insight on the knowledge students have 
gathered from their studies and what may need to be added to a PR curriculum to enhance their 
knowledge. 

Teaching students ethical behavior and the guidelines that guide public relations practitioners is 
nothing new.  It is, however, increasingly obvious that what students learn and know and how they may 
behave could be at opposing ends of the spectrum. This study attempts to highlight this opposition and 
suggest ways that ethical behavior might be approached in future public relations education. 

Ethics in public relation education is an important piece of public relations literature.   While there 
are numerous studies that point out the importance of such courses, (Hutchison, 2002; Peppas & Diskin, 
2001; Farmer & Waugh, 1999; McInerny, 1997), few have discussed the disparity between how students 
think about these issues in real life situations.  With the current climate of big business laissez-faire 
handling of ethical issues, the researchers believed it was important to gage the students' and how they 
would react to contemporary issues. 

Methodology 
The authors developed a scenario involving a specific ethical dilemma that the students would be 

familiar with.  There were five possible choices of action.  Respondents were instructed to choose the 
alternative they would most likely adopt and provide a written explanation. The focus group lasted 1 1/2 
hours, approximately one class period.  The group discussion was driven by the use of stimulus materials 
consisting of a newspaper article and two hypothetical questions concerning ethical behavior by public 
relations professional. 

The dilemma is based on a newspaper article included in Appendix A. This article was chosen due to 
the students' familiarity with the topic and their perceived interest of the outcome.  The newspaper articles 
were shown to each of the respondents, with no discussion among subjects until they had answered the 
questions and provided their rationale for their answers.  Then the interviewer invited subjects to openly 
comment and to discuss their views on why their answer was correct based on their education, 
background, and/or previous experience. 
Description of the Sample 

 Fifteen communication students responded to the questionnaire. All respondents were currently 
enrolled in PUR 4100, public relations writing at a diverse public institution in South Florida.  The ages 
of the respondents ranged from 20-48. Table 1 provides a description of the sample of the 15 respondents 
used in the analysis. 

 
Table 1 

Description of the Sample 
Characteristic  n % 
Total group n = 15    
Gender Male 6 40.0 
 Female 9 60.0 
Race Hispanic 9 60.0 
 White  4 26.6 
 Black    1 6.5 
 Other  1 6.5 
Age 18-20 4 26.6 
 21-23 9 60.0 
 24+ 2 13.3 
Median age 22   
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A focus group was conducted in the belief that qualitative inquiry would shed  more light on 
the research questions than a quantitative survey alone.  This method was also chosen due to the 
type of information that could be garnered through this technique.  The number of subjects for this 
project is small, but the study is exploratory in nature and the information gained will prove useful 
when designing studies of larger magnitude. 

First, the subjects were asked to answer a series of questions about a public relations problem ripped 
from current headlines in the South Florida area.  A newspaper article regarding this problem was given 
to each participant.  As this class was taught by one of the researchers, it offered a familiarity to increase 
the likelihood of truthful answers by respondents. There was also limited opportunity for a social 
desirability bias to develop.   

Results 
The majority of the total group was Hispanic and female, between 18 and 24 years of age. Over two-

thirds of the respondents chose response number two, Go to the university president and try to convince 
him to go public. If he says no, you drop the subject. The next most popular answer, number three, Go to 
the university president and try to convince him to go public. If he says no, you go to the media anyway, 
was chosen by four of the respondents. The decision alternatives and overall results are described in Table 
Two. 

 
Table 2 

Respondents’ Answers to Scenario 
n=15 

Decision alternatives Number of responses 
5. Do nothing, ignore the information. 0 
6. Go to the university president and try to convince him to go public.  If 

he says no, you drop the subject. 
10 

7. Go to the university president and try to convince him to go public.  If 
he says no, you go to the media anyway. 

4 

8. Go directly to the media yourself as a “whistleblower.” 0 
9. Quit your job and say nothing 1 

   
Although each respondent had a wide range of reasoning for their choices, the researchers noted three 

prevalent themes.  The first was fear of job loss.  Students recognized issues regarding job security in 
such phrases as:  

“I don’t want to get fired for blabbing to the media”  
“I would probably do it as an anonymous tip or something, in order to keep my job.” 

Clearly, though, nearly every respondent felt there was some need for action regarding such behavior.  
Most indicated in some manner that they would at least need to attempt to ask higher-ups to correct 
ethical mistakes.  Comments included:  

“Because the action is morally wrong I would feel that I owed it to myself to speak up in some 
way”  
“I would definitely try to convince the president to confront the press about this issue because it 
would make the school look better overall if we came out before things blew up”  
“I think that it should definitely be brought to the attention of the president of the university, but 
it should ultimately be his decision whether to go to the media with the information”    

Another recurrent theme was expression of a lack of personal culpability.  Respondents stated:  
“I did not have anything to do with the misuse of the funds so it wouldn’t be fair if I lost my job 
over it.”  
“I would try to convince the president, and then drop it.  In the end, it’s his name and reputation 
on the line.” 

These themes suggest students’ fairly consistent desire to ask but an uncertainty as to how to act.     
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Conclusions and Implications 
This focus group has shown that students have some sense of ethics but feel the topic is not clear cut. 

Many students expressed confusion about where to place exact boundaries in order to make ethical 
choices. Students did voice strong opinions about the need for honesty and truth, yet they also showed 
realistic concerns regarding maintaining employment. It became increasingly clear from the conversation 
that students believe the classroom is a necessary place for ethical discussion. 

Future research leading from this study could include several methodologies.  First, multiple focus 
groups using the same or similar scenarios would shed more light on the topic. Following that, the 
researchers plan to survey both incoming and nearly graduated public relations students to compare their 
perceptions of the topic of ethics in the workplace. 

Another element of our focus group revealed a lack of knowledge from students about the public 
relations practitioners’ responsibility to act as a conduit for change and positive business conduct.  This 
may lead to yet another area of future study.  We all, as educators, need to be aware of our responsibility 
to continually reinforce the message of accountability to our students.  With the overwhelming presence 
of negative examples in the media, it is our job to counter these effects in the classroom. 
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The creation and testing of new automated metric systems has strengthened the ability of public relations 
professionals to measure the success or failure of communications programs.  The growing number of 
commercial full text services has expanded the search universe to tens of thousands of publications. The 
overlays of the new metric systems has permitted corporations and agencies to    develop hundreds of 
charts illustrating a wide range of media and other print outcomes. Included in the new systems are 
automated reviews of "tone" or how favorable articles are on a subject or company.  Extensive examples 
of the applications of the new systems from several organizations and the use of the system in graduate 
classroom teaching will be reported with specific charts and graphs.  The paper concludes with 
suggestions for using the new systems for academic research. 
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In the crisis communication literature, a substantial body of research has developed around the 
communicative responses to a crisis.  Image restoration theory, corporate apologia, and Situational Crisis 
Communication Theory (SCCT) all emphasize the communication response to a crisis.  Even some of the 
crisis research from management and marketing have included communicative responses to crises.  We 
refer to this body of work as post-crisis response.  On the whole, the post-crisis response research has 
been sender-oriented.  A list of post-crisis responses is offered to crisis managers and it is widely assumed 
that stakeholders will perceive each communicative response as it is defined.  Very little of the research 
takes a received-orientation by trying to understand how stakeholders perceive the communicative 
response.   

There is a potential disconnect when relying on a sender-orientation that could lead to mistaken 
recommendations about the use of post-crisis communication.  Most recommendations are predicated on 
stakeholders perceiving the post-crisis response as the crisis managers intended.  What if this is not case?  
If stakeholders “see” post-crisis responses differently than the theories anticipate, we have inaccurate 
conclusions about the effectiveness and utility of post-crisis responses. 

This study presents two studies designed to deepen our understanding of how stakeholders perceive 
post-crisis strategies.  Both studies identified a list of the post-crisis responses that appear most frequently 
in the crisis communication literature.  Respondents were then asked to make a series of evaluations of 
each strategy.  The initial study examined evaluations of each strategy’s effectiveness, ethical use, and 
willingness to recommend the use of the strategy.   

RQ1: How will respondents view various post-crisis responses in terms of their ethical nature, 
effectiveness, and recommended use? 

The sample includes undergraduate public relations major and law students.  The crisis 
communication literature frequently identifies a conflict in crisis communication between the public 
relations and legal members of the team.  The two samples will be compared to see if there is any 
difference in how these two view the various post-crisis responses. 

RQ2: Will future public relations practitioners and lawyers hold different interpretations on the 
ethical nature, effectiveness, and recommended use of various post-crisis response? 

Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SSCT) is dependent on the how much responsibility for a 
post-crisis response seems take for the crisis.  Part of SCCT seeks to match the responsibility generated 
by a crisis with the responsibility accepted by a post-crisis response.  The second study examines how 
respondents evaluate various post-crisis responses for taking responsibility and if there is a pattern to the 
responses. 

RQ3: What clusters forms when post-crisis responses are grouped using perceptions of accepting 
crisis responsibility? 

By understanding how stakeholders perceive various post-crisis strategies, we can make more 
informed recommendations about their use.  Hence, we use the results to offer recommendations for re-
conceptualizing how crisis managers can approach the use of post-crisis strategies. 
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Every public relations major learns that one of the four key components of a public relations campaign is 
to have an objective.  The importance of objectives is reflected in the practice of public relations in that an 
objective is one of the criteria for Silver Anvil Award entries.  The Public Relations Society of America 
supports the importance of objectives in public relations work.  Without an objective, there is no accurate 
way to measure the success of a public relations effort and little guidance for the creating of strategy and 
the selection of tactics.  Objectives help to separate planned, strategic efforts from “seat-of-the-pants” 
operations. 

Calling a statement an objective is not enough.  A public relations campaign/effort must have a bona 
fide objective.  A review of public relations research literature yields a consistent set of criteria that 
compose a proper/effective objective: (1) the specific outcome (information, motivational, or behavioral); 
(2) the specific target for the effort; (3) the time frame for achieving the objective; and (4) the amount or 
magnitude of change or level of accomplishment.    Objectives should focus on outcomes, not the process 
of public relations such as sending out news releases. 

It is generally recognized that proper objectives are critical to a public relations efforts and to the 
profession.  Objectives guide the public relations effort and make evaluation possible.  Evaluation proves 
the worth of public relations to clients and/or people inside of the organization. This research projects 
seeks to determine at how well Silver Anvil Award winners match the criteria for an effective objective.  
Our goal is to examine the use of objectives through a twenty-two year period of time (1981-2003).  The 
data set is the online database of Silver Anvil Award winner summaries provided by the Public Relations 
Society of America.  Each entry will be examined for the presence of an objective(s) and how many of the 
criteria can be found in each objective.  The end result is an idea of how well “talk” of objectives has 
become manifest in the “walk” of actual campaigns.  For each year, the percentage of proper objectives 
will be calculated.  The total number of proper objectives found in the winners will be divided by the 
number of objectives for that year.  We will also examine the four criteria individually to determine if 
certain criteria appear more frequently or seem to be missing regularly. 

The Silver Anvil Award winners were chosen because they represent the best of the field.  If 
objectives are weak in the winners, we can assume the situation is worse among the other public relations 
efforts.  By tracking over time, we can see if there has been a change in use of proper objectives.  We 
would assume that use of proper objectives should be increasing over time to reflect the development of 
the profession.  The coded data will be examined for any trends over time for the overall objectives and 
specific criteria.  We do realize the PRSA data base provides only summaries of the Silver Anvil Award 
winners.  However, the summaries are designed to cover the four parts of a campaign including the 
objectives.  We will then discuss what the results say about the state of objectives in the practice of public 
relations and for public relations training. 
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The power of the media to shape peoples’ perceptions of the world is unmistakable (Gerbner & Gross, 
1976). The importance of the media to organizations, and to the public relations departments within them, 
is equally unmistakable. Grabowski (1992) argued that media relations makes up the core of the public 
relations profession, adding that a successful public relations campaign cannot be waged without 
successful media relations. Still, media relations remains a largely understudied aspect of public relations 
(Mateas, 2001). As researchers attempt to elevate the academic and professional status of public relations, 
they are simultaneously losing touch with the important element that is media relations (Grabowski, 
1992).   

When media relations has been studied, in both academic research and trade literature, the focus has 
been on individual practitioners, and not organizations as a whole, with most emphasis being placed on 
the tactics public relations practitioners should use to secure favorable media placements on behalf of 
their organization (Cutlip, Center, & Broom, 2000; Delfin, 1983; Grabowski, 1992; Howard, 2004; Jo & 
Kim, 2004; Kosimicki & Bona, 1996; Marconi, 2004; Schenkler & Herrling, 2004; Shin & Cameron, 
2003; Wielgos, 1990). Cutlip et al. (2000) did, however, argue that media relations should be viewed as 
an organizational investment. Similarly, Howard (2004) asserted that media relations is not a stand-alone 
publicity function but part of a larger organizational commitment. Mateas (2001) further asserted that 
successful media relations is an organizational practice, not merely a practitioner skill.   

  Though researchers have thoroughly examined practitioner-journalist relationships (Aronoff, 1976; 
Cancel, Cameron, Sallot, & Mitrook, 1997; Jo & Kim, 2004; Lee & Solomon, 1990; Ryan & Martinson, 
1984; 1988; Shin & Cameron, 2003), few if any have developed a theoretical approach to the 
organization-media relationship, one that goes beyond the practitioner-journalist relationship to analyze 
media relations at the organizational level. This study thus will examine media relations from the 
standpoint of the organization-media relationship, meaning it will define media relations as the 
relationship between an organization and the media that cover it. As such, focus will shift away from a 
micro-level analysis of relationships between an organization’s practitioners and the journalists with 
whom they interact, and onto a meso-level analysis of the single existing relationship between a given 
organization and the media that cover it – referred to in this study as the organization-media relationship.        

This study of an organizational approach to media relations was framed by theoretical concepts from 
the Excellence theory of public relations, the relational approach to public relations, and the academic and 
industry trade literature on media relations and practitioner-journalist relationships.   

Examining Excellence 
As part of a project funded by the International Association of Business Communicators (IABC), 

researchers set out to determine the characteristics of excellent public relations. Drawing on previous 
research by Peters and Waterman (1982), J. Grunig (1992) argued that excellent management is that 
which makes an organization more effective, that the characteristics of excellent management in general 
should be similar to the characteristics of excellent communication management, and that there are twelve 
identifiable attributes of excellence in management. A number of those attributes have relevance to the 
development of an organizational approach to media relations, including the empowerment of human 
resources, the reliance on involved but non-authoritarian leaders, and, most notably, what J. Grunig 
(1992) referred to as the use of symmetrical communication systems in which “communication takes 
place through dialogue, negotiation, listening, and conflict management rather than persuasion, 
manipulation, and the giving of orders” (p. 231).    
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Models of Public Relations 
  J. Grunig and L. Grunig (1992) examined the relationship of excellence to the four models of public 

relations. Those models include the press agentry and public information models, both based on the one-
way dissemination of information, the two-way asymmetrical model, which focuses on organizational 
efforts to change publics, and the two-way symmetrical model of public relations, which focuses on a 
balanced relationship between an organization and a public (J. Grunig & Hunt, 1984). J. Grunig and L. 
Grunig (1992) further posited that excellent public relations is practiced through the two-way symmetrical 
model, arguing that this form of public relations does the most to make organizations effective and 
excellent.  

Some researchers have criticized the two-way symmetrical view of public relations. Murphy (1991) 
criticized the two-way symmetrical model of public relations as being limited by its idealism. She argued 
instead that a mixed-motives model better describes the practice of excellent public relations than does a 
purely symmetrical model. The reality, Murphy (1991) argued, is that even when practicing public 
relations symmetrically, organizations do not entirely sacrifice their own interests. In essence, some 
situations are simply not conducive to purely symmetrical public relations (Leichty, 1997). J. Grunig and 
L.A. Grunig (1992) conceded that “practitioners of the two-way symmetrical model are not completely 
altruistic” (p. 320), but argued that excellent public relations will fall more toward the symmetrical end of 
a mixed-motives continuum.   

Dozier, L. Grunig and J. Grunig (1995) would later find that communication excellence is the product 
of an organization knowing how to use both symmetrical and asymmetrical forms of public relations. J. 
Grunig et al. (1996, as cited in Sha, 2004) furthered that notion by articulating a contingency model of 
excellent two-way public relations, one in which a symmetrical win-win zone occupies the middle of a 
continuum flanked on one end by pure symmetry and on the other end by pure cooperation. Within this 
win-win zone, organizations and publics engage in forms of mixed-motive communication (J. Grunig et 
al., 1996, as cited in Sha, 2004), the type of communication initially characterized by Murphy (1991). 
Symmetry and Conservation 

 The four models of public relations originally conceptualized by J. Grunig and Hunt (1984) 
eventually evolved into the following five dimensions of public relations: the two way dimension, the 
ethical dimension, the symmetrical dimension, the interpersonal dimension, and the mediated dimension 
(J. Grunig, 2001). Focusing on the critical dimension of symmetry, Sha (2004) applied mathematical 
theory – in the form of Noether’s Theorem – to public relations theory, to show that “symmetry and 
conservation are related concepts that must exist simultaneously, not only in mathematical physics, but 
also in public relations” (p. 391).  Noether’s Theorem argues that “for every symmetry, there is a 
corresponding law of conservation” (p. 394). Conservation in the context of public relations refers to an 
organization’s unwillingness to relinquish a certain set beliefs, principles or purposes (Sha, 2004). 
Drawing on this concept, Sha (2004) articulated a symmetry-conservation duality, in which the combined 
dimensions of symmetry and conservation allow organizations to engage in symmetrical communication 
while still conserving their fundamental interests. This symmetry-conversation duality is critical to the 
development of an organizational approach media relations, because those organizations that 
communicate symmetrically with the media most likely do so while conserving their own fundamental 
interests.    
Excellence and Organizational Roles 

  In addition to identifying symmetrical models of public relations as those most closely associated 
with excellence, the Excellence study identified circumstances under which symmetrical public relations 
are most likely to be practiced, finding that the organizational role of practitioners goes a long way toward 
determining the kind of public relations an organization will practice (Dozier, 1992). Dozier (1984) found 
that practitioners within an organization either function in a manager role, dealing with strategic 
management and decision-making, or a technician role, dealing with hands-on publicity functions such as 
the creation of press-releases.   

Dozier (1992) argued that organizations with excellent public relations departments treat public 
relations as a managerial function, and that in order for a public relations department to be excellent, the 
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senior person in the department must be a communication manager and not a communication technician. 
He further postulated that manager role enactment occurs more frequently in organizations practicing 
some form of two-way public relations and less frequently in organizations practicing public relations as 
press agentry and public information (1992). Thus, just as symmetrical public relations plays a role in the 
development of an organizational approach to media relations, so does the organizational role of public 
relations practitioners. In order for media relations to be examined organizationally, public relations 
practitioners will need to function in a role that is more managerial in nature than it is technical. When 
practiced technically, media relations involves little more than the efforts of practitioners to secure 
favorable media placements for their respective organization, a situation detrimental to the overall 
practice of media relations (Marken, 2003).   

Given the importance of organizational roles, the dominant coalition is likewise important to the 
examination of media relations from an organizational perspective. After all, an organization’s approach 
to public relations and communication takes shape according to the will and perspective of the dominant 
coalition (L. Grunig, 1992; White & Dozier, 1992).  
Dominant Coalitions 

  In any given organization, only a select few people possess the power to make critical decisions 
affecting objectives, direction, and ultimately, future success or failure (White & Dozier, 1992). Those 
people are collectively known as the dominant coalition. This group sets a company’s goals and 
masterminds prominent decisions regarding organizational structure and strategies (Dozier, L. Grunig, & 
J. Grunig, 1995; White & Dozier, 1992). In effect, organizations do what they do as a result of decisions 
made by the dominant coalition (L. Grunig, 1992). This coalition in charge of managerial decisions is 
then inherently linked to public relations excellence. Researchers have argued that in order for 
practitioners to practice excellent public relations, an organization’s dominant coalition must value and 
support the public relations function as a two-way managerial function (Dozier et al., 1995; L. Grunig, 
1992). Actually having the senior member of the public relations department in the dominant coalition is 
equally significant (L. Grunig, 1992). White and Dozier (1992) went so far as to argue that the senior 
public relations must be a part of the dominant coalition in order for excellence to be achieved. Applying 
this concept to media relations, it is likely that the senior member of a public relations department must 
also be a part of the dominant coalition if media relations is to be viewed as an organizational practice.  

The Relational Approach: A New Perspective 
By focusing on relationships between organizations and publics, the relational approach to the study 

of public relations has developed as a major theoretical perspective, one in which public relations is 
viewed as relationship management. Ferguson (1984) originally argued relationships between an 
organization and its publics should be the focal unit of analysis in public relations research. Toth (2000) 
explained that the relational approach to public relations research examines relationships while 
recognizing the importance of previously developed “organizational, management, and roles theories” (p. 
208).   

Many researchers have outlined the importance of relationships to the practice of public relations. 
Based on qualitative interviews, Dozier et al. (1995) reported that CEOs generally believe public relations 
has value when it leads to the development of sound relationships with strategic publics. Cutlip, Center 
and Broom (2000) defined public relations as “the management function that establishes and maintains 
mutually beneficial relationships between an organization and the public on whom its success or failure 
depends [italics added]” (p. 6). Drawing on that definition, Broom, Casey and Ritchey (2000) argued that 
relationships exist as distinct and measurable phenomena, and that examining relationships was vital to 
the advancement of public relations theory. Broom, Casey, and Ritchey (1997) developed a three-stage 
model for the examination of relationships that consisted of relationship concepts or properties, 
antecedents to relationships, and consequences of relationships.   
Relationship Dimensions 

  Using pieces of both Excellence theory and interpersonal communication, J. Grunig and Huang 
(2000) examined relationships by conceptualizing the antecedents to an organization-public relationship, 
the strategies used to maintain those relationships, and the consequences or outcomes of those strategies. 
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Examining antecedents, J. Grunig and Huang (2000) argued that organizations must build both short – 
and long-term relationships with strategic publics to be effective. In terms of maintenance strategies, J. 
Grunig and Huang (2000), building on the excellence theory, asserted that the two-way symmetrical 
approach to public relations builds and maintains the most effective relationships. Sha’s (2004) 
articulation of the symmetry-conservation duality allows an organization to use the symmetry dimension 
to build relationships without ever completely relinquishing “its own goals to satisfy those of the other 
party” (p. 409).   

J. Grunig and Huang (2000) lastly identified the outcomes of organization-public relationships by 
using outcomes first identified by Huang (1997), including control mutuality, trust, relational satisfaction, 
and relational commitment. These scholars (2000) concluded that those four relational outcomes can “be 
used to conceptualize and measure the quality of relationships between organizations and publics” (p. 47). 
Ledingham and Bruning (2000) conceptualized the five dimensions of an organization-public relationship 
– those likely to lead to J. Grunig and Huang’s (2000) desired outcomes – as being trust, openness, 
involvement, investment, and commitment (p. 62). They further argued that these relational dimensions 
could be used to predict the perceptions and behaviors of a public in an organization-public relationship 
(2000). Bruning and Ledingham (2000) asserted that development of the aforementioned five relational 
dimensions is vital in an organization’s effort to build and maintain long-term relationships with publics, 
such as those between organizations and the media.  

Media Relations Literature 
The bulk of publications on media relations exists in the public relations industry trade literature. 

Whether examining relational or viewpoint differences between practitioners and journalists, or offering 
tactical advice to practitioners, neither existing academic research nor industry trade literature approach 
media relations from an organizational prospective, choosing instead to focus on media relations as an 
individual skill revolving around public relations practitioners and their journalistic counterparts. Though 
the trade literature generally offers the perspective of a public relations practitioner with industry 
experience, and the academic research offers methodologically grounded research findings, both groups 
of literature approach media relations from the standpoint of micro-level analysis. 
Analyzing the Practitioner-Journalist Relationship   

A number of studies have examined the relationship between public relations practitioners and 
journalists, a relationship that has most often been studied as a source-reporter relationship (Shin & 
Cameron, 2003). Cutlip et al. (2000) reported that a considerable amount of newspaper content is 
influenced by public relations sources, and various studies have indicated that 25 to 50 percent of news 
content is initiated by public relations practitioners (Aronoff, 1976; Curtin & Rhodenbough, 2001; Turk, 
1985.) Despite practitioners’ position as one of the most influential sources of news, the relationship they 
have with journalists has generally been marked by misunderstanding and antagonism (Shin & Cameron, 
2003), with journalists generally harboring negative attitudes toward public relations practitioners and 
toward the practice of public relations in general, viewing practitioners as holding different values and as 
being low in credibility (Aronoff, 1976). Journalists often perceive public relations practitioners as being 
willing to withhold information as part of hidden agendas (Ryan & Martinson, 1984).  

Research does exist, however, showing that the relationship between practitioners and journalists 
isn’t as adversarial often made out to be. Both Swartz (1983) and Brody (1984) found little evidence to 
support the existence of an adversarial relationship between practitioners and journalists. Practitioners and 
journalists ultimately hold the same values with regard to the news (Sallot, Steinfatt, & Salwen, 1998). 
With the microscope clearly on the practitioner-journalist relationship, the trend in media relations trade 
and academic literature over the past two decades has been to focus on developing the ways in which 
public relations practitioners can enhance their relationships with journalists. 
Relationship Building Tactics   

A number of different relationship-building tactics have been proposed to public relations 
practitioners through the channels of industry trade literature – tactics designed in the end to improve the 
relationships individual practitioners have with journalists. Openness, preparation, and the accurate use of 
facts are among the keys to sound working relationships with the media (Battenberg, 2002; Delfin, 1983; 
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Wielgos, 1990). Howard (2004) argued for developing meaningful personal relationships with media 
contacts by knowing the needs of specific target media. Those needs are most often met by practitioners 
who provide journalists with detailed information pertaining to pertinent subjects (Grabowski, 1992; 
Howard, 2001). Those practitioners who fail to prepare before communicating with journalistic 
counterparts are often the ones whose relationships suffer the most (Grabowski, 1992). In general, the 
best practitioner-journalist relationships are those in which practitioners are proactive, developing 
relationships with journalists that are continuous, rather than convenient (Delfin, 1983; Battenberg, 2002). 
In other words, as Battenberg (2002) contended, the time to form relationships with the media is not in 
the middle of a crisis. Given that individual practitioners represent their organizations at large, and that 
individual journalists represent a small part of the media at large, relationship factors similar to the ones 
critical to the cultivation of strong practitioner-journalist relationships will likely be equally critical to the 
development of strong organization-media relationships.   

Linking Conceptual Areas 
In order to approach media relations from the organizational perspective by examining organization-

media relationships, the concepts that will likely make up such an approach – the excellence theory, the 
relational approach, and the practitioner-journalist relationship – must first be theoretically linked to form 
the basis of development. Key ideas from all three theoretical concepts do appear to have linkages to the 
other concepts pertinent to the development of an organizational approach to media relations. J. Grunig 
and Huang (2000) linked excellence to the relational approach to public relations by tying the 
development of what Cutlip et al. (2000) called mutually beneficial relationships to the practice of 
symmetrical public relations. J. Grunig and Huang (2000) argued that, “the theory of symmetrical public 
relations, which is a critical part of the excellence theory, states that symmetrical strategies build 
relationships more effectively than asymmetrical strategies” (p. 41). They specifically argued that, “we 
can build relationships more effectively if we build symmetrical ones, which benefit both organizations 
and publics, than if we build asymmetrical ones that benefit only the organization” (p. 27). In essence, the 
desired dimensions of an organization-public relationship, as outlined by Ledingham and Bruning (2000), 
are most achievable through the practice of excellent, two-way symmetrical public relations.   

Excellence theory also appears to have key implications for the practitioner-journalist relationship, 
particularly with regard to practitioner roles and the dominant coalition. Kelleher (2001) found that public 
relations technicians more frequently use impersonal methods of communication with journalists, 
methods less conducive to building a strong relationship. Conversely, communication managers more 
frequently rely on more personalized methods of communication, those better apt to aid in relationship 
building (Kelleher, 2001). Marken (2003) argued that in order for practitioners to develop successful 
relationships with journalists, they need to act as communication managers, not just communication 
tacticians, one of the bedrock principles of excellence put forth by Dozier (1992). Marken (2003) asserted 
that by acting more like a manager-consultant to the media and less like a technician, practitioners could 
avoid the things that typically weigh negatively on practitioner-journalist relationships. Since Dozier 
(1992) also made the argument that practitioners are more likely to play a manager role when public 
relations are practiced symmetrically, the practitioner-journalist relationship also appears to be connected 
to the excellence theory with regard to symmetrical public relations and the symmetry-conservation 
duality. Marken (2003) furthered that notion by positing that practitioners seeking to build strong 
relationships with journalists should spend as much time determining what the wants and needs of the 
media are as they should determining what management what like to appear in print. By doing this, 
Marken (2003) argued, media relations practitioners will be more likely to actually achieve the desired 
outcomes of the organization.   
Involving Management in Media Relations 

Practitioner-journalist relationships are further linkable to the excellence theory of public relations 
through the importance of the dominant coalition. Researchers analyzing the practitioner-journalist 
relationship have argued that media relations could be improved if management level executives would 
get more involved and place more importance on the media relations function. Mateas (2001) encouraged 
practitioners to further involve management level executives, and Mindszenthy (1989) argued that in 
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order to develop strong relationships with journalists, an organization’s executives, and not its media 
relations practitioners, should most often be made available to the media. Mateas (2001) further 
concluded that by involving management in media relations affairs, the function itself will take on greater 
importance within the organization 
Practitioners, Journalists, and the Relational Approach 

 Many of the relational principles outlined by the relational approach to public relations have 
significance in terms of extending media relations beyond practitioner-journalist relationships and 
bringing the function to an organizational level. Within the relational approach, researchers have argued 
for the development of long-term relationships between an organization and its publics (Broom et al. 
2000; J. Grunig & Huang, 2000). J. Grunig and Huang (2000) identified the traditional outcomes of two-
way communication – such as that between practitioner and a journalist – as being communication, 
understanding, agreement, complimentary behavior and accuracy, all attributes mentioned in trade and 
academic literature as being keys to the practitioner-journalist relationship. J. Grunig and Huang (2000) 
further posited that the aforementioned attributes are “more useful in evaluating short-term effects of 
specific messages or of communication programs than they are in evaluating the long-term characteristics 
of the relationship between and organization and a public” (p. 28).   

Theoretically speaking then, much of the trade literature has revolved around helping practitioners 
develop relationships with practitioners that are more short term in nature. If the key principle of the 
relational approach is the building of “quality, long-term relationships with strategic constituents” (J. 
Grunig & Huang, 2000, p. 24), then the traditional approach to analyzing media relations from the 
standpoint of practitioner-journalist relationships, especially given the rapid employee turnover within 
each respective field, might be insufficient in its ability to develop the desired long-term relationships. 
Howard (2004) argued that the emphasis in a media relations program should be on the building of long-
term relationships.   

An Organizational Approach 
Mindszenthy (1989) further asserted that media relations is an articulation of organizational 

commitment rather than individual practitioner commitment. Further, it is the organization, and not 
practitioners as individuals, ultimately represented through the media. The need exists then for an 
organizational approach to media relations, one that is more conducive to the development of long-term 
relationships between organizations and the media, one that extends beyond practitioner-journalist 
relationships while incorporating concepts from them, and one that integrates key concepts and linkages 
from the excellence theory and the relational approach to public relations. 

Thus, this study breaks new ground for public relations theory and practice by answering the 
following research questions: 

RQ 1:  How, if at all, do organizations articulate their commitment to media relations?  
RQ 2:  What principles of sound practitioner-journalist relationships, if any, are also applicable to, 

and perhaps necessary for, the development of sound organization-media relationships? 
RQ 3:  What, if anything, do organizations do to develop media relations capable of withstanding 

inevitable changes in public relations and media personnel? 
RQ 4:  How, if at all, do the principles of Excellence factor into building media relations at the 

organizational level? 
RQ 5:  What are the relational outcomes, if any, of a mutually-beneficial organization-media 

relationship? 
Method 

This study answered these research questions through qualitative interviews conducted both in person 
and via email. A number of factors weighed into the decision to use qualitative research for this particular 
study, including its exploratory nature, its intent to allow for the emergence of key concepts, and the lack 
of a clearly developed theory of organizational media relations. 

This study is exploratory in nature, as no previous studies published to date have outlined the 
concepts that make up an organizational approach to media relations. Thus, one of the goals of this study 
is the eventual emergence of those concepts. Qualitative research is then appropriate given the research 
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paradigm’s assumption that concepts develop depending on interaction with those involved in a study 
(Creswell, 1994; Merriam, 1988). Prior research published to date also provides no fully explicated theory 
of organizational media relations, further supporting the appropriateness of qualitative research, 
especially given that the precursor to a good qualitative study is the need to explore a reality that does not 
fit neatly into pre-established categories (Lowrey, 2001; Usher, 1997).   

In essence then, the aim of this study is to develop a theory of media relations from an organizational 
perspective. Qualitative approaches that develop theory are stronger in these instances than quantitative 
approaches that test theory, particularly given the former method’s ability to react to and reshape with the 
emergence of key concepts and theoretical possibilities during the process of study (Bartlett & Payne, 
1997; Wolcott, 1994, 1999). As Bartlett and Payne asserted (1997), development of theory, in this 
instance a theory of organization-media relationships, lies at the heart of qualitative methodology. Any 
such attempt to develop theory must inherently stay open to all theoretical possibilities – another strength 
of qualitative research (Gilgun, 2001). Against this backdrop, the qualitative interview emerged as the 
clear-cut method of choice given the aims and nature of this study.  
Qualitative Interviews 

 Without existing theoretical categories, aspects of the organization-media relationship cannot yet be 
quantified, and instead must be discovered through an analysis of the processes through which the goals 
of organizational media relations are achieved in particular contexts (Locke, Spirduso, & Silverman, 
2000). Rubin and Rubin (1995) have identified qualitative interviews as a method used by researchers to 
get insight and input from a chosen subject. The qualitative interview is more interested in the knowledge 
and insights of interviewees than in grouping people or responses into theoretical categories (1995, p. 6). 
Depending on researcher initiative, interviews can be structured, semi-structured, or un-structured – a 
strength in their flexibility (1995). “Qualitative interviews listen to people as they describe how they 
understand the worlds in which they live and work” (p. 3). This is especially important given the 
exploratory nature of this study. Further, they allow researchers “to share the world of others to find out 
what is going on, why people do what they do, and how they understand their worlds” (p. 5), again 
important when considering the design of this research endeavor. Qualitative interviewing, then, provides 
researchers with knowledge useful in solving a variety of problems 
Interview Sample   

The sample interviewed in this study consisted of six media relations practitioners, purposively 
chosen based upon the proximity and accessibility of subjects and their respective organizations to the 
researchers. The sample was wide-ranging enough to provide an in-depth and pertinent look at how 
organizations practice media relations.  The sample included practitioners working in government offices, 
university settings, and  private sector businesses. Interviews were conducted in person or via email, and 
were semi-structured, allowing the interviewer not only to ask questions of relevance to the study’s 
overarching research questions, but also the flexibility to ask emergent questions pertinent to the subject’s 
particular organization. This approach thus allowed the researcher to make use of qualitative 
interviewing’s key strength – its ability to adapt the content, topics, and flow of the interview to match the 
idiosyncratic knowledge and feel of a specific interviewee (Rubin & Rubin, 1995, p. 6). Further, use of 
this method enabled the research process to focus on the actual use of data rather than the mere gathering 
of data, a critical component to qualitative research (Wolcott, 1994). Data retrieved from these qualitative 
interviews was analyzed for emergent media relations concepts, concepts that allow for a discussion of 
media relations from an organization perspective, focusing on the organization-media relationship.       

Findings and Discussion 
RQ1: How, if at all, do organizations articulate their commitment to media relations? 
Organizations articulate their commitment to media relations by providing their media relations 

department with adequate resources in terms of budget and personnel, by taking a proactive approach to 
media relations, and by constantly striving to meet standards of excellence with regard to service.  
Providing Resources  

 Providing the media relations function with the necessary resources in terms of both finances and 
manpower is an essential part of any organization’s commitment, or lack thereof, to media relations. 
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Doing so provides a launching point for the establishment of a good relationship with the media. Said one 
practitioner: 

When I arrived here . . . there was no dedicated media relations professional. There were some 
people that did it, but they were also attached with other marketing and communication tasks as 
well and so couldn’t focus on it on more or less a full time basis.  I was brought in as the media 
relations manager and since that time we’ve expanded the crew that does media relations to three 
people. 

The same practitioner noted, “[T]his organization as a whole really has decided that if we are going to 
move ahead, it’s worth investing in additional manpower and resources to help tell our story so people 
feel better about us and will support us more in the community.” That practitioner went on to claim that 
the added manpower and resources have, “made this [organization] more helpful to the local media,” 
adding that, “We’re much more able to provide [the media] than we were in the past and that’s made the 
media’s job easier. . . . Having enough resources to make sure [we are] getting [our] information out 
clearly and consistently has helped [the organization] in terms of our position with the media.” 

 One practitioner, whose organization only recently added additional human resources to help 
manage the media relations function, said, “. . . it does represent very drastic change. Before I did it all 
myself and it was too big a job.” Another practitioner, commenting on the ever-increasing need for 
resources, said, “Our previous director did not take a strong institutional interest in the communications 
operations,” but added that, “New times call for new measures in communications…as other departments 
grow and [our organization’s] needs evolve, our [department] workload has increased tremendously.” 
Proactive Media Relations   

One of the most effective ways for organizations to articulate a commitment to media relations is 
through a proactive program. Said one practitioner, “[My predecessor] was in a position where she was 
waiting for the phone to ring and servicing media inquiries at that point. With us, we have a much more 
proactive approach. . . .We go out and meet with the media actively.”  A number of the practitioners said 
a proactive media relations program not only helps articulate an organizational commitment but also helps 
facilitate an understanding of the role media relations plays in a given organization. For example, one 
practitioner said, “I came back here . . . and there was really very little done in the way of media outreach 
at all. It was basically responding to whoever called with a question.” 
Meet Service Standards  

By upholding standards of media relations excellence, particularly with regard to quality of service, 
an organization can unmistakably articulate its commitment to the media. One practitioner said directly, 
“Service is very important. So I have a policy where if a media person calls, [we] call them back 
immediately. You may not be able to respond to their questions immediately but you at least make a 
connection with them.” As another practitioner put it, organizations ought to strive for a “[S]tandard of 
excellence on every level, whether it be professionally, writing quality, [or] integrity. You want them to 
respect you [so that] . . . when you give them a call . . . they are going to respect what you have to say.” 
Most practitioners further agreed that articulating a commitment to media relations through service means 
helping, not using, the media. In the words of one practitioner, “The writers are there to create news so 
it’s [the organization’s] job to help them do that and that’s what they expect.” 

RQ2: What principles of sound practitioner-journalist relationships, if any, are also applicable to, and 
perhaps necessary for, the development of sound organization-media relationships? 

The following five general principles, all imperative to building practitioner-journalist relationships 
and the individual level, also are applicable, and arguably necessary for, the development of media 
relations at the organizational level: (1) honesty and openness, (2) accuracy, (3) responsiveness and 
timeliness, (4) reliability and consistency, and (5) preparedness.  Perhaps no trait was deemed more 
important than honesty. An organization’s policy of being open with the media will go a long way toward 
facilitating the development of sound organization-media relationships. As one practitioner noted, “There 
is a total honesty, number one. We don’t hide things from the media. There are things we can’t talk about 
and I’ll tell them why we can’t talk about it,” later adding, “I think they believe that we are telling them 



 51

what we know, that we’re not hiding anything from them.” Another practitioner put it simply, saying, 
“Basically, as an organization you need to be honest with the media. You don’t lie to them” 

A number of practitioners were straightforward in summing up what both they, and the media, expect 
from their organization in terms of relational principles. The five aforementioned principles repeatedly 
emerged as critical. For example, one interviewee said, “My goal is for our staff to be professional and 
efficient and reliable in providing information to the media, whatever that information can be or as much 
as we’re able to provide it.” The same practitioner emphasized the importance of the media viewing his 
organization as, “. . . useful, professional, reliable, honest, and someone that hopefully helps them do their 
job.” Another practitioner echoed those sentiments, stating, “[Our organization] responds to the media in 
a timely fashion and provides truthful, accurate information at all times. Our PR team is available to the 
media 24-hours a day and on-call duty rotates among PR professionals,” adding that the media similarly 
expects her organization to be, “Responsive, reliable, fair, factual, newsworthy and given the time 
necessary to get the story.” That same professional later commented that, “Being as open as possible with 
the media and responsive and consistent is key to keeping positive media relations.”   

RQ3: What, if anything, do organizations do to establish media relations capable of withstanding 
inevitable changes in public relations and media personnel? 

There emerged five ways in which organizations go about establishing media relations capable of 
withstanding inevitable changes in personnel, including developing a strategic plan, following an 
organizational mission, having written organizational policies, training and involving all of an 
organization’s staff, and lastly, developing sound relationships with senior level media personnel. 
Strategic Plans and Organizational Missions 

Strategic planning is perhaps the most critical element as it pertains to the withstanding changes in 
media relations personnel and avoiding the potential pitfalls of losing one or more key member of a media 
relations staff. Most practitioners interviewed indicated that an organization’s strategic plan is essentially 
more important than the practitioners implementing that plan. For example, one practitioner stated, “. . . 
more importantly it’s the strategic plan that we do every year. That really is the key to it because it’s such 
a solid document. It’s put together by my whole team – there’s nine of us in this department – a lot of 
thought goes into it, we have the money behind the program, but basically it’s what’s driving us, not the 
individuals.”  

Another practitioner emphasized the importance of both developing a strategic plan and following an 
organizational mission:  

[T]here is always going to be impact from those kind of [staff turnover], but I think you can 
mitigate that somewhat but having a pretty good sense of what your mission is, what your long 
term strategy is. . . . You have key messages from the [organization] that you can educate anyone 
coming in on. Here’s what we do, here’s why we do it. Here’s what we’re trying to convey. Here 
are the three most [important] things. 

Still another practitioner echoed those sentiments by noting the importance of people within an 
organization, “all working toward the same goal of positively reflecting our mission, vision and values as 
we work with the media.” Organizational missions have value to developing long-term media relations 
because of their inherent longevity. As one interviewee contended, “There is a body of knowledge that 
exists no matter [who] the people are here and so what you try and do is make sure that you have that 
body of knowledge and points you want to make in a format that you can easily educate anyone that you 
come across.” 
Written Policies and Staff Training  

Written policies as it pertains to expected media relations standards aid an organization in 
withstanding changes in personnel as well, particularly in the way they establish a basis of operation. As 
one practitioner said, “If you lose your staff, you are going to lose resources so it kind of sounds like if 
you lose your resources you are going to lose your media relations. You might not be able to do the same 
amount of media relations but that doesn’t mean it has to change the quality of your media relations. . . . 
So while you lose people, you never let your quality go.” Another practitioner argued: 
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While relationships are essential to good media relations, [our organization’s] policy . . . for how 
media is handled, [that being] in a proactive, honest, responsive nature . . . is the most important. 
Because of our commitment to this type of consistent relationship with the media, the change in 
staff is not as important as how we respond to each inquiry. This does not mean we do not value 
our team members, but what it does mean is that the team members understand that they are 
representing [the organization] and they commit to doing so in a positive, responsive, truthful 
way.  

The importance of cross training all organizational staff was also apparent. For example, one 
practitioner pointed out that, “Part of my job has been to be sure that everybody on staff, from the day 
they are hired, understand that they are part of the media relations program, because we all have direct 
lines here. You can reach any of us at any time. . . . So it is important that the whole organization 
understands their role in telling [our] story, and how to answer questions.” Asked if personnel changes 
would impact the organization’s relationship with the media, one practitioner said the following: 

No way. We are all dispensable. By effective cross training and professional high standards, if 
one of us were to leave, the department would suffer internally due to the loss of knowledge, 
corporate history, and manpower, but the media relations would not suffer.  (Some of our media 
pals may miss one of us since we have well established connections, but the job would still get 
done.)  

Contacts With Staying Power 
Making high level contacts is of particular importance when dealing with personnel change within the 

ranks of the media. Dealing with such changes, according to one practitioner, “. . . would start with 
meeting with the editors, the producers, the news directors, the level that tends to be consistent, that 
doesn’t move in a media outlet . . . because they are usually the ones in charge of making sure that the 
coverage occurs and they often direct what that coverage is going to be.” Another practitioner stated, “We 
get around some of [those changes in media] by trying to have that deeper understanding of what we are 
all about with the higher officials at the news stations for example and maybe some of the senior editors.” 

RQ4: How, if at all, do the principles of excellence factor into building media relations at the 
organizational level? 

In order to build media relations at the meso-level, an organization must adhere to the previously 
outlined principles of excellence, meaning the media relations department must have the support and 
involvement of the dominant coalition, must apply the principles of symmetry and conservation, and must 
function managerially rather than technically.   
Involved Coalitions 

Practitioners repeatedly stressed the importance of support and involvement of senior level executives 
– the dominant coalition – in building organization-media relationships. A key is having a CEO or 
president who understands the importance of the function. Said one practitioner, “I’m very fortunate in 
the sense [that] the people who I report to respect what I do and kind of understand what I do. . . . So I 
have a very good relationship with my president and CEO. . . . It’s not my job to get quoted and I have no 
interest in getting quoted.” Similarly, another practitioner said, “Very fortunately, I have a president who 
is not shy of the media and will talk to them any time they want.” Still another practitioner said: 

 Our CEO and system leaders are extremely responsive to media relations issues and 
make it a priority. Our goal is to have the interviewee as close to the source of the issue addressed 
as possible. We try to limit statements made by public relations officials in favor of [those] 
leaders directly involved in the issue. The senior leaders have gone through two rounds of media 
training in the last two years.  

Improves Relationships  
The dominant coalition’s support not only helps the media staff itself, but also improves the overall 

quality of an organization’s relationship with the media. Asked if that was indeed the case, one 
practitioner said, “Absolutely. It demonstrates their commitment to be available and responsive. It shows 
our commitment to provide information.” Said another practitioner of the organization’s dominant 
coalition: 
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They are involved in a positive way, more so than in the past, and it has indeed helped to improve 
the media relations team around here. . . . It also gives the media relations team, my team, the 
knowledge that what we are not an independent office. It gives us the knowledge that we are 
representing the [organization] and that the [organization] is part of our team in a sense. 

Still another practitioner contended that media relations have improved in the presence of an involved 
CEO, noting, “Our relationship with the media has been positive for many years, but it has been more 
positive in the last 8 years since our CEO . . . has been in charge. . . . Having a very trustworthy public 
relations staff, and a CEO who believes in that trust, is critical to success with the media.” One 
interviewee, attempting to sum up the dominant coalition’s influence, said, “. . . it adds valuable [and] 
credibility. . . . To see the [organization’s] director or other high-level officials quoted in the news makes 
[the organization] more top-of-mind when a reporter can actually talk with the CEO on a relevant issue.”  
Symmetry and Conservation  

Sha’s (2004) explication of a symmetry-conservation duality applies to the development of 
organizational media relations, as organizations must strive to meet the needs of the media without 
sacrificing interests fundamental to their existence. Said one practitioner, “I often spend time helping the 
media get through to find the documents they need, to understand the documents, and to find the pieces 
they need to relate to the story they are trying to create.” But, cautioned another practitioner, “We may 
not always be able to provide the media with the information that they’re looking for . . . but we certainly 
will provide them with what we can, as soon as we can.” Still another practitioner described the balance 
this way:  

I’d certainly like [the organization] to have a best-possible relationship that it can with the media 
but you still have to realize that . . . you can’t . . . tell them things that are private for legal and 
other reasons. You can’t just give them a story to make friends with them if it’s detrimental to the 
[organization] and can damage the [organization] in some way. . . . If we’ve got bad news, we’ll 
tell it, we’ll be upfront about it. . . . But . . . there is a line. . . . We can’t just totally meet the 
media’s needs. The media’s best interests are not always the [organization’s] best interests. 

One practitioner characterized the duality by noting, “We’re not close friends with the media.  I think 
we work closely with them but . . . our goal first and foremost is to make sure that . . . we are . . . 
advancing the [organization] as accurately as possible and as responsibly as possible. 
Playing the Manager Role  

Establishing organizational media relations requires an organization’s media relations function be 
carried out managerially, particularly with regard to environmental scanning and preliminary research, 
which Dozier (1992) indicated are precursors to excellent public relations.  Holding managerial meetings 
is often a key part of such work. Said one practitioner, “All [the organization’s] public relations staff 
meets every other week. . . . They share proactive story ideas to ensure that the timing is appropriate and 
the media is not overwhelmed by [our] story pitches at one time,” adding that such meetings, “ensure we 
are on track and . . . identify issues that need to be addressed.”  

As far as scanning and research are concerned, one practitioner said, “A lot of [the organization’s] 
focus has been on understanding what the public needs to know or wants to know, what their concerns 
are. So research is a very important part of that.” That same practitioner added: 

[A]bout six or seven years ago I realized that we just didn’t understand what the public felt about 
[the organization]. So we started doing research, formal research, where we actually started 
having research companies go out and ask the questions in the neighborhoods to find out what 
people were thinking about [the organization], to find out the perceptions were and what they felt 
the problems were and what the successes were.  [We] discovered that there was a very high 
acceptance of [the organization], which surprised us, because the stories in the newspaper were 
not correlating with what we were hearing in this public research. So to me that meant doing 
more work on the media relations side of it.   

One interviewee summed it up by saying, “It’s a constant challenge to go out there and collect that 
information and that’s really almost half of the job is finding what we want to convey.” 
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RQ5: What are the relational outcomes, if any, of a mutually-beneficial organization-media 
relationship? 

A mutually beneficial outcome – an outcome fostered by practicing organizational media relations – 
leads to a feeling of respect between an organization and the media, a feeling of mutual credibility, the 
existence of a give and take relationship characterized by helpfulness, and a situation in which an 
organization is valued by the media and in the community. Said one practitioner of the relationship, “[A]s 
an organization by . . . the media . . . we are pretty well respected,” later adding, “As an organization you 
want credibility and you would want to have that high credibility with media.” Another practitioner 
characterized the outcome by noting, “This is sort of a partnership I would say. We help them do their 
job; they help us do our job.” One professional similarly commented, “This is a give and take relationship 
and we need each other.” Speaking on the issue of establishing a feeling of value, one practitioner said: 

We’re valued by the media as a resource. . . . It also helps establish a feeling of good will in the 
community and also a feeling of respect for what we do. That has tangible benefits. It means that 
we can have better relationships with maybe elected officials, business leaders. Those are real 
tangible benefits that are made possible in part because people have a good feeling about this 
place. 

Another practitioner summed up the outcome by noting, “I want honest and fair reporting, and I think 
that’s what we’re getting today.” 

Implications  
Casting a scholarly lens on the study of media relations has a number of implications for future public 

relations research. First, it lends credence to the notion that media relations indeed has a place in public 
relations theory and research. As argued by Grabowski (1992), elevation of the public relations field 
through research has tended to leave media relations behind, failing to include the function in the 
discipline’s major theoretical movements and often restricting literature on the subject to industry trade 
publications.   

This study provided evidence that media relations can, and in most instances should be, included in 
discussions of both the managerial and relational approaches to public relations research. It showed that 
the principles of excellent public relations do not transcend, but instead are very much applicable to, the 
study and practice of media relations, as concepts vital to the practice of excellent public relations – 
concepts such as symmetry and conservation, organizational role, and the dominant coalition – are also 
relevant to, if not vital for, developing organizational media relations. It further showed that as the view 
of public relations as relationship management continues to emerge and evolve, the organization-media 
relationship is one worthy of considerable scholarly examination.      

Limitations and Directions for Research 
A number of factors limited this exploratory analysis, most notably the sample selection and the 

accompanying weaknesses with regard to generalizability, the inherent drawbacks of interview 
methodology, and the flaws involved with only interviewing practitioners in a cross-sectional manner. At 
the same time, these limitations represent opportunities for future research following similar paths.    

Due to a number of constraints on the researchers, this study relied on purposive sampling as opposed 
to random sampling. By choosing interviewees based not only on their status as media relations 
practitioners but also on their proximity and availability to the researcher, the study did not afford all 
media relations practitioners an equal opportunity for selection, even within the region in which the study 
was conducted. Thus the study’s results do not necessarily generalize to the population from which the 
sample was drawn. Lack of generalizability is one of the inherent drawbacks associated with qualitative 
interviewing, as although the interviews provide the researcher with relevant and in-depth perspective on 
the practice of media relations, that perspective is somewhat reflective of the idiosyncrasies of individual 
interviewees and their respective organizations. However, this study was exploratory in nature and has 
attempted to set a path down which future studies of media relations can follow. As such, future studies 
should focus around packaging the concepts explicated in this study into a more generalizeable format. 
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Focus on Practitioners   
One of the driving forces behind this study was its desire to explore media relations at a macro-level, 

taking spotlight off the many practitioner-journalists relationships and casting it on the single relationship 
between a specific organization and the media. The interview sample, however, consisted of individual 
practitioners. Though these practitioners spoke in-depth about the manner in which their organization 
practiced media relations, the perspective they offered was that of an individual, thus limiting the study’s 
ability to provide an entirely macro-level analysis. In order to do a better job of achieving the desired 
meso-level perspective, the study needed the input of senior level executives and other organizational 
leaders in addition to that of media relations practitioners. It also needed – and did not have – the input 
and perspective of the media. This study sought to provide an exploration of the relationship between 
organizations and the media. Future analyses of this relationship, consistent with the principles of 
symmetrical communication, must take into consideration the perspective of the media, not just the 
perspective of the organization. 
Cross-Sectional Data   

Due again to constraints on the researchers, this study was cross-sectional. Given the nature of 
organization-public relationships, however, a longitudinal analysis would have been more appropriate. 
Ledingham (2003) argued that relationships are dynamic in nature, changing over time and developing 
based on the degree to which needs and expectations are met.  Conducting this study cross-sectionally did 
not allow for the type of dynamic, long-term analysis necessary for a complete conceptual explication of 
the organization-media relationship, something future research should aim to accomplish.   

Concluding Remarks 
The size, scope, and influence of the media all continue to grow, and with the Internet now firmly 

entrenched, with satellite television and radio slowly becoming societal fixtures, and with the yet-to-be-
invented Internet of tomorrow waiting to emerge, that size, scope, and influence will only enlarge. The 
need then for the study and practice of media relations to advance in kind is clearer than ever before. 
Analyzing the function as an organization-wide practice, not merely as an individual practitioner skill, 
provides the impetus for this advancement. It will allow media relations to keep up with, and be included 
in, future advancements in public relations theory. Though the implications this will have on the practice 
of media relations is unclear at the moment, this much is clear: As public relations research continues to 
push forward and advance the discipline, media relations should not be left behind.          

 
References 

Aronoff, C. E. (1976). Predictors of success in placing news releases in newspapers. Public Relations 
Review, 2(4), 43-57.  

Bartlett, D., & Payne, S. (1997) Grounded theory: Its basis, rationale and procedures. In G.  McKenzie, J. 
Powell & R. Usher (Eds.), Understanding Social Research: Perspectives Washington, DC: 
Falmer Press. 

Battenberg, E. (2002). Managing a media frenzy. Public Relations Tactics, 9(12), 1-2. 
Brody, E. W. (1984). Antipathy exaggerated between journalism and public relations.  Public Relations 

Review, 10(4), 11-15. 
Broom, G. M., Casey, S., & Ritchey, J. (1997). Toward a concept and theory of organization-public 

relationships. Journal of Public Relations Research, 9, 83-98. 
Broom, G. M., Casey, S., & Ritchey, J. (2000). Concept and theory of organization-public relationships.  

In J. A. Ledingham & S. D. Bruning (Eds.), Public relations as relationship management: A 
relational approach to the study and practice of public relations (pp. 3-22). Mahwah, NJ: 
Erlbaum.  

Bruning, S. D., & Ledingham, J. A. (2000). Organization and key public relationships:  Testing the 
influence of relationship dimensions in a business to business context. In J. A. Ledingham & S. 
D. Bruning (Eds.), Public relations as relationship management: A relational approach to the 
study and practice of public relations (pp. 159-173). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 



 56

Cancel, A. E., Cameron, G. T., Sallot, L. M., & Mitrook, M. A. (1997). It depends: A contingency theory 
of accommodation in public relations. Journal of Public Relations Research, 9, 31-63.  

Creswell, J. (1994). Research design: Qualitative and quantitative approaches. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage. 

Curtin, P. A., & Rhodenbough, E. (2001). Building the news media agenda on the environment: A 
comparison of public relations and journalistic sources. Public Relations Review, 27(2), 179-190. 

Cutlip, S. M., Center, A. H., & Broom, G. M. (2000). Effective public relations (8th ed.).  Upper Saddle 
River, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 

Delfin, S. (1983). Positive media coverage: Openness is key. The Public Relations Journal, 39, 8-9.  
Dozier, D. M. (1984). Program evaluation and roles of practitioners. Public Relations Review, 10(2), 13-

21. 
Dozier, D. M. (1992). The organizational roles of communications and public relations  practitioners. In J. 

Grunig (Ed.), Excellence in public relations and communication management (pp. 327-355). 
Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum. 

Dozier, D. M., Grunig, L., & Grunig, J. (1995). Manager’s guide to excellence in public relations and 
communication management. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 

Ferguson, M. A. (1984, August). Building theory in public relations: Interorganizational relationships. 
Paper presented to the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication, 
Gainesville, FL. 

Gerbner, G., & Gross, L. (1976). Living with television: The violence profile. Journal of Communication, 
26(2), 173-199.  

Gilgun, J. (2001). Grounded theory and other research methods. In B. Thayer (Ed.), The handbook of 
social research methods (pp. 345-364). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.  

Grabowski, G. (1992). The seven deadly sins of media relations. Public Relations  Quarterly, 37, 37-39.  
Grunig, J. (1992). What is excellence in management? In J. Grunig (Ed.), Excellence in public relations 

and communication management (pp. 219-250).Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum. 
Grunig, J. (2001). Two-way symmetrical public relations: Past, present, and future. In R. Heath (Ed.), 

Handbook of public relations (pp. 44-63). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Grunig, J., & Grunig, L. (1992). Models of public relations and communication. . In J. Grunig (Ed.), 

Excellence in public relations and communication management (pp. 285-325). Hillsdale, NJ: 
Erlbaum. 

Grunig, J., & Huang, Y. (2000). From organizational effectiveness to relationship indicators: Antecedents 
of relationships, public relations strategies, and relationship outcomes. In J. A. Ledingham & S. 
D. Bruning (Eds.), Public relations as  relationship management: A relational approach to the 
study and practice of public  relations (pp. 23-53). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.  

Grunig, J., & Hunt, T. (1984). Managing public relations. New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston. 
Grunig, L. (1992). Power in the public relations department. In J. Grunig (Ed.),  Excellence in public 

relations and communication management (pp. 483-501). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum. 
Howard, C. M. (2001). Ten strategies to avoid global gaffes in media relations. Public Relations 

Strategist, 7(4), 34-37. 
Howard, C. M. (2004). Working with reporters: Mastering the fundamentals to build long-term 

relationships. Public Relations Quarterly, 49, 36-39. 
Huang, Y. H. (1997). Public relations strategies, relational outcomes, and conflict management 

strategies. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Maryland, College Park. 
Jo, S., & Kim, Y. (2004). Media or personal relations? Exploring media relations dimensions in South 

Korea. Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly, 81, 292-306.   
Kelleher, T. (2001). Public relations roles and media choices. Journal of Public Relations Research, 13, 

303-320. 
Kosmicki, R. J., & Bona, F. E. (1996). Media relations: How to relate to the press. In R. Dilenschneider 

(Ed.), Dartnell’s public relations handbook (4th ed.) (pp. 58-75). Chicago: Dartnell. 



 57

Ledingham, J. A. (2003). Explicating relationship management as a general theory of public relations.  
Journal of Public Relations Research, 15, 181-198.  

Ledingham, J. A., & Bruning, S. D. (2000). A longitudinal study of organization-public relationship 
dimensions: Defining the role of communication in the practice of relationship management. In J. 
A. Ledingham & S. D. Bruning (Eds.), Public relations as relationship management: A 
relational approach to the study and  practice of public relations (pp. 55-69). Mahwah, NJ: 
Erlbaum. 

Lee, M. A., & Solomon, N. (1990). Unreliable sources. New York: Carol. 
Leichty, G. (1997). The limits of collaboration. Public Relations Review, 23(1), 47-55. 
Locke, L. F., Spirduso, W. W., & Silverman, S. J. (2000).  Proposals that work: A guide for planning 

dissertations and grant proposals (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Lowrey, C. T. (2001). Ethnographic research methods. In B. Thayer (Ed.), The handbook of social 

research methods (pp. 321-332). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.  
Marconi, J. (2004). Public relations: The complete guide. Mason, OH: Thomson. 
Marken, G. A. (2003). Following fundamentals builds journalist relationships. Public Relations 

Quarterly, 48, 27. 
Mateas, M. M. (2001). The poor, mistreated, media relations function. Public RelationsStrategist, 7, 24-

27.  
Merriam, S. B. (1988). Case study research in education: A qualitative approach. San Francisco: Jossey-

Bass. 
Mindszenthy, B. J. (1989). Media relations: A critical juncture. The Public Relations Journal, 45, 15-16.   
Murphy, P. (1991). The limits of symmetry: A game theory approach to symmetric and asymmetric 

public relations.  In J. Grunig & L. Grunig (Eds.), Public relations research annual (Vol. 3) (pp. 
115-132). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.  

Peters, T. J., & Waterman, R. H. (1982). In search of excellence. New York: Warner. 
Rubin, H. J., & Rubin, I. S. (1995).  Qualitative interviewing: The art of hearing data. Thousands Oaks, 

CA: Sage.  
Ryan, M., & Martinson, D. L. (1984). Ethical values, the flow of journalistic information  and public 

relations persons. Journalism Quarterly, 61, 27-34. 
Ryan, M., & Martinson, D. L. (1988). Journalists and public relation practitioners: Why the antagonism? 

Journalism Quarterly, 65, 131-140. 
Sallot, L. M., Steinfatt, T. M., & Salwen, M. B. (1998). Journalists’ and public relations practitioners’ 

news values: Perceptions and cross-perceptions. Journalism and Mass Communication 
Quarterly, 75, 366-377. 

Schenkler, I., & Herrling, T. (2004). Guide to media relations. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson. 
Sha, B. L. (2004). Noether’s theorem: The science of symmetry and the law of conservation. Journal of 

Public Relations Research, 16, 391-416.  
Shin, J., & Cameron, G. T. (2003). Informal relations: A look at personal influence in media relations. 

Journal of Communication Management, 7, 239-253. 
Swartz, J. (1983). On the margin: Between journalist and publicist. Public Relations Review, 11(2), 34-

42. 
Toth, E. L. (2000). From personal influence to interpersonal influence: A model for relationship 

management.  In J. A. Ledingham & S. D. Bruning (Eds.), Public relations as relationship 
management: A relational approach to the study and practice of public relations (pp. 205-219). 
Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.  

Turk, J. V. (1985). Information subsidies and influence. Public Relations Review, 11(3), 10-25. 
Usher, R. (1997). Telling a story about research and research as story-telling: Postmodern approaches to 

social research. In G. McKenzie, J. Powell & R. Usher (Eds.), Understanding social research: 
perspectives on methodology and practice (pp. 27-41).  Washington, DC: Falmer Press.  



 58

White, J., & Dozier, D. M. (1992). Public relations management and decision making. In  J. Grunig (Ed.), 
Excellence in public relations and communication management (pp. 91-108). Hillsdale, NJ: 
Erlbaum. 

Wielgos, S. (1990). How to create successful media relationships. Economic Development Review, 8, 50-
52. 

Wolcott, H. F. (1994). Transforming qualitative data: Description, analysis, and interpretation. 
Thousands Oaks, CA: Sage.  

Wolcott, H. F. (1999). Ethnography: A way of seeing. Walnut Creek, CA: Sage. 
 



 59

Tracking Organization-Public Relationships Over Time: 
A Framework for Longitudinal Research 

Elizabeth Dougall 
School of Journalism & Mass Communication 

University of North Carolina–Chapel Hill 
dougall@unc.edu

 
Organizational relationships are almost exclusively analyzed using the data that captures the perceptions 
of the parties in the relationships.  While useful for describing the state of a focal organizational 
relationship at a single point in time, or over a short period, this approach has limited utility for research 
involving multiple relationships over an extended timeframe.  The perspective that organization-public 
relationships can be described and studied as objective phenomena, separate from the subjective 
experiences of individual participants with properties other than the perceptions of those involved, 
underpins the framework for tracking organization-public relationships proposed in this paper.  

Acknowledging the unique and potentially powerful positions held by activist publics in relation to 
the organizations with which they share issues of mutual concern, I argue that organizations and activists 
signal the state of their relationships using observable relationship processes, that is, information flows, 
specifically public statements about their shared issues of concern as reported by the news media.  It is 
from these published relationship-signaling statements that the state of the focal relationships is 
interpreted using a conflict continuum.  I report the findings of three case studies which incorporate the 
analysis of relationship-signaling statements made by Australia’s major banks and their activist publics 
and published by the media from 1981 to 2001.  The relationship data were extracted from the content 
analysis of more than 6, 500 newspaper articles.   

Overview of the Research Problem 
The importance of building successful relationships between organizations and their publics and the 

proposition that relationships underpin “the practice of public relations, from issues management to crisis 
communication” (Plowman, Briggs, & Huang, 2001, p. 309) are common presuppositions in public 
relations theory and research.  However, the close attention paid to understanding and building 
relationships with publics is relatively new to the discipline.  Following Ferguson’s (1984) call for 
increased attention to relationships, a stream of organization-public relationship research emerged.  Pavlik 
and Salmon (1984) argued that no research undertaken within the discipline up to that date had employed 
the “relationship” as the primary unit of analysis.  Later, lamenting the paucity of research addressing the 
measurement of organization-public relationships, Broom and Dozier (1990) asserted that while public 
relations programs have been conceptualized as affecting organization-public relationships, the impacts 
claimed were rarely measured.  More frequently measured were the impacts on either or both sides of 
relationships from which implicit or, less frequently, explicit inferences could be made about how the 
relationships changed (Broom & Dozier, 1990).  

More recently, a framework for contemporary organization-public theory has emerged from 
interpersonal communication, psychotherapy, interorganizational relationship theory, and systems theory 
(Broom et al., 2000; Ledingham & Bruning, 2000a).  Relationship management research can be 
categorized into three major areas: models of organization-public relationships, relationship dimensions 
as indicators of relationship effects, and applications of the relational perspective to public relations 
practice (Ledingham, et al., 1999).  Most contemporary approaches to exploring organizational 
relationships are useful for capturing the state of a focal organizational relationship at a point in time or 
over a limited period (Ledingham & Bruning, 1998, 2000a; Huang, 1997, 2001).  However, such 
approaches are not as useful for exploring the relationships longitudinally to gain a better understanding 
of patterns and changes that emerge over time. 

While organizational relationships are almost exclusively studied and understood using the 
perceptions of the parties in the relationships, Broom et al. (1997, 2000) provided a model for identifying 
relationship processes and structures at the organization-public level of analysis.  Drawing extensively 
from the interpersonal and interorganizational literature, they argued that organization-public 
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relationships can be described and studied as objective phenomena that are not limited to the subjective 
experiences of individual participants, and have properties other than the perceptions of those involved 
(Broom et al., 1997, 2000).  This perspective offers the most utility for tracking organization-activist 
relationships over time.    

 Emerging predominantly from interorganizational relationship theory (Aldrich, 1979; Galaskiewicz, 
1985; Van de Ven, 1976), Broom et al. (1997) argued that organization-public relationships are the 
dynamic results of exchanges and reciprocity, and that they are able to be described at any given point in 
time.  They offered the following definition: 

Organization-public relationships are represented by the patterns of interaction, transaction, 
exchange, and linkage between an organization and its publics.  These relationships have 
properties that are distinct from the identities, attributes, and perceptions of the individuals and 
social collectivities in the relationships.  Though dynamic in nature, organization-public 
relationships can be described at a single point in time and tracked over time (2000, p.18). 

Others have taken a broader approach to defining organization-public relationships.  Ledingham and 
Bruning (1998), for instance, defined organization-public relationships as the state existing between an 
organization and its key publics “in which the actions of either entity impact the economic, social, 
political and/or cultural well-being of the other entity” (Ledingham & Bruning, 1998, p. 62).  They also 
offer a definition of the  “ideal” organization-public relationship as “the state that exists between an 
organization and its key publics that provides economic, social, political and/or cultural benefits to all 
parties involved and is characterized by mutual positive regard” (p. 62).   

Based on extensive conceptual development and empirical data, Huang (1998) offered a perspective 
in which organization-public relationships are defined by the subjective experiences of relationship 
participants and described by characteristics emerging from those subjective experiences.  She defined 
organization-public relationships as “the degree that the organization and its publics trust one another, 
agree on one has rightful power to influence, experience satisfaction with each other, and commit oneself 
to one another” (p. 12).  Grunig and Huang (2000) specified the properties defining relationships, 
especially good relationships, and proposed that the most important dimensions of relationships are 
control, mutuality, trust, relational satisfaction, and relational commitment and goal attainment.  While 
the definitions and approaches offered by Ledingham & Bruning (1998, 2000a, 2000b), Huang (1997, 
2001) and Grunig & Huang (2000) are useful for understanding organization-public relationships from 
the perspective of individuals involved in these relationships, they have limited utility for exploring the 
relationships within an organizational population over a period of time.  Such approaches have no utility 
for exploring relationships at the organizational population level of analysis and are also inadequate when 
the theoretical paradigm demands more than a snapshot in time.   

With relationship management at the nexus of contemporary public relations practice, the 
relationships organizations have with their activist publics are important for both public relations 
practitioners and scholars (Botan & Taylor, 2004; Dozier & Lauzen, 2000; Grunig, 2001; Holtzhausen, 
2000).  Activism is particularly important because public relations would lose much of its value to 
organizations without the existence of activists (Grunig & Grunig, 1997).  However, Dozier and Lauzen 
argued that organization-activist relationships are typically studied by public relations scholars from the 
perspective of organizations with “pockets deep enough to hire professional public relations practitioners” 
(2000, p. 8).  Activists, together with other important but excluded publics, are not adequately 
accommodated within established public relations theory and research agendas, and organization-activist 
relationships are an important but neglected subset of organization-public relationships (Dozier & 
Lauzen, 2000; Holtzhausen, 2000; Karlberg, 1996).  The “organization-centric” approach has been 
extensively criticized.  Dozier and Lauzen (2000) and Karlberg (1996) asserted that the instrumental 
deep-pockets bias evident in public relations research into organization-activist public relationships has 
contributed to a predominantly partisan body of knowledge that seeks to prescribe organizational 
“solutions” to activist “problems.”  They also rejected the push to show how activists are similar to, rather 
than different from, other types of publics (Dozier & Lauzen, 2000).   
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Typical of this “deep-pockets bias” was Heath’s (1997) assertion that models of activism are valuable 
if they provide insight into how organizations can constructively intervene to manage and reduce the 
concerns and issues motivating activists.  In other words, activists are predominantly treated as a hostile 
part of the organization’s environment in the public relations research and literature.  According to this 
organization-centric perspective, models describing activism are useful only when they contribute to the 
organization’s capacity to control and limit activists (Grunig, 1992; Grunig & Grunig, 1997; Heath, 
1997).    

Precipitating organizational change is a primary objective of activist groups (Grunig, 1992), and so 
activists occupy unique and potentially powerful positions in relation to the organizations with which they 
share issues of mutual concern.  Whereas organizations can choose to ignore markets, organizations have 
little choice other than to communicate with publics when they become active (Grunig & Repper, 1992).  
Relationships between organizations and their activist publics are typically described as antipathetic, with 
activists viewed as problem groups with whom contact is minimized and preferably resisted.  The threat 
presented lies in their potential power to constrain organizational autonomy, and these constraints can 
result in increased costs, reduced market shares and damaged reputations (Grunig, 1992).  Symbiotically, 
activist publics are particularly important to public relations practice because public relations could lose 
much of its value to organizations without the existence of activists (Grunig, 1992).   

The application of the concept activist publics in preference to terms like ‘groups’ or ‘organizations’, 
is a significant distinction and deliberate choice.  Following Dewey’s (1927) definition of publics as a 
group of people who see they have a common interest with respect to an organization and that endeavor 
“to act through suitable structures and thus to organize itself for oversight and regulation” (p. 29), the 
perspective of this thesis is that publics are best understood as a process rather than a reified “entity” 
(Botan & Soto, 1988; Botan & Taylor, 2004).  Publics “share interpretations of events and actions in their 
environment.  When these interpretations lead to something the public wants addressed,” an issue exists 
(Botan & Taylor, p. 655).  Activist publics organize around issues and issues are created when “one or 
more human agents attaches significance to a situation or perceived problem” (Crable & Vibbert, 1985, p. 
5).  This perspective has more utility that the description of activist “groups” as reified entities that 
emerge "outside" the organization as a hostile part of the organizational environment.   Such a distinction 
is problematic and redundant in many important contexts, particularly at the organization-activist 
relationship level.  In other words, while the activist group is always an activist public, the activist public 
is not always an activist group.  For example, while an employee union is clearly a separate organization, 
the organizational employees they represent, including those who might be actively seeking some 
measure of organizational change are clearly “internal” to the organization.  For this reason, the activist 
group as a hostile and important but significantly, external public in the organization’s environment is not 
a useful perspective at the organization-activist relationship level of analysis.  The problem of 
distinguishing between who or what belongs to the organization and who or what is part of its 
environment is resolved by conceptualizing activists first and foremost, as active organizational publics. 

Conceptualizing the Conflict Continuum 
Relationship Structures and Processes 

The approach taken in this study toward understanding, quantifying, and examining relationships 
between organizations and their publics follows the models provided by Broom et al. (1997, 2000).  
Organization-public relationship research has tended to focus on discerning the dimensions and 
characteristics of relationships and on measuring the outcomes of relationships in relation to public 
relations activities (Grunig & Huang, 2000; Grunig, 2001; Huang, 1997, 1998; Ledingham et al., 1999; 
Ledingham & Bruning, 2000a).  The structures and processes of organizational relationships have 
received limited attention, although Broom et al. (1997, 2000) argued that state and process measures 
would provide useful profiles of organization-public relationships.   

Van de Ven (1976) and Aldrich (1979) argued that dimensions commonly used to examine other 
social systems are appropriate for exploring relationships in organizational systems.  Van de Ven claimed 
that organizational relationships could be examined in three ways: by defining and quantifying the 
formalization, centralization, and complexity of relationship structures; by examining the direction and 
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intensity of resource and information flows and of relationship processes; and by exploring relationship 
outcomes, or the relationship’s perceived effectiveness (Van de Ven, 1976).  Aldrich (1979), on the other 
hand, proposed four dimensions of interorganizational relations: the formalization of agreements or 
structures, the intensity of resources committed or interactions between organizations, the reciprocity of 
these exchanges as described by the extent to which resources are transacted with benefits flowing 
equally to both parties under mutually agreed terms, and standardization as the degree to which 
procedures or the units of resources exchanged are similar.  In exploring the implications of Aldrich’s 
(1979) dimensions for public relations, Grunig, Grunig and Ehling (1992) argued that organizations 
should develop formalized, intense, and standardized relationships with their strategic publics and isolated 
reciprocity as an outcome rather than a component of the excellent practice of public relations.   

Arguing that the major processes within interorganizational relationships are the flows of resources 
and information between organizations, Van de Ven (1976) made three contentions: first, that resource 
and information flows are the basic elements of activity in organized forms of behavior and that without 
them, social action systems cease to exist; second, that without resource flows, one or more parties to the 
relationship would probably terminate their participation; and third, that through resource and information 
flows, relationship dynamics can be studied from the perspective of a single relationship participant or the 
social action system as a whole.  Relationship processes are characterized by their intensity or frequency, 
their direction, and their variability, and this approach to analyzing organization-public relationships was 
most recently applied in organization-public relationship research by Casey (1997) and Broom et al. 
(2000).  In their exploration of an educational institution and its relationships with significant publics, 
Broom et al. (2000) applied three dimensions to describe the state of relationships, including 
formalization, standardization, and complexity.  They also examined the intensity and reciprocity of 
information and resource flows.  Information flows are the messages or communications about the units 
of exchange or the nature of the relationship transmitted between organizational parties through a variety 
of media (Van de Ven, 1976).  In their study, Broom et al. recorded face-to-face contact, written 
communications, and phone calls to describe information flows (2000, p. 19).   

The concept of information flows and the utility of this concept for describing the state of 
organization-activist relationships was given direction and support by the dimensions described by 
Aldrich (1979) and Van de Ven (1976), and later refined by Broom et al. (1997, 2000).  Organization-
activist relationships are therefore described using observable relationship processes, specifically, 
information flows.   

Expressions of Conflict as a Relationship Process 
Conflict is the most exacting test of the character of a relationship (Canary & Capach, 1988).  It exists 

in interpersonal, intergroup, interorganizational, and international forms and settings and is an inevitable 
and pervasive aspect of relationships in organizational contexts (Huang, 1997; Morrill & Thomas, 1992; 
Nicotera, Rodriguez, Hall & Jackson, 1995) and, in particular, in organization-public relationships that 
include activist publics (Ehling, 1992; L.A. Grunig, 1992a; Huang, 1997; Murphy & Dee, 1996; 
Plowman, 1995; Plowman, Briggs & Huang, 2001).  

Expressions of conflict or its antithesis, cooperation (Ehling, 1992), are organization-activist 
relationship information flows.  These information flows provide the means with which to observe and 
describe these relationships longitudinally.  Conflict and cooperation are particularly valuable for studies 
of organizations and their activist publics (Ehling, 1992; L.A. Grunig, 1992a; Heath, 1997; Huang, 1997; 
Putnam & Wilson, 1982; Smith & Ferguson, 2001).  Organizations and activists relationships are 
organized around issues (Smith & Ferguson, 2001; Smith, 1996) and issues are conflictual in nature 
(Olien, Donohue & Tichenor, 1995).  Their engagement in relation to issues of mutual concern is the 
primary source of conflict between organizations and their activist publics.  In such conflict situations, 
organizations and their activist publics are likely to attempt to inform and influence public opinion 
through the mass media (Heath, 1997).  

Locating relationships on a Conflict Continuum 
Conflict and cooperation can be conceptualized as the extremes of a continuum (Ehling, 1992), and 

conflict can be described as an essential aspect of organization-activist relationships that serves to make 
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some important exchanges in those relationships visible through the medium of news coverage (Grunig, 
1992; Grunig & Grunig, 1997; Heath, 1997; Olien, Tichenor & Donohue, 1989).  The involvement of the 
mass media in organization-public relationships is thus critical for organization-activist relationships 
because it affects relationship quality and generally intensifies relationships (Heath, 1997; Huang, 1997).  
The news media are likely to cover organization-activist interactions when the degree of conflict 
expressed is high because of the importance of conflict driving the selection and publication of news 
(Karlberg, 1996).  Activists obtain credibility, resources, and exposure for their positions by attracting 
media coverage, and media coverage is often critical to their mobilization and effectiveness (Heath, 1997, 
Olien et al., 1989).  Regardless of whether media attention is sought by organizations or activists in an 
attempt to better serve their interests in the prevailing public opinion environment, or whether it is an 
unwelcome but unavoidable side-effect of the conflict, the higher the degree of evident conflict in 
organization-activist relationships, the more likely that media attention and coverage will result (Grunig, 
1992; Heath, 1997; Olien et al., 1989).  The emphasis of this study is not on managing conflict in 
organization-activist relationships but on using expressions of conflict or cooperation as observable 
evidence of organization-activist relationship processes, specifically their information flows. 

The description of cooperation as the natural opposite of conflict (Ehling, 1992; Levinger & Rubin, 
1994) provides a precedent for the conflict continuum described in Table 1.  The extremes of this 
continuum are conceptualized as representing a cooperative or a conflict state.  In the cooperative state, 
all efforts by organizations and their activist publics in the population focus on reconciling their mutual 
interests, cooperating to reach joint benefits, and resolving issues to their mutual satisfaction (Putnam, 
1990).  In this mutual gains approach, organizations and activist publics in the population act as 
“cooperative protagonists (as they) struggle to satisfy their own interests with the knowledge that 
satisfaction is best accomplished through satisfying each other’s interests as well” (Plowman et al., 2001, 
p. 306).  In the conflict state, all efforts by organizations and their activist publics in the population focus 
on maximizing their own separate gains in relation to issues of mutual concern while minimizing their 
losses within a “win-lose” or self-gain orientation (Putnam, 1990, p. 3).  This “zero-sum” game approach 
is symptomatic of “malignant social conflict” (Deutsch & Schichman, 1986, p. 229).  These two ends of 
this continuum describe extreme and probably rare cases that provide useful theoretical boundaries but are 
not expected to represent the state of most organization-activist relationships; as Murphy (1991) 
explained, most situations “are located somewhere along the continuum” (p. 126). 

 
Table 1    
The Conflict Continuum – Concept Summary and Indicators 
 
 

Conflict State Cooperative State 
All efforts by organizations and their activist publics in 
the population focus on  
 maximising their own separate gains on issues of 
mutual concern. 
 minimising their losses within a “win-lose” or self-
gain orientation. 

All efforts by organizations and their activist publics 
in the population focus on  
 reconciling their mutual interests.  
 cooperating to reach joint benefits.  
 resolving issues to their mutual satisfaction. 

Indicators of a Conflict State Indicators of a Cooperative State 
Public statements attributed to relationship participants by 
the news media  
 explicitly reject cooperation as desirable and 
necessary or omit any reference to cooperation. 
 describe the relationship as being in a state of conflict.  
 focus on conflict-seeking and the points of dissension 
on the issues of mutual concern.  

Public statements attributed to relationship 
participants by the news media 
 openly acknowledge cooperation as desirable and 
necessary. 
 suggest that cooperation is occurring and that 
consensus is evident. 
 focus on solution-seeking and the points of 
consensus on the issues of mutual concern. 
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The concept of information flows is applied in this study to locate the state of these relationships on a 
conflict continuum.  Information flows are essential processes within all organizational relationships 
(Broom et al., 1997, 2000) and more specifically within the organization-activist relationships considered 
in this study.  Because of their role in covering the issues around which activists organize, the news media 
have an important role in organization-activist relationships, and evidence of these relationships is 
frequently visible in news media coverage (L.A. Grunig, 1992a; Heath, 1997; Huang, 1997; Olien et al., 
1989, 1995; Smith & Ferguson, 2001).  Information flows in which organizations and activists signal the 
state of their relationships include the relationship-signaling statements they make in public forums.  
Relationship-signaling statements reported by the news media in the form of direct or indirect quotes are 
information flows.  These statements provide cues about the state of relationships to the organizations and 
activists and to interested observers.  In a study of how competitively organizations negotiated issues 
when direct means of communication were unavailable or illegal, Moore (1990) analyzed public 
statements made to the media to derive information about mediated communication between these 
competitors.  The statements extracted and analyzed in Moore’s study were quotes published by the 
media.   

Organizations are more likely to respond to unfavorable depictions in media coverage (O’Donovan, 
1999), and the framing of an issue in the media as positive or negative both reflects public opinion and 
signals its importance to the public (Dearing & Rogers, 1996; Deephouse, 2000; Schoenbach & Semetko, 
1992).  Studies have also recorded increases in positive or self-laudatory information disclosures from 
organizations around the time of events in which they were depicted unfavorably (Deegan, Rankin, & 
Tobin, 2002; Patten, 1992).  In the context of organization-activist relationships, it is reasonable to 
anticipate that when organizations experience predominantly negative media coverage, they attempt to 
appease their activist publics by increasing the flow of cooperative and neutral statements.  In other 
words, the imperative for organizations to resolve the issues of mutual concern increases when activists 
generate more conflict statements.  When activists signal more conflict, organizations respond by making 
more cooperative and neutral statements.   

To explore the relationships between the state of organization-activist relationships and patterns of 
relationship-signaling statements comprising those relationships, theoretic propositions were explored and 
are stated as follows: 

Proposition (1) As organization-activist relationships move toward a conflict state, organizations will 
make more statements signaling cooperation. 

Proposition (2) As organization-activist relationships move toward a conflict state, organizations will 
make more statements signaling neutrality. 

Proposition (3) As organization-activist relationships move toward a conflict state, activists will make 
more statements signaling conflict. 

Proposition (4) As organization-activist relationships move toward a cooperative state, organizations 
will make more statements signaling conflict. 

Proposition (5) A stronger association exists between variations in the organization-activist 
relationship state and activist statements signaling conflict than any other type of relationship-signaling 
statement. 

The assumptions made to operationalize the conflict continuum are, therefore, that organizations and 
activists signal the state of their relationships in public statements about their shared issues of concern and 
that some of these statements are reported by the news media.  It is from this evidence that conclusions 
about the degree of conflict or cooperation are drawn.  Public statements made by participants in relation 
to issues of mutual concern in the issue set are extracted from news media coverage and aggregated. The 
location of these relationships on the conflict continuum is then interpreted.   

Method 
The data were sampled, collected, coded, and analyzed using typical content analysis procedures.  

Content analysis provides a set of methods for analyzing communication by reducing the total content to a 
set of categories representing the characteristics of research interest (Singleton et al., 1993).  Sources of 
data included a selection of the largest circulating national and state newspapers in Australia from 1981 – 
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2002; The Australian, Australian Financial Review, The Age, Sydney Morning Herald, and Courier Mail.  
This selection achieved a broad, geographical reach, a large audience size, a mix of format and content 
characteristics in relation to media ownership and perceived political stance, and ensures accessible 
material (Hansen et al., 1998).  Two of the five newspapers, the Australian Financial Review and the 
Sydney Morning Herald, provided more than half of the articles analyzed for this study.  The prominence 
of the Australian Financial Review can be explained by its focus on financial issues, and the rankings of 
the four remaining newspapers are generally consistent with their circulation and the publics they serve.  
The study included 6,595 newspaper articles.   

Organization-activist relationship data were sampled systematically using the five newspapers 
specified.  To make an informed observation about the state of organization-activist relationships in 
relation to the issue set, this phase of data collection was organized around the same two months from 
each of the 21 years, specifically, April and October.  From the resulting data set the media coverage of 
public statements made by all organization-activist relationship participants were extracted, scored, and 
aggregated.  Each recording unit was coded for the state of organization-activist public relationships in 
the population.  The recording unit for the organization-activist relationship was defined as the comments 
contained within a single sentence that referred to issues in the issue set and were directly or indirectly 
attributed to the major banks or their activist publics; in other words, the recording units were the direct or 
indirect quotes reported in newspaper articles attributed to either banks or activists.  The full text of each 
public statement from the sampled articles amounted to 11,924 recording units for analysis.  The media 
content analysis guidelines provided by Riffe et al. (1998) were applied, and an 85% level of interrater 
agreement was assumed to be acceptable given the exploratory nature of this study, the scale of the data 
collected for coding, and the longitudinal timeframe.  Holsti’s (1969) coefficient of reliability was applied 
and the interrater outcome was 0.84.   

The recording units, public statements that are direct or indirect quotes from the banks or activists, 
were coded as indicating cooperation (1), conflict (-1) or neutral (0).  This example of a cooperative, 
bank-sourced statement appeared in an Australian Financial Review report, in which a Westpac 
spokesperson commented on an employee relations dispute in the following way: “We are willing to sit 
down with the union and clarify other proposals on the table such as increased parental leave and sick 
leave” (“Pay Rise,” 2001, p. 44).  Another example of a bank-sourced cooperative statement appeared in a 
report from The Age, in which Westpac announced a revamped, “come-clean” approach to doing business 
and launched a new advertising campaign.  The managing director, Frank Conroy, was quoted as saying, 
“It’s an attempt to respond to what our customers are saying.  There has been an underlying feeling of 
almost resentment and mystique.  They are saying: ‘For goodness’ sake tell us how you operate’,” 
(Smithers, 1991, p.23).  The next example appeared in a Courier Mail article and was coded as an 
activist-sourced statement indicating a conflict state.  Commenting on the credit card interest rates of the 
major banks, Queensland Consumers Association president Cherie Dalley said, “I think they are showing 
a lack of conscience in not reducing these credit card rates at a better rate than they are now” (Spann, 
2001, p.3).  An example of a neutral, bank-sourced statement appeared in a Sydney Morning Herald 
article that discussed the special packages banks were offering to wealthy customers (Maley, 1995).  The 
Commonwealth Bank’s chief manager of group communication, Lyndell Deves, was reported as saying 
that the bank’s packages were “negotiated separately but the benefits could include a 0.5 per cent discount 
off the standard home loan rate, exemptions on credit card fees and larger lines of credit on credit cards” 
(p. 3).   

After extracting and coding these and other quotes like them, the scores for the months sampled were 
calculated and interpretations as to the state of these relationships emerged from two approaches.  First, 
the frequencies of conflict, cooperative, and neutral states were reported by source; in other words, they 
were separated into bank and activist statements.  The relationship state for each month was interpreted 
narratively using a standardized set of phrases such as, “very low conflict, some cooperation evident – 
moving toward a co-operative state from low to very low” and “very high conflict evident – moving 
toward a conflict state from medium high to very high conflict.”  Bank-activist relationships were then 
described using the Janis and Fadner (1965) coefficient of imbalance.  By applying this coefficient, the 
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proportion of statements reflecting a conflict state was compared with those statements reflecting a 
cooperative state, controlling for the overall volume of statements.  The outcomes for each month located 
the bank-activist relationship state on the conflict continuum between -1 (total conflict), and 1 (total 
cooperation).   

Results 
Variations in the location of the bank-activist relationships along the conflict continuum from 1981-

2001 are described in Figure 1.  When the line moves above zero on the conflict continuum, the bank-
activist relationship state is described as moving toward a cooperative state, and when the line moves 
below zero, the relationship is described as moving toward a conflict state.  Zero describes a neutral state.  
The bank-activist relationships moved more frequently within the range below zero.  This means that the 
relationships were most often in a conflict state and the variations were in the degree of conflict evident, 
from zero (neutral) to -1 (total conflict), rather than between cooperation and conflict.  From 1981 to 
1987, the variations in the location of these relationships on the conflict continuum were most extreme.  
The least variation in the location of these relationships on the conflict continuum was evident from 1988 
to 1994.  From 1995 to 2001, the bank-activist relationships were again less likely to stay in the 
cooperative range of the continuum, from zero (neutral) to 1 (total cooperation).  

 
Figure 1 
Bank-Activist Relationships on the Conflict Continuum 
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When the frequencies of conflict, cooperative, and neutral statements are compared a dramatic 

changes is evident in the increase in neutral statements from banks (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2 
Frequencies of Bank Statements, 1981 - 2001 
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The concurrent increase in conflict statements from activists over time is also worthy of note (see 

Figure 3).  In other words, in the latter years of the study, the banks generated fewer statements reflecting 
a conflict state while making an increasing number of neutral statements.  
 
Figure 3 
Frequencies of Activist Statements, 1981 - 2001 
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The frequency of conflict statements made by activists increased dramatically from the mid-1990s.  
This is consistent with the increased presence of activist publics from 1995 in comparison with the 1980s 
and early 1990s.  While the banks and their activist publics generated conflict statements with similar 
frequency prior to 1995, from 1995 to 2001, the gap widened as the banks made fewer conflict and more 
neutral statements, while activists made many more conflict statements (see Figure 4).   
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Figure 4 
Comparison of Bank and Activist Conflict Statements, 1981 - 2001 
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To explore the bank-activist relationship data the bank-activist relationship state and the frequencies 

of conflict, cooperative, and neutral statements were analyzed using the Pearson product-moment 
correlation.  Some significant relationships emerged.  Consistent with the first proposition, a significant 
relationship was evident between the state of organization-activist relationships and the frequency of 
cooperative statements made by the banks r = -0.289, p < 0.05 (one-tailed).  In other words, as the bank-
activist relationships moved toward a conflict state, the banks made more statements signaling 
cooperation.  The second proposition was not supported.  That is, no significant relationship was detected 
between organization-activist relationships moving toward a conflict state, and banks making statements 
signaling neutrality.  The third proposition was supported with a significant relationship emerging 
between bank-activist relationships moving toward a conflict state and activists making more statements 
signaling conflict r = -0.487, p < 0.01 (one-tailed).  The fourth proposition was less well supported r = 
0.326, p < 0.05 (one-tailed).  That is, a significant but not strong relationship was evident between bank-
activist relationships moving toward a cooperative state, and an increase in bank statements signaling 
conflict.  Overall, the fifth proposition was confirmed.  A stronger correlation emerged between the bank-
activist relationship state and statements from activists signaling conflict, as compared with any other 
type of relationship-signaling statement.  In other words, in spite of the relatively small number of 
published relationship-signaling statements made by activists in comparison with the overwhelming 
volume of statements from the banks, the activist conflict statements are better predictors of the state of 
these relationships. 

Limitations 
The purpose of this study demanded that the state of bank-activist relationships be constructed using 

artefacts of those relationships, specifically evidence collected from statements published in the public 
domain.  An alternative way of describing the bank-activist relationship state that was not bound to media 
coverage would have been useful for providing further insights into the bank-activist relationship state.  
Sources other than media coverage, such as internal records from the banks and their activist publics, 
correspondence, meeting minutes, and memoranda, would have also enriched this study.  However, 
assuming such records existed and were continuous, intact, and accessible, the resources required for 
obtaining, analyzing, and interpreting them would defeat all but the most well-resourced team of 
researchers, particularly within a limited timeframe.   

While a useful indicator of the state of bank-activist relationships, the aggregation of data required for 
applying the coefficient of imbalance (Janis & Fadner, 1965) obscured some important complexities in 
the exchange of relationship-signaling statements used to locate bank-activist relationships on the conflict 
continuum.  These organization-activist information flows, specifically public statements reported in 
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media coverage signaling the relationship state, became less visible after the application of this 
coefficient.  In reducing the frequencies of relationship-signaling statements to a single number, some 
important contextualising information were lost; for example, the overwhelming number of statements 
from banks relative to their activist publics was not evident once the coefficient was applied 

Discussion 
The results of this study suggest that activist publics engaging with the major banks over issues of 

mutual concern have had a limited voice.  That voice has typically been antagonistic, and the 
organization-activist relationships most likely to persist were attached to multiple, persistent issues.  In 
other words, their mutual concerns were for issues with enduring prominence in the issue set.  For 
example, while the Finance Sector Union had an obvious stake in the issue of employee relations, it also 
was involved in other issues that had repercussions for their members, such as mergers and acquisitions, 
the expansion or contraction of branch networks, and electronic banking and technology.   

Organized activist publics with financial and human resources, formalized management structures, 
and extensive memberships were the same publics with which the major banks had persistent 
relationships that emerged and re-emerged from 1981 to 2001.  Banks and employee unions share 
relationships fitting all of these criteria.  Employee unions are formal organizations that have been 
legitimated by Australia’s industrial relations laws and share with the major banks multiple and persistent 
issues of concern.  While not subject to the same regulatory imperatives, the major consumer 
organizations, such as the Australian Consumers Association, and welfare organizations, including the 
Australian Council of Social Services and other groups belonging to the mainstream church organizations, 
such as the St. Vincent de Paul Society, engaged similarly with the major banks.  As formal organizations 
recognized by regulators and other government and social institutions, these activist publics have 
persistent structures and share similarly persistent multiple issues of concern with the major banks.  In 
contrast, variations in bank-activist relationships were also evident in the appearance and eventual demise 
of the single or “hot” issue activist publics.  For example, the Foreign Currency Borrower’s Association 
persisted only as long as that issue remained prominent in the issue set.  This issue emerged from 
circumstances peculiar to the Crash of the late 1980s and continued while matters were dealt with in the 
courts and periodically reappeared in retrospective accounts of the events of that period.  Eventually the 
issue captured a place in popular culture and was dramatized in “The Bank,” a movie released in 2001.    

The results of this study also suggest that between 1981 and 2001 the exchange of relationship-
signaling statements between banks and activists shifted fundamentally.  While the banks more 
consistently made, or at least were reported making many more public statements about issues of mutual 
concern in all three case studies, several important variations occurred over time.  First, the gap between 
the frequencies of bank and activist statements grew over time.  Second, the gap between neutral 
statements from banks and all other statements from banks or activists became more emphatic from 1992 
to 2001.  Third, as is described by the approximately equivalent number of conflict statements from both 
activists and banks, the banks tended to match the activists “blow for blow” in media coverage from 1981 
to 1994.  However, from 1995 to 2001, this “matching” routine disappeared to be replaced by an 
escalation in neutral statements from banks that was followed closely, but not matched in scale, by the 
escalation in conflict statements from activists.  This represented a transformation in bank-activist 
relationships between 1981 and 1995.  Specifically, the earlier years of the study, from 1981 to 1987, 
were characterized by balanced, if limited, engagement in the exchange of relationship-signaling 
statements between banks and activists.  Statements from activists were acknowledged and debated by the 
banks.  In later years, particularly from 1995 to 2001, the routine changed, and banks became increasingly 
unlikely to make conflict statements.  

One explanation for the changing pattern of information flows in bank-activist relationships, as 
described by the frequencies of public statements, emerges from the shift in media relations practice and 
approaches to issues management since the late 1980s.  Over the past two decades, public relations 
practice in Australia has followed U.S. trends for organizations under activist “attack” and resisted 
engaging with activists directly and publicly in the media (L.A. Grunig, 1992a; Heath, 1997; Manheim, 
2001; Smith & Ferguson, 2001).  There are two rationales for this approach.  First, the organizations can 
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avoid sustaining a debate that might otherwise fade from the public view by refusing to engage in a 
debate fuelled by media exposure (Heath, 1997; Manheim, 2001).  Second, dominant groups, such as the 
major banking corporations in this study, ward off challenges by downplaying controversy and “thereby 
withdrawing legitimacy from alternative views” (Olien et al., 1995, p.320; see also Karlberg, 1996, 
Dozier & Lauzen, 2000).  For example, in a Sydney Morning Herald report about pending job losses, the 
reporter described a dispute between one bank and the Finance Sector Union, noting that “ANZ 
downplayed the union claims, saying the bank is working through a restructuring period and it is too early 
to say how many jobs would actually go” (Kidman, 1996, p. 37).  By avoiding making public statements 
signaling conflict at a rate comparable to their activist publics, it could be argued that the banks were 
strategically but indirectly downplaying the legitimacy of those claims and the activists authoring those 
claims.  The public opinion environment was most consistently unfavorable when this strategy of 
downplaying and “neutralization” was most intense.  If one of the goals of generating more neutral 
statements and avoiding generating conflict statements was to improve the direction of the public opinion 
environment, its effectiveness was not evident in the findings of this study.  In other words, if the major 
banks employed these strategies as a means of improving their image and encouraging more favorable 
media coverage, these outcomes reveal nothing to support such a contention.  If anything, it could be 
argued that the banks’ “neutral comments” spurred the activists to assert their positions more aggressively 
by making an increasing number of conflict statements that were reported by the media more frequently.  
Without elaborating beyond the available evidence, the outcomes of this study call into question the value 
of advice that encourages organizations to deal with issues of concern and contention by seeking to 
downplay issues and escalating the use of neutral statements. 

Longitudinal research is rare in public relations and is even rarer in the study of organization-public 
relationships.  Consequently, there are few models for researchers to follow.  Broom, Casey, and Ritchey 
(1997, 2000) provided some important starting points. This paper advances their work conceptually and 
operationally, building a framework for further organization-public relationship research that is not 
limited to the perceptions of a few individuals captured at only one or several points in time.  Such 
advances are fundamental to the development of more informed theories about these relationships.   
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This paper investigates the political economic relationship between corporate reputation and firm 
financial performance, using firm and industry fixed-effects models, to ascertain the impact of corporate 
reputation on eight measures of firm financial performance across 706 firms and 85 industries.  Using 21 
years of reputation data gathered by Fortune magazine from corporate insiders (i.e., executives, directors, 
and financial analysts), regression results reveal firms perceived as financially sound and led by high 
quality management experience significant enhancements to earnings per share and/or stockholder equity, 
market value of common stock, and income before extraordinary items, with Political Action Committee 
contributions making a significant contribution to the latter three measures of firm financial performance.  
Perhaps most surprising from this shareholder-minded group of survey respondents is that the coefficient 
representing a company’s reputation for social responsibility, though relatively smaller than that of 
management quality or financial soundness, proves to be a more frequent, consistently positive, and 
significant predictor of firm financial performance measures across both firms and industries.  In 
particular, this finding underscores the premise that factors contributing to firm financial performance are 
neither exclusively nor sufficiently limited to shareholder interests but require consideration and 
engagement of broader social interests.  This work asserts that corporate reputation is multi-faceted in 
nature, its components include elements from both the economic and societal realm, and a variety of those 
components acting in unison makes a significant contribution to the advancement of shareholder and 
societal interests alike. 

Furthermore, the findings indicate that a firm choosing to ignore the value enhancement generated by 
an adjacent reputation for social responsibility is literally foregoing increases in firm financial 
performance and operating counter to shareholder interests.  The wealth-creating mantra provided for 
firms by these corporate insiders – those most often associated with a strict shareholder-focus mentality – 
is not to heed shareholder or social interests, but shareholder and social interests.  These interests are not 
only overlapping in their significant contribution to the bottom line but also value-enhancing to a number 
of stakeholders with which the firm is compelled to interact.   

In regard to public relations strategy, this research indicates that firms are well advised to tout 
excellence in management quality, irreproachability in financial soundness, and stewardship of social 
responsibilities in their communications targeted at influencing the personal and institutional investment 
decisions made by corporate insiders.  Of important note is that these findings hold true across the 21-year 
timeframe of this study.  The economic concept of limited resources is certainly relevant to corporate 
communication:  By knowing which key messages are most contributory to the bottom line, firms are 
better able to efficiently allocate their public relations resources of time, money, and personnel to each 
public in their operating environment. 

A notable contribution of this study is its methodological rigor.  The fixed-effects design significantly 
diminishes the left-out variable bias resulting from the ordinary least squares analysis that most often 
populates the literature.  To date, inconclusive and ambiguous findings resulting from the scholarly search 
for a business-case rationale for corporate social responsibility and reputation management have done 
little to encourage bottom-line scripted executives to divert what could be shareholder returns to an area 
of public relations that is too commonly (and erroneously) perceived as a passing fad. 

mailto:scduhe@louisiana.edu
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Employers act as vital stakeholders for the future of public relations education. They witness the changing 
caliber of graduates over the years. Likewise, the views and expectations of final year (senior) public 
relations students determine the type of entry-level employees they will become. 
 Dr. Cathy Ahles of FIU in Miami, Florida, completed a study in 2002 examining the characteristics 
of effectively functioning campaign teams. She used senior-level students at FIU and local agency 
practitioners as her respondents. 
 Building on Ahles’ research, Suzanne Sparks FitzGerald, Ph.D., APR and Chair of Public 
Relations/Advertising for Rowan University, Glassboro, NJ, and Alison Theaker (then Scholar in 
Residence, Emerson College, Boston, Massachusetts; now Senior Lecturer, College of St. Mark & St. 
John, (Marjon), Plymouth, England) broadened the scope of the original survey to provide a wider US 
context and a trans-Atlantic element.  
 Ahles in her research suggested a range of sources emphasizing the importance of team skills in the 
work place. She quotes a Wall Street Journal survey of recruiters, wherein 87% of respondents rated 
“ability to work well within a team,” as essential. In addition, 99% rated teamwork related skills of 
“communication and interpersonal relations” as essential, ahead of the ability to think strategically (65%) 
and past work experience (32%). Ahles concluded that practitioners were likely to encounter expectations 
of high levels of teamwork skills. 
 A landmark three-year study synthesizing prior research on teams and teamwork was conducted by 
Carl Larson, Dean of Social Sciences at the University of Denver and Frank LaFasto, Vice President of 
Organization Effectiveness of Allegiance Healthcare Corporation. Larson and LaFasto discovered a set of 
crucial factors associated with all successful teams. These factors helped Ahles formulate her survey 
instrument: 1) A clear, elevating goal; 2) a results-driven structure; 3) competent team members; 4) 
unified commitment; 5) a collaborative climate; 6) standards of excellence; 7) external support and 
recognition; 8) principled leadership. 
 FitzGerald and Theaker explore the perceptions of the most important skills in effective public 
relations teams contrasting the views of senior-level undergraduates with those of public relations 
practitioners. The purpose of the research was to compare the groups and to ascertain any significant gaps 
in the way that students learn (and are taught) effective team skills. In addition, by contrasting students 
and practitioners in the US and UK, a further level of comparison would emerge, indicating whether team 
skills are taught differently in these two countries. 

Literature Review 
FitzGerald and Theaker examined the literature in three areas: the skills required by employers; the 

skills required in public relations, and the skills provided by public relations education. 
Skills required by employers 
 According to Gronstedt (2000), effective teamwork in communication is regarded as the “engine in 
horizontal communication.” And according to Urch, Druskat & Woolff (2001), teams perform most work 
in organizations; therefore, managers’ most pressing need is to make teams work better. 
 Katzenbach & Smith assert that teams deliver results well beyond individuals acting alone in non-
team situations and that teams play an essential role in creating and sustaining high-performance 
organizations. Using examples such as Motorola, 3M, Ford, GE, Bronx Education Service, Little League 
in Harlem and the conduct of the Desert Storm campaign, Katzenbach & Smith demonstrate that teams 
bring together skills and experiences which enable them to respond to multifaceted challenges. They 
conclude that teams serve as the primary performance unit in a company. 

mailto:sparks@rowan.edu
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 According to Robbins & Finlay (2000), teams save money and increase productivity while better 
using resources and encouraging higher quality decisions. They assert that good companies are noted for 
flexibility, focus, speed and resilience—all team skills. Taylor (2000) agrees and suggests that building 
teamwork among group members is especially important in creative organizations. 
 The Quality Assurance Agency of the UK set benchmarks for the design of business and management 
degree courses. The agency specifically requires effective performance within a team environment. In the 
benchmarks for communication degree courses, the ability to work productively in a group or team is 
included. 
 Hartenian (2002) suggests that organizations increasingly focus on teams as a competitive advantage. 
He notes that 68% of Fortune 1000 companies use self-managed work teams. These teams help to 
improve productivity, enhance creativity, increase response times and improve decision-making. 
Hartenian notes that firms look for employees who possess team skills and the potential to become good 
team members. 
Skills required in public relations 

In a 2002 US salary survey conducted by PR Week, the publication indicated that teamwork was the 
most important motivational factor for public relations executives. Ahles and her agency counterpart, 
Fiske, found that “reliability” and “putting thought and care into assignments” ranked as the most 
important characteristics identified in the survey. Only one professional skill (writing) made the list of the 
top 10 characteristics. 

The IPR/DTI report, Unlocking the Potential of Public Relations (2003) highlighted a need for the 
acquisition of management skills. Generic or transferable skills required by pr practitioners were seen as 
managing tasks, solving problems, working with others, communication and self-awareness. The report 
indicated that one of the barriers to good PR was that management and leadership skills were poor within 
the industry. 

Cheney & Christensen suggest that public relations lays claim to a relational orientation—a focus on 
negotiations between groups or organizations and two-way relationships.  It is puzzling then that team 
skills do not appear in more of the literature relating to skills required in public relations practice. 
Skills provided by PR Education 
 According to Gronstedt (2000), most universities don’t teach people to work in teams even when they 
provide team assignments. Requirements of graduates include intellectual skills (creativity, problem 
solving, synthesis, analysis; motivational skills (high standards, enthusiasm, commitment); and 
interpersonal skills (assertiveness, confidence, team working, communication). 
 Van Leaven suggests adding new skills to the five core competencies that the 1987 Commission on 
PR Education determined. The original competencies include:  
Principles, practices, theory, ethics; Techniques: writing, message dissemination, media networks; 
Research for planning and evaluation; PR strategy and implementation; and Supervised work-study. 
The four new core competencies he suggests include:  

• Ethics  
• Visual and interactive communication 
• Public Relations management 
• Public Relations campaigns including teamwork, presentation and client relations 

Van Leuven concludes that all competencies should include an emphasis on interpersonal 
communication. 

According to Ehling (1992), although three commissions in public relations education have 
recommended model curricula for undergraduate and graduate education, institutions of higher education 
do not adhere to the models. 

Grunig & Grunig (2002) recommend that education should be based on scholarly research, address 
problems faced by professionals and work to improve the profession. The Grunigs assert that the most 
important trait of professionals is mastery of the body of knowledge. They note that PR education seems 
key to advancing the profession, but needs more intellectual substance. 
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 Neff et al (1999) note top hiring problems including: lack of awareness of integrated communication, 
lack of research skills and inability to work well in a team.  

Method 
This study was designed to replicate (with minor adjustments) the study and the survey instrument 

conducted by Ahles and Fiske in 2002. A secondary purpose was to show the difference in attitudes and 
values of public relation senior-level students and professionals in both the United States (US) and the 
United Kingdom (UK). The current project expanded the scope of the study geographically by using two 
sites--Philadelphia and Boston in the United States as well as added the transatlantic element. 
Sample 

Professional respondents in the UK comprised IPR members in southwest England. Students at 
Marjon and Bournemouth Universities were surveyed. In the US, professional respondents included 
PRSA and IABC members in the Boston and Philadelphia areas. Senior-level students at Emerson 
College and Rowan University were surveyed. 
Data Collection 

Data was collected using a non-probable convenient sample. A total of 214 respondents completed 
the survey including 58 US professionals, 33 UK professionals as well as 38 US students and 85 UK 
students. The surveys were administered in the fall of 2004 by the two researchers.  
Instrument Design 

The survey questions were designed to measure how respondents valued certain skills and attitudes. 
The majority of the questionnaire used a four-point scale to measure attitude salience (response sets 
included extremely important, somewhat important, not too important and unimportant).   

The questionnaire comprises several sections: work habits, professional skills, and human relations 
skills. FitzGerald and Theaker added questions pertaining to recruiting and evaluating staff to gain 
additional information. Demographics included ethnicity, gender and type of organization. 
Data Analysis 

The researchers used SPSS to analyze the surveys. Cross tabulations between US students and US 
professionals; UK students and UK professionals; all students and all professionals; US students and UK 
students; and finally US professionals and US professionals were conducted. T-tests were also employed 
to uncover differences between the cross-tabulated groups. The results are detailed in the following 
section. 

Results 
United States Students versus United States Professionals 

As in the study conducted by Ahles and Fiske, an analysis of the ranking and mean of work skills, 
professional skills and human resource skills yields an interesting portrait of the similarities and 
differences between students and professionals (See Table 1 for work habits’ ranking). As a further step 
to enrich the study, FitzGerald and Theaker used t-tests to establish the significance of the differences 
between students and professionals. 

Table 1 indicates that although students perceive attendance at work to be most important, 
professionals ranked it fifth. Completion of assignments and work on time and putting thought and care 
into assignments ranked high among both students and professionals. Interestingly, a teamwork attitude or 
willingness to pitch in wherever, ranked as fourth for both students and professionals. Neither students 
nor professionals thought that the willingness to work long hours was important as seen in the rank and 
low mean scores. In the US, the only major disconnect between student and professional work habits was 
in their ranking of “attendance at work.” 
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Table 1 
Most Important Work Habit Skills in Effectively Functioning Campaign Teams 

US Students US Professionals 
Rank Item Mean Rank Item Mean 
1 Attendance at work 3.85 1 Completion of assignments on time 3.69 
2 Completion of assignments on time 3.79 2 Putting thought & care into assignments 3.66 
3 Putting thought & care into assignments 3.67 3 Punctuality at work & meetings 3.61 
4 Teamwork attitude 3.52 4(tie) Teamwork attitude  3.54 
5 Organization 3.45 4(tie) Willingness to accept assignments  3.54 
6(tie) Punctuality at work & meetings 3.36 6 Attendance at work 3.52 
6(tie) Attendance at meetings 3.36 7 Willingness to solve problems as they arise 3.35 
8(tie) Willingness to help others 3.21 8 Willingness to help others 3.29 
8(tie) Willingness to accept assignments 3.21 9 Organization 3.27 
10 Willingness to solve problems as they arise 3.00 10 Attendance at meetings 3.21 
11 Willingness to work long hours to get 

things done 
2.64 11 Willingness to work long hours to get things 

done 
2.89 

 
However, t-tests conducted to compare US students with US professionals on three indices: work 

habits, professional skills and human relations skills yielded significant differences in the following 
variables. 
 Work Habits—Students found attendance at work and meetings as well as punctuality at work and 
meetings more important than did professionals. Students also believed completion of work on time to be 
more important than professionals did. Students felt more strongly about the ability to disagree 
productively than the professionals. 
 Professionals found “willingness to solve problems as they arise” more important than students did.   
 In general, students perceived most “work habits” to be more important than professionals did. 
 Professional Skills—Of the tested professional skills, the findings yielded only one significant result. 
Professionals found writing skills more important than did students. For ranking and mean scores, see 
Table 7 in the Appendix. 
 

Table 2 
T-Test for writing skills between US students and professionals 

Levene’s test for equality of variances 
 F Sig. 
General writing skills 10.799 .001 

 
Human Relations skills—Students found the ability to disagree productively more important than 

professionals. Students also valued open honest communication and reliability more so than 
professionals. Professionals ranked honesty as more significant than students did. For ranking and mean 
scores, see Table 8 in the Appendix.            
United Kingdom Students versus United Kingdom Professionals     

T-tests of UK students versus professionals indicated some significant responses on the same three 
indices mentioned earlier. 

Work habits—Students ranked those work habits with a significant difference as more important 
than the professionals did. For example, students perceived attendance at work and attendance at meetings 
to be more important than the professionals did. Students also found punctuality at work and meetings 
more significant than professionals. And students thought that completion of assignments on time and 
willingness to solve problems as they arise was more important than UK professionals did. For ranking 
and mean scores, see Table 9 in the Appendix. 

As Ahles and Fiske found in their 2002 study, practitioners viewed writing as the most important 
professional skill. Table 3 shows the rankings between UK students and professionals and the 
corresponding means. 
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Table 3 
Most Important Professional Skills in Effectively Functioning Campaign Teams 

UK Students UK Professionals 
Rank Item Mean Rank Item Mean 

1 Problem-solving skills 3.67 1 Writing skills 3.78 
2 Writing skills 3.62 2 Time & work management 3.44 
3 Presentation skills 3.53 3 Creative ideas 3.36 
4 Time & work management 3.52 4 Problem-solving skills 3.33 
5 Creative ideas 3.48 5 Tactical skills 3.24 
6 Tactical skills 3.41 6 (tie) Computer skills 3.11 
7 Computer skills 3.34 6 (tie) Primary research 3.11 
8 Secondary research 3.31 8 Presentation skills 2.95 
9 Primary research 3.21 9 Secondary research 2.89 

 
 Writing, although not ranked as number one by students, was ranked as the second most important 
skill. UK professionals ranked ability to generate creative ideas much higher than students did.  UK 
students seemed to believe presentation skills to be more important than professionals deemed them. 
Students regarded primary or secondary research as relatively unimportant whereas professionals ranked 
primary research higher. 

Professional skills—Like the US professionals, UK professionals found writing skills more 
significant than did students. Writing was the only professional skill with a significant difference.  

Human relations skills—As with work habits, students perceived the human relations skills with a 
significant difference to be more important than professionals. The ability to disagree productively was 
more important to students than professionals. Likewise, students found open honest communication, 
honesty and reliability to be more important than did the professionals. For ranking and mean scores, see 
Table 10 in the Appendix. 
All Students versus All Professionals 

Demographically, of the students surveyed 20% were male and 80% were female. Nine percent of 
respondents were African American, 13.5% were Asian, 6.7% were Hispanic and 70.8% were Caucasian. 
See Figures 1 and 2. 

Figure 1
Student Ethnicity

African
American
Asian

Hispanic

Caucasian

Figure 2
Professional Ethnicity
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Asian

Hispanic

Caucasian

 

Professional respondents were 38.7% male and 61.3% female. Only 1.7% of professionals were 
African American while 2.5% were Asian and 6.8% were Hispanic. The majority of professional 
respondents from both countries were Caucasian (89%). Professionals work in various organizations. The 
largest percentage of those surveyed work in an agency (24.6%) followed by 17.2% at large corporations. 
Of those surveyed, 15.6% work for a government agency, 10.7% for a non-profit and 4.9% for 
educational institutions. See Figure 3. 
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Figure 3
Professional Respondents' Work Organizations

Agency
Large Corporations
Governmental Agency
Non-profit
Educational

 

Respondents were asked to identity their definition of a team. According to students, they view a 
“team” as most like a sports team or a community of people. 
 

Table 4 
Perceptions of the Meaning of a Team 

 Students Professionals 
A military organization 4.4% 1.6% 
A sports team 35.2% 45.1% 
A community of people 22.0% 21.3% 
A family 19.8% 13.9% 
A group of associates 18.7% 18.0% 
Total 100.0% 100.0% 

 
Professionals also found sports teams (45.1%) and a community of people (21.3%) to best represent their 
views of a team. 

When comparing the importance of work habits between all students and all professionals, many 
similarities can be seen. For ranking and mean scores, see Table 11 in the Appendix. 
Both students and professionals agreed that the most important work habit was completion of work on 
time. Putting thought and care into assignments ranked high for both students and professionals, as did a 
teamwork attitude of pitching in wherever needed. Both students and professionals ranked “willingness to 
work long hours” as least important. The only disconnect seemed to concern attendance at work (a mean 
of 3.8 for students and a mean of 3.51 for professionals) and attendance at meetings, also considered more 
important by the students than practitioners. 

When comparing all students to all professionals for professional skills, only one significant 
difference emerged: professionals found writing more important than did students. For ranking and mean 
scores, see Table 12 in the Appendix. 
 When comparing the human relations skills of all students to all professionals (see Table 5), they 
seem to see similar skills as desirable. Both students and professionals rank reliability as the number one 
human relations skill. Trustworthiness, honesty and open honest communication are listed in the top four 
for both students and practitioners. Professionals seem to value a flexible attitude more than students and 
students seem to place more emphasis on respect for each other than professionals. 
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Table 5 
Most Important Human Relations Skills in Effectively Functioning Campaign Teams 

All Students All Professionals 
Rank Item Mean Rank Item Mean 

1 Reliability 3.85 1 Reliability 3.65 
2 Respect for each other 3.73 2 Trustworthiness 3.62 
3 Open, honest communication 3.70 3 Honesty 3.60 

4 (tie) Trustworthiness 3.68 4 Open, honest communication 3.54 
4 (tie) Honesty 3.68 5 (tie) Respect for each other 3.53 

6 Dedication to project 3.56 5 (tie) Flexible attitude 3.53 
7 Ability to disagree productively 3.54 7 Ability to disagree productively 3.27 
8 Willingness to accept group decisions  3.46 8 Dedication to project 3.25 
9 Flexible attitude 3.42 9 Willingness to accept group decisions 3.20 

 
When comparing the perceptions of work habits, professional skills and human relations skills of 

senior-level students in both the US and UK to professionals in the US and UK, the results are somewhat 
different than in the individual countries. 

Regarding the work habit “willingness to solve problems as they arise,” US professionals ranked 
this habit as more important than students while UK students ranked it more important than 
professionals. Professionals in both countries agree that writing is the most important professional skill 
and they believe so more than students do. US professionals valued honesty (human relations skill) 
more so than students while UK students valued honesty more than professionals. 

When comparing all students to all professionals, only one variable was significant that did not occur 
independently in the US or UK comparisons. All students found “respect for each other” more important 
than all professionals as an aggregate group. 

Respondents were asked to rank good work habits, good professional skills and good human relations 
skills to determine which category is most important to the success of their group. Students rated 
professional skills first, work habits second and human relations skills third. Practitioners ranked work 
habits first, professional skills second and human relations skills third. 
US Professionals versus UK professionals 

Theaker and FitzGerald make two final comparisons—between US and UK professionals and 
between US and UK students. This research cites only the variables with significant differences 
(significance level .05). US practitioners found punctuality at work and at meetings (.005) more important 
than UK professionals. Likewise, US practitioners thought completion of assignments on time (.000) to 
be more important as work habits than did UK professionals. 

Regarding professional skills, US practitioners found writing and computer skills more significant 
than UK professionals. US professionals also thought secondary research skills were more important than 
UK practitioners.  

In terms of human relations skills, US practitioners desired a flexible attitude, open honest 
communication, honesty and reliability more than UK practitioners. 
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Table 6 
US versus UK Professionals Significant differences 

 US mean UK mean 
Work Habits   
Punctuality at work/meetings 3.72 3.36 
Completion of assignments on time 3.93 3.79 

Professional Skills   
Secondary research skills 3.31 2.97 
Writing skills 3.62 3.27 
Computer skills 3.34 2.73 

Human Relations Skills   
Flexible attitude 3.50 3.27 
Open honest communication 3.76 3.61 
Honesty 3.72 3.61 
Reliability 3.91 3.73 

      
US Students versus UK students 

Lastly, students in the US versus students in the UK yielded some significant responses when t-tests 
were performed. Like the professionals, the students in the United States generally had higher mean 
scores across all three indices: work habits, professional skills and human relations skills than did UK 
students. 

US students thought that putting thought and care into assignments and willingness to work long 
hours were more important than UK students. Likewise, US students valued general writing skills more 
so than UK students. Finally, US students listed respect for one another as more important than did UK 
students. 

Discussion 
FitzGerald and Theaker have conducted a series of comparisons that the following discussion should 

help to clarify. For US students compared to US professionals, the results are similar, but not identical to 
those of Ahles and Fiske. Both the 2002 study as well as this study feature the same three high-scoring 
work habits for professionals: completion of assignments on time, putting thought and care into 
assignments, and willingness to accept assignments. The Florida students selected putting thought and 
care into assignments, attendance at team meetings and completion of assignments on time as their most 
important work habits while students from Boston and Philadelphia ranked attendance at work, 
completion of work on time and putting thought and care into assignments as their top three. Clearly, 
students and professionals in other parts of the country value similar work habits. 

In the t-tests comparing US students to US professionals, students seemed to find attendance and 
punctuality more important than professionals. As cited in the results section, students generally 
perceived the tested work habits as more important than professionals did. Perhaps after more internship 
experiences or a few years in the workforce, students would change their priorities. Professionals 
indicated one of those priorities as “willingness to solve problems as they arise.” 

Of the tested professional skills, only one t-test was significant: general writing skills. Educators 
constantly advise students as to the importance of writing expertise on the job, and students don’t seem to 
recognize the intensity of that importance to potential employers. 

Both students and professionals in the 2004 study rated writing skills as the number one professional 
skill needed. In the 2002 study, students, not professionals, ranked it higher.  

Regarding human relations skills, this study replicated the findings of Ahles and Fiske in terms of 
the highest-ranked variables. Both students and professionals in the 2004 study ranked reliability as the 
number one human relations skill; this was also true of the 2002 Florida study. 
UK Students versus UK Professionals 

UK students found most work habits to be more critical than professionals did. Students ranked 
attendance at work and meetings as well as punctuality at work and meetings as more important than 
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professionals. Students seem more concerned with being somewhere than doing something. Again, after a 
year in the workplace, other work habits may become more critical. 

UK professionals like US professionals ranked writing as the number one professional skill needed 
for teams. UK professionals ranked creative ideas higher than students did. And students ranked 
presentation skills high while professionals ranked them low (mean of 2.95). Some of these disconnects 
seem to be a result of little time in the workforce. While senior-level students experience internships, their 
actual on-the-job experience is somewhat limited. 

UK students found human relations skills more important than the professionals. Perhaps working in 
teams in the classroom doesn’t approximate the real-life experience. An effort to teach “team-building” in 
the classroom setting could be re-evaluated as suggested in the literature review. 
All Students versus All Professionals 

Student respondents were more ethnically diverse than professionals. Professional respondents 
comprised more males than student respondents. Most student and professional respondents were 
Caucasian. 

Interestingly, students and professionals viewed a “team” as a “sports team” or “a community of 
people.” Neither group thought of a team as a military organization. 

In this comparison, students and professionals ranked completion of work on time as the most 
important work habit and reliability as the most important human relations skill of effective teams. 
Professionals found writing more important than students (professional skill). 
UK versus UK professionals 

Perhaps the most interesting finding in this comparison was that US professionals found work habits, 
professional skills and human relations skills in general more important than UK professionals.  Likewise, 
the means for all variables were higher for US students than UK students. 

Means may be lower in the UK because of a cultural reluctance to rate characteristics highly. 
Academically, Americans are more used to high marks-- the grading system uses all marks up to 95, 
which is an A+, whereas in the UK, marks are rarely given above 70, which equates to a first class degree 
mark. One colleague suggested that, "Brits don't exaggerate as much as Americans.” Thus, rather than 
regarding the means as equivalent in each country, we may have to concentrate on the relative ranking of 
the attributes.   
Summary and Future Research 

The following findings emerged as a result of this research and its comparison to the survey 
conducted by Ahles and Fiske in 2002. Suggestions for future research follow the summary findings. 

• US students and professionals in Boston and the Philadelphia area (Glassboro, NJ) agree across 
the areas studied confirming Ahles’ findings. 

• In the three years since the original survey in Florida, effectively functioning team characteristics 
have not varied significantly. 

• US and UK responses yielded more disparity than the other comparisons this research discussed. 
• Educators might consider new ways of teaching team skills (other than placing students in teams 

for group work). 
• The disparities between all students and all professionals seem surmountable. Some disconnects 

include: the importance of attendance and punctuality versus more comprehensive work habits 
like team work attitude and willingness to accept assignments; the importance of general writing 
skills as a professional skill; and respect for one another versus a flexible attitude as human 
relations skills. 

• All students found professional skills more important as a category while all professionals found 
work habits a more significant category to the success of their groups. 

Future Research 
Future research could include virtual focus groups with students and practitioners to explore the 

issues raised by this survey. Additional research could comprise in-depth interviews with educators to 
determine how they teach team skills and how they assess group/team projects. 
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Appendix 
 

Table 7 
Most Important Professional Skills in Effectively Functioning Teams 

US Students US Professionals  
Rank Task Mean Rank Task Mean 

1 Time and workflow Management 3.36 1 General writing skills 3.57 
2 General writing skills 3.27 2 Ability to generate creative ideas 3.28 
3 Presentation skills 3.24 3 Time and workflow Management 3.24 
4 Primary research skills 3.21 4 Problem solving 3.17 
5 Problem solving skills 3.18 5 Tactical skills 3.10 
6 Tactical skills 3.12 6 Presentation skills 3.01 
7 Ability to generate creative ideas 3.06 7 Primary research skills 2.98 
8 Secondary research skills 2.97 8 Computer skills 2.85 
9 Computer skills 2.73 9 Secondary research skills 2.74 

 
Table 8 

Most Important Human Relations Skills in Effectively Functioning Campaign Teams 
US Students US Professionals  

Rank Task Mean Rank Task Mean 
1 Reliability 3.73 1 Reliability 3.67 
2 Respect for each other 3.67 2(tie) Trustworthiness 3.62 

3(tie) Honesty 3.61 2(tie) Honesty 3.62 
3(tie) Trustworthiness 3.61 4 Open honest comm. 3.50 
3(tie) Open honest comm. 3.61 5 Flexible attitude 3.49 

6 Dedication to project 3.56 6 Respect for each other 3.43 
7 Ability to disagree productively 3.48 7 Dedication to project 3.26 
8 Willingness to accept group decisions 3.33 8(tie) Willingness to accept group decisions 3.20 
9 Flexible attitude 3.27 8(tie) Ability to disagree productivity 3.20 

 
Table 9 

Most Important Work Habits of Effectively Functioning Campaign Teams 
UK Students UK Professionals  

Rank Item Mean Rank Item Mean 
1 Completion of work on time 3.93 1 Putting thought & care into assignments 3.78 
2 Attendance at work 3.78 2 Completion of assignments on time 3.76 
3 Putting thought & care into assignments 3.76 3 Teamwork attitude 3.62 

4 (tie) Punctuality at work/meetings 3.72 4 Willingness to accept assignments 3.61 
4 (tie) Attendance at meetings 3.72 5 Willingness to solve problems 3.50 

5 Teamwork attitude 3.66 6 Attendance at work 3.47 
6 Willingness to solve problems 3.62 7 Organization 3.43 
7 Willingness to accept assignments 3.59 8 Punctuality at work/meetings 3.39 
8 Willingness to help others 3.50 9(tie) Attendance at meetings 3.24 
9 Organization 3.40 9(tie) Willingness to help others 3.24 

10 Willingness to work long hours 3.14 11 Willingness to work long hours 3.00 
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Table 10 
Most Important Human Relations Skills in Effectively Functioning Campaign Teams 

UK Students UK Professionals  
Rank Task Mean Rank Task Mean 

1 Reliability 3.91 1 Respect for each other 3.76 
2 (tie) Respect for each other 3.76 2 (tie) Open honest comm. 3.63 
2 (tie) Open honest comm. 3.76 2 (tie) Trustworthiness 3.63 

4 Trustworthiness 3.72 2 (tie) Flexible attitude 3.63 
4 (tie) Honesty 3.72 5 Reliability 3.62 

6 Ability to disagree productively 3.57 6 Honesty 3.55 
7 Dedication to project 3.55 7 Ability to disagree productively 3.42 
8 Willingness to accept decisions of group 3.53 8 Dedication to project 3.24 
9 Flexible attitude 3.50 9 Willingness to accept decisions of group 3.18 

 
Table 11 

Most Important Work Habits in Effectively Functioning Campaign Teams 
All Students All Professionals  

Rank Task Mean Rank Task Mean 
1 Completion of work on time 3.88 1 Completion of work on time 3.72 
2 Attendance at work 3.80 2 Putting thought and care into assignments 3.70 
3 Putting thought and care into assignments 3.73 3 Teamwork attitude 3.57 
4 Teamwork attitude 3.60 4 Willingness to accept assignments 3.56 

5 (tie) Punctuality at work/meetings 3.59 5 Punctuality at work/meetings 3.54 
5 (tie) Attendance at meetings 3.59 6 Attendance at work 3.51 

7 Willingness to accept assignments 3.45 7 Willingness to solve problems 3.40 
8 Organization 3.42 8 Organization 3.32 

9 (tie) Willingness to help others 3.40 9 Willingness to help others 3.28 
9 (tie) Willingness to solve problems 3.40 10 Attendance at meetings 3.22 
9 (tie) Willingness to work long hours 3.40 11 Willingness to work long hours 2.93 
 

Table 12 
Most Important Professional Skills in Effectively Functioning Campaign Teams 

All Students All Professionals  
Rank Task Mean Rank Task Mean 

1 General writing skills 3.49 1 General writing skills 3.64 
2 Problem solving skills 3.49 2 (tie) Ability to generate creative ideas 3.30 
3 Time and workflow management 3.46 2 (tie) Time and workflow management 3.30 
4 Presentation skills 3.43 4 Problem solving skills 3.22 
5 Ability to generate creative ideas 3.33 5 Tactical skills 3.14 
6 Tactical skills 3.31 6 Primary research skills 3.02 
7 Primary research skills 3.21 7 Presentation skills 2.99 
8 Secondary research skills 3.19 8 Computer skills 2.93 
9 Computer skills 3.12 9 Secondary research skills 2.79 
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This is the fourth in a series of reports stemming from a major research project concerning employee 
benefits communication.  Previous reports addressed an HR managers’ survey, a top management focus 
group, and an employee survey.  This paper addresses five additional focus groups, comparing results to 
the two surveys.  This report also provides quantitative analysis of benefits communication material for 
readability and comprehensibility.  Focus group results reveal an employee preference for a mixed-media 
approach to benefits communication.  Employees initially express confidence in their medical benefit 
option choices, but probing reveals underlying confusion regarding option features.  Although employees 
actively seek information through formal channels to aid in option choice, they frequently fall back upon 
the informal “grapevine” for information not available through other channels.  Tests of printed matter 
show a range of levels from fairly difficult to extremely difficult. 

Introduction 
This paper is the fourth and final installment in a series of reports stemming from a major research 

project concerning employee benefits communication (Picherit-Duthler & Freitag, 2005; Freitag & 
Picherit-Duthler, 2004a, 2004b).  Previous papers established the importance of this line of inquiry, 
building the case that increased attention to this component of internal communication is essential to the 
success and prosperity of the organization.  Factors driving the need for this research include the 
expansion and commensurate complexity of benefit choices for employees, the addition of new media 
channels permitting more comprehensive communication programs, and increasing diversity of the work 
force.  Additionally, cited literature and results from this research project clearly established that benefits 
– and the clarity of attendant communication materials and other communication tools – are extremely 
important in the recruitment, retention and motivation of quality employees.  Earlier reports also cited the 
profound lack of public relations involvement in the development and conduct of employee benefit 
communication programs at the organizational level, suggesting that a collaborative approach combining 
human resources and public relations divisions would better serve the organization. 

The entire project involved a mail survey of HR directors, six segmented focus groups with 
employees of one major financial institution, and an on-line survey of all employees of that institution.  
Previous reports addressed the HR survey, the first focus group (with top management), and portions of 
the employee survey.  This paper addresses the remaining five focus groups and provides quantitative 
analysis of benefits communication material used by the subject institution, employing the Flesh Formula 
readability test and the Cloze Procedure for determining comprehension of printed material.   

Literature Review 
A literature search for benefits communication research will produce limited results beyond 

professional tips, advice and case studies (e.g., Ackley, 1992; Black, 2001; Breuer, 2001; Bruner, 2000; 
Burzawa, 1999; Gellas, 1995; Vernarec, 1997).  That’s surprising, because Argenti (1998) reported results 
from a study of 200 companies concerning key goals for effective employee communication, noting that 
improved benefits communication was among the top three goals cited.  This would suggest there is a 
genuine need for more rigorous research into theoretical underpinnings that could inform approaches to 
benefits communication.  Some scholars have argued that public relations, corporate relations, and 
organizational scholars could effectively move the discipline forward by coordinating and focusing their 
efforts (Cheney & Christiansen, 2001; Wright, 1995).  The authors of this paper bring together 
organizational communication and public relations perspectives. 

Previous reports stemming from this research project prescribed a theoretical approach based on 
studies in media richness, an approach to analyzing various channels of communication managers might 

mailto:arfreita@email.uncc.edu
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use to communicate with employees.  When Daft and Lengel (1984) introduced the idea, they focused on 
traditional print media and interpersonal channels, but subsequent efforts have expanded the conceptual 
framework to new media conduits such as the Internet.  This line of inquiry attempts to gauge 
communication channels on a richness-leanness continuum, with face-to-face encounters assessed as 
richer than lean channels, which are characterized by greater distance between sender and receiver and 
diminished capacity for two-way symmetric communication.  Rice (1992) maintained that message 
complexity should be matched to appropriate communication channel based on richness, noting that the 
more equivocal the message, the richer the channel required for conveying it.  This means that media 
choice by the sender is likely to affect the manner in which the receiver processes the message, a concept 
of considerable importance in all dimensions of employee communication, and especially in the area of 
benefits communication.  Subsequent research extended the theory beyond message complexity to factors 
of uncertainty and ambiguity, symbolic cues, and determinants such as time pressures and distance (Daft 
& Lengel, 1986; Trevino, Lengel & Daft, 1990).  Fundamentally, the media richness concept identifies 
face-to-face communication as the richest channel; followed by the telephone; then personal, written 
media such as letters and memos; formal written media such as brochures and fliers; and finally 
computer-generated messages as the leanest of channels.  Much of this research preceded e-mail and the 
Web, but Markus (1994) suggested e-mail might best be placed between face-to-face and telephone 
communication.  The Web, less capable of feedback than e-mail, would likely be more closely aligned 
with formal written media and computer-generated messages – fairly lean.  This is of concern to benefits 
managers because organizations are increasingly turning to the Web as the channel of choice, driven by 
the considerable cost savings generated when shifting from expensive printed materials to Web sites that 
basically replicate printed matter (Elswick, 2001).   

It would be tempting to say simply that benefits constitute a complex issue and managers should 
strive for maximum channel richness in all communication efforts, eschewing the Web and even printed 
material in favor of one-on-one, face-to-face encounters.  However, practical exigencies preclude such an 
approach, so a deeper, more realistic approach is appropriate.  A mitigating framework is provided by 
Tane (1987) in his stratification of benefits communication into three distinct levels.  He maintains that 
the initial level involves broadly explaining options in a benefit category, the second level educates the 
employee on factors affecting his/her benefit choices, and the third level involves assisting the individual 
employee in assessing his/her situation and making the right choice.  For example in the case of medical 
benefits, the employer would initially explain plan options, stressing the differences among them, using a 
minimum of legal and medical jargon.  At the second level, the employee would need to know what 
factors might drive the decision to choose one plan over another, such as savings realized as a result of 
pre-admission testing.  Finally, at the third level, the employee needs to be able to assess his/her own 
situation and match it to the most appropriate plan.   

Tane’s hierarchical framework, combined with media richness theory, suggests a model of benefits 
communication that would incorporate increasingly rich media choices as the communication goal moves 
from basic awareness through factor assessment and ultimately to personal situation analysis.  To test 
such a model in an existing organizational setting, the following research questions were posed: 

RQ1: What categories of information regarding benefits are employees seeking, and what channels 
are they using to acquire that information? 

RQ2: What channels of communication used by management to convey benefits communication, at 
each of the three levels, do employees find most effective? 

RQ3: Are employees satisfied with the current approach to benefits communication, confident in the 
correctness of their benefit option choices, and able to demonstrate their level of knowledge? 

A final area of inquiry for this report concerned the comprehensibility of printed benefits materials.  
This was included to potentially help illuminate employee responses in regard to their self-reported and 
actual knowledge of benefits-related information. 

RQ4: What do standardized assessment metrics reveal about the readability and comprehensibility of 
benefits communication materials? 
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Method 
Previous reports stemming from this research project provided detailed explanations of the HR 

manager and employee surveys.  Following the HR survey, and to inform construction of the employee 
survey instrument, as well as to provide narrative richness in explication of survey data, six employee 
focus groups were conducted.  All employees represented a Fortune 100 financial management 
institution, and all participants were computer literate to varying degrees, but likely at a higher level of 
technical sophistication than average organizations.  Panels were stratified by several demographic 
categories: Focus group one included only top-level managers; group two featured mid-level managers; 
groups three and four were a mix of rank-and-file employees; group five included women only and 
combined mid-level management and rank-and-file employees; group six was limited to employees for 
whom English was a second language. 

Focus groups were held during the noon hour on normal work days on the campus of the financial 
institution over a two-week period.  Participants numbered from 6-12 for each group.  An experienced 
narrator moderated the groups using a prepared guideline, while a note taker recorded key points.  
Additionally, sessions were audio recorded and later transcribed.  Participants received lunch and a gift (a 
coffee-table art book) as incentives.  Each signed a consent form and was assured anonymity.   

A detailed description of readability and comprehensibility measures is provided in the appropriate 
subsection under Results. 

Results 
To place focus group results in context, we begin with a summary of survey data.  Survey data 

suggest that print materials continue to dominate benefits communication efforts with at least 85% or 
more of responding HR managers reporting use of print materials for all major benefit areas: 
health/medical, retirement, dental, vision, investment and insurance categories.  Group and one-on-one 
training, as well as on-line communication delivery, are next but far behind, each employed by roughly 
50% of HR managers in all benefit areas, with data reflecting the likelihood of on-line approaches 
ascending in importance.  Though on-line benefits communication is increasing, use is largely limited to 
offering basic information on benefit options and providing downloadable forms.  Fewer than half of HR 
managers say employees may access personal files on line, and roughly a third say employees may select 
benefit options on line.  Fewer than 20% of responding organizations offer interactive choice aids on line, 
and the ability to file a claim on line remains rare. 

In the 1960s, consumers said they’d be more likely to purchase color televisions (then far more 
expensive than black and white sets) when producers offered more programs in color.  Producers said 
they’d offer more color programs (requiring more expensive production and transmission equipment) 
when consumers started buying more color sets.  It took many years to work through that stalemate.  A 
similar dynamic seems to be at work in on-line benefits communication.  On-line materials remain 
limited, but so is employee access to or interest in on-line benefits material.  Only about 40% of 
responding organizations said three-fourths or more of their employees have access to on-line materials at 
work.  A similar percentage of HR managers said fewer than half their employees have job-site access.  
This is in a metropolitan area dominated by white collar financial and management jobs.  Intuitively, 
manufacturing and service job dominated settings would reflect even less job-site access.  Similarly, 56% 
of employees (again, of a financial management company) say they access on-line benefits material at 
home.  It is not possible with these data to determine overlap, but lower-income, service and 
manufacturing employees, less likely to have on-line access on the job, are logically less apt to have or 
use on-line access at home.  Interestingly, 86% of responding employees reported having home access, 
but apparently nearly half choose not to review benefits material via that channel.  As with the color 
television dilemma, managers seem to be reluctant to provide more benefits-related services on line until 
employees access it more, and employees often avoid accessing benefits sites because they say 
information is limited or difficult to retrieve. 

Regarding this and other channels, HR managers reserved their highest value assessment for one-on-
one training, awarding a mean of 4.48 on a 5-point favorability scale.  Group training and printed material 
followed at 4.06 and 3.99, with on-line material fourth at 3.68.  Though managers ascribe less value to the 
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on-line approach, they report, and literature supports, the ascendancy of the on-line channel, driven 
largely by the considerable cost saving.  

Employees with the surveyed institution had somewhat different reactions to similar questions.  They 
ranked printed material as the most useful, with vendor Web sites second.  Group training with vendors 
(as opposed to HR managers) was the third preferred method.  The institution’s intranet Web site, which 
HR managers ranked fairly high, was eighth in value in the assessment of employees, behind such 
channels as a telephone hotline and a benefits fair.  This lack of endorsement of the on-line approach by 
the employees may be explained by their judgment of the site’s navigation challenges.  Though they 
agreed that on-line material was informative, they also reported difficulty in finding the material they 
needed: half were noncommittal or disagreed that the site was easy to navigate, despite the fact that this 
was an educated and technically-savvy workforce.  PR managers may be disappointed to hear that 
employees reserved their assessment of “least effective” for one of the pillars of the PR arsenal – the 
newsletter. 

Nearly three-fourths of HR managers believe they’re doing an excellent job in explaining benefits to 
their employees and that benefits materials are easy to understand.  A similar percentage say employees 
are satisfied with benefit materials and are making informed choices from among benefit options.  
Employees were generally supportive of HR managers’ assessments.  Most reported at least an “average” 
level of understanding, and more than four in five said he or she had made informed decisions regarding 
benefit options.  Overall, employees in this financial organization gave high marks to benefit materials.   

Though employees reported confidence in their benefit option choices, the survey could not assess 
whether those employees truly were making the right choices or merely thought they were.  Informal 
interviews with HR managers suggest they believe employees conduct a logical cost-benefit analysis of 
their options, arriving at a quantifiably supportable decision.  The employee survey suggests other factors 
are in play.  Employees’ highest rating for deciding factors went to the ability to select one’s own 
physician – 87% of employees say it is of above average or great importance.  Second is the ability to 
compare plans (in terms of coverage), third is vendor/provider reputation, and cost – believed by HR 
managers to be paramount – is fourth.  Interestingly, nearly half of employees say “coworker” 
recommendation is of above average or great importance, suggesting that the grapevine, viewed as 
relatively unreliable in another survey question to employees, is still in the mix when it comes to selecting 
a benefit plan. 

Unmistakable in survey data is the criticality of benefits to several dimensions of job satisfaction.  
More than half of employees somewhat or strongly agree that quality of the benefit component was or is 
important in accepting their current position and remaining with the organization.  Nearly half also said 
benefits were important in keeping them motivated.  These are data that directly affect organizational 
efficiency, productivity, and prosperity. 

In summary, data indicate that printed materials dominate benefits communication, with on-line 
approaches emerging in popularity.  Still, employees withhold high marks when assessing on-line 
material.  Web access is far from universal for employees at the job-site, and those with access at home 
are only modestly prone to use that channel to view benefits materials.  Group and one-on-one training 
remain prevalent.  Finally, employees view benefits as an extremely important component of their 
compensation package, affecting their employment decisions as well as providing productivity incentives. 
Focus Group Analysis. 

Within the five focus groups collectively reported here, participants were generally satisfied with 
benefits communication within this organization, though common concerns surfaced as well.  Higher-
level employees voiced fewer concerns regarding clarity of benefits information, but still expressed 
frustration at the complexity and amount of information.  Mid- and lower-level employees were more 
outspoken, frequently noting the “overwhelming” information and the “short time to select a plan” upon 
joining the organization. 

Channel preferences were consistent through the five groups, with nearly all citing a mixed-media 
approach as the most desirable.  A combination of print material and on-line information appears to be the 
universal preference for the first level of benefits communication – explaining plans and options, as well 
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as for the second level – explaining factors that could affect benefits decisions.  For the third level – 
individual analysis – participants leaned toward HR counselors (beyond the traditional HR managers), 
hotlines, and benefits fairs.  Consensus supported a mixed media approach.  “I like the different mediums 
they use,” one participant summarized.  “They use the Internet, they have meetings, focus groups, 
personal communication, there’s people you can talk to.  I think they get the word across.”  Panelists 
agreed with one participant’s recommendation that there be e-mail alerts, monitors in the cafeteria with 
videos regarding benefit options, fliers, and internal mail to ensure that all aspects of benefit options were 
adequately explained.  One participant said he likes receiving a physical package of materials each fall at 
renewal time, but prefers to make any changes in benefit choices on line.  

Content of benefits materials was judged to be generally appropriate by most participants, but a fair 
number raised concerns.  Many said they had difficulty understanding material concerning options when 
first hired, but reviewing material annually during the enrollment period over the years had resulted in a 
higher level of comfort.  Others cited particular benefits such as flexible spending accounts to be 
incomprehensible, one calling it “a nightmare.”  Those for whom English is a second language were 
especially perplexed, describing materials as “extensive and confusing.”  They said the technical 
terminology and complex terms were frustrating. 

Participants had the most to say about the on-line materials addressing benefits, offering blunt 
critique along with constructive recommendations.  Navigation of the organization’s benefit Web site is 
particularly problematic; one participant said it was “easy to get lost in the drop-down menus.”  On-line 
handbooks need to be “more user friendly” said another.  A mid-level manager recommended the use of 
electronic “bookmarks” to permit easier return to salient pages.  Many noted that not all employees are 
comfortable using the Internet, not everyone has access at home (including a number of focus group 
participants), and if an employee accesses on-line benefits sites at work, “the superintendent doesn’t think 
you’re doing your job.”  A number of participants agreed they use the Web site merely to find 
information, then print it and read it rather than review it on line.   

Some said on-line material was no less confusing than print material.  One cited the existence of four 
different and confusing explanations of the dental plan on the organization’s intranet site.  Another said 
there simply was “not much on the intranet,” and one member thought the site needed to be faster and to 
link to vendors’ sites.  Participants said the site needs to be more user friendly, more intuitive.  Several 
panelists cited the need for more interactivity incorporated into the on-line material.  They wanted to be 
able to ask questions and receive responses electronically to help make these decisions.  Others said it was 
important, if transitioning from printed material to on-line approaches, that the on-line material “have the 
same look” as the printed material.  They said this was important to provide a level of comfort and 
familiarity.  Other focus groups cited the time-consuming process of wading through on-line material at 
home with a dial-up modem.  Several members agreed providing the same material on a CD-ROM would 
dramatically speed the search process in those cases.  The difficulty then, of course, would be keeping the 
material on the disc updated. 

Still, a majority of panel members seemed to retain a high degree of preference for printed material, 
even over electronic sources.  One said she preferred printed matter because “You can see the overall 
picture without scrolling up and down.  I can’t seem to concentrate doing that on the computer.  I’d rather 
read it.”  A colleague added, “You have more time to look at it, too.” 

The HR manager and employee surveys indicated that the “grapevine” was heavily used, but viewed 
as less reliable than print, on-line and other formal communication channels.  The focus groups reinforced 
the heavy use of grapevine communication, but anecdotally elevated the source in terms of its usefulness, 
at least in the absence of alternative sources for particular categories of information.  Most prevalent 
among those categories was the selection of a regular physician – the primary deciding factor according to 
the employee survey.  Many participants said they sought more information on quality and availability of 
physicians through formal channels, but finding none, turned frequently to their peers for advice.  In fact, 
this issue emerged in the focus groups and was subsequently introduced in the employee survey 
instrument, resulting in confirmation of this concern.  “A lot of choices are based on word-of-mouth,” 
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volunteered one focus group participant.  She said often employees resort to simply asking, “Hey, who do 
you have?  What’s been your experience?” 

Although the employee survey suggested employees were at least moderately confident they had 
made appropriate, informed choices in selecting medical coverage plans from those available, discussion 
in the focus groups often revealed considerable confusion, and the more participants discussed the issue, 
the more concerned they seemed to become.  Prodded to describe the depth of their comfort and 
understanding, participants reluctantly acknowledged considerable doubt.  Specifically asked if they 
understood the benefits information provided, responses varied: 

• “Yes, I find it clear.” 
• “No, not all the time.” 
• “No, not always.” 
• “Yes, I do.” 

Even though many panelists said they were comfortable with their levels of understanding, there was 
clearly considerable confusion.  Members often displayed conflicting interpretations of basic medical 
insurance plan features.  One focus group, for example, featured a spirited discussion regarding co-pays 
and deductibles.  Some said a particular plan required a $500 co-pay, but others said it was a 20% co-pay.  
Still others said there was a co-pay plus 20%, but only after a $500 deductible was satisfied.  Another 
volunteered that it depended on whether the physician was network or out-of-network, but others didn’t 
know what that meant.  It was clear that even on this basic point, mid-level managers (in this case) were 
quite confused.  Another panel engaged in a similar discussion regarding the nature of a flexible medical 
spending plan; some had never heard of it, while others had varying explanations of its structure and 
purpose. 

Participants agreed that the period immediately following initial employment was the most 
challenging, with time and experience contributing to gradually diminished stress and increased comfort 
regarding medical benefit choices.  “When I first started, I was completely overwhelmed with the amount 
of information,” an employee observed.  “I took home stacks of papers and books and all kinds of stuff to 
muddle through.”  He said it took a long time simply to determine what applied to him and what didn’t.  
What helped him most in those early years were the benefit fairs, he said.  A colleague added, “If you’re 
right out of college or high school, you need more guidance and assistance to get through that.”  One 
participant described her anxiety over potentially making the “wrong” decision and not choosing the 
medical program best for her situation.  “I was terrified,” she admitted. 

The benefits hotline established in this organization was a popular idea, but didn’t always provide the 
level of service employees sought.  They liked the idea, but said it was poorly staffed.  “You wind up 
most of the time leaving messages,” said one.  Several employees suggested a mini call center, staffed 
more consistently with people able to address problems directly, rather than administrative personnel 
equipped only to convey a question to the appropriate office, then relay the response. 

Similarly, several panelists cited the lack of interactivity in general.  “I’m not really aware of the 
channels for feedback here,” said one.  Another offered, “I’ve never really given any feedback on the 
coverage here, and I’m not aware of how you would actually do it.”  Some panelists had unsatisfactory 
experiences resolving coverage questions.  “You basically have to get on the phone, and you’re going 
through multiple layers of people, and you know they’re just passing you from one person to another.  It’s 
extremely frustrating.”  Another added, “The insurance companies – they put up so many roadblocks.”  
The participants agreed that individually they seemed to exert little influence over the process and would 
like to see ways to channel that frustration collectively through their employer.  “The weight of a large 
corporation” would help sway the insurance companies, one pointed out.  Others, though, had favorable 
experiences with the hotline.  One member had encountered a dispute with the insurance carrier, but the 
hotline provided her with a mediator who helped resolve the issue satisfactorily.   

Cost , gender, family situation and other demographic factors were less an influence in benefit option 
choice than might be anticipated, according to focus group members.  One said, “I went out and got the 
best plan I could find, regardless of cost.”  Several acknowledged, though, that as they aged and became 
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“empty nesters,” they needed to reconsider their needs.  Too, upon reflection, they said younger, single 
employees would likely opt for the least expensive program, as might those at lower pay levels.   

All panelists agreed on the impact of benefits as part of the value of their total compensation package 
influencing their acceptance of employment and their motivation to remain with the company.  “It’s 
huge,” many said.  This company rates among the top in the Fortune 500 for quality of the benefits 
package, and employees were extremely proud of that.  “A lot of people working here say that’s one of 
the reasons they’re still here,”  said one.  “It’s big.”  Panelists pointed to the remarkably low employee 
turnover rate as evidence of the high importance placed on the benefits component. 

The final focus group gathered employees for whom English was a second language.  They 
represented a variety of backgrounds and cultures, and though they voiced many of the same concerns 
and issues as previous focus groups, they added unique perspectives on some and introduced several 
additional wrinkles.  For example, this group appeared to be more concerned about pensions and 
retirement planning as opposed to health insurance and medical plans.  That concern for financial security 
appeared to be related to the concept of extended family.  One panelist, for instance, expressed concerns 
related to having aging parents.  “If something happens to them, I have to chip in,” he observed.  These 
panelists also expected to be assisting their children financially even after they had begun their own 
families. 

A common thread among these panelists was the incomprehensible language of some elements of 
benefits communication products.  One called it “confusing, very confusing.”  They said technical and 
legal jargon was especially challenging.  She said, “We just pick the doctor where we want to go and 
that’s it.”  Most said the group sessions during orientation helped and the benefits fair was gauged to be 
useful, but they still relied on informal channels.  “You learn from experience – word-to-word from the 
people,” one observed.  Like other focus group members, these participants seemed to prefer a mix of 
print and Internet material along with other interpersonal communication approaches.  However, most 
lacked Internet access at home.  Also like other focus group members, these panelists revealed some 
misperceptions about medical plan coverage.  One was upset that she received bills for treatment in an 
emergency room – she presumed such treatment to be without cost.  Panelists appeared reluctant to go to 
HR officials with questions or problems, and those who have done so reported unsatisfactory experiences.  
“It is not counseling,” one said.  “HR persons are not counselors.”  A counselor is what panel members 
said they needed.  “I would like to have a counselor with me, and I would tell them my situation,” one 
volunteered, but added,  “The decision is mine, it is not from them.” 
Readability and comprehensibility. 

The question of comprehensibility introduces the final part of this section: objective tests of benefits 
communication materials to gauge their clarity.  We used two approaches for this task.  The first was 
application of the Flesch Formula, which indicates reading difficulty and approximate educational level 
required to read tested material.  The formula uses average sentence length and average syllables per 
word to derive a score corresponding to an estimated education level required for comprehension.  Using 
a series of 100-word passages from a variety of benefits communication products, we calculated 
readability and found basic materials to be fairly accessible according to the Flesch formula.  Passages 
ranged from 59.2 to 64.4 – a rather consistent result.  Flesch scores can range from 0-100, with the 
highest scores indicating the least reading difficulty.  The scores we found are considered “Plain English” 
to “Fairly Difficult,” requiring from an 8th to 12th grade education. 

The Cloze Procedure provides a more direct gauge of comprehensibility, however.  It requires 
participants to actually read a passage and demonstrate their understanding.  This is accomplished by 
systematically removing words from the passage, then having subjects attempt to fill in the blanks where 
the words have been removed.  Scoring can either accept exact words only or permit synonyms, with the 
scoring procedure based on which option is chosen.  If exact words are required, a score of 40% or less 
indicates the reader is unable to comprehend the passage effectively.  If synonyms are permitted, a score 
of 70% or below indicates lack of comprehension.  Interestingly, in initial trials we found subjects were 
unable to even approach those scores for the benefits material passages – it was simply too difficult for 
them. 
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As a result, we modified the Cloze Procedure by removing the words as prescribed, but then 
providing readers with a scrambled list of the words that had been removed.  For the test we selected two 
passages.  The first was from a general brochure describing fundamental elements of the medical benefit 
program, and the second was from a booklet describing how to file an appeal if a claim has been denied.  
Using the modified Cloze Procedure, rank-and-file workers achieved a 92.6% average score on the 
general passage – indicating considerable ease, though the 70% criterion for ease of comprehension 
would not necessarily hold, given the modified procedure employed in this case.  The non-native English 
speakers scored fairly high as well using this approach, achieving 78.4% when provided with the 
scrambled list of words.  Again, though, without that list, pretest scores were abysmal. 

Even with the provision of the scrambled list, though, scores dropped precipitously for the passage 
describing denied claim appeal procedures.  Rank-and-file employees managed only 47.7% on average, 
and non-native English speakers fell to 18.1%.  Clearly, nearly any employee would be bewildered by 
such difficult content, adding to the stress he or she is already experiencing due to the denied claim. 

Discussion 
RQ1 asked what types of information employees were seeking in regard to their benefits and what 

channels they were using.  Contrary to HR predictions, option cost and extent of coverage don’t appear to 
be the leading categories of information sought.  Employees, it seems, are less concerned with cost than 
with quality of coverage, though this may be correlated with age and rank – younger and/or lower rank 
employees place more decision-driving emphasis on cost.  Included in the quality factor, and apparently 
paramount, is the quality and availability of the physician.  Employees report that they would seek 
information of this type through Web-based materials if it were available, but in the absence of that 
possibility, they are turning to informal, less reliable and less controlled channels – principally the 
grapevine.  Beyond that, employees appear to be availing themselves of all communication channels 
provided by HR, though it seems there remains a degree of frustration that some information needs are 
still unmet.  That frustration escalates as the employee progresses through the three levels of benefits 
communication, peaking when he/she reaches the personal option decision point.   

RQ2 asked for employee assessment of channel effectiveness, and focus group dialogue reinforces 
the mixed-media approach as the preferred approach.  Employees appreciated the efforts by HR to convey 
information through a variety of channels including both traditional media products and interpersonal 
tactics.  In support of Tane’s (1987) hierarchical model, it appears employees are moderately satisfied 
tapping printed and on-line material for fundamental background information, but appreciate group 
activities such as the benefits fair at that level as well.  As employees move toward the decision point, 
they clearly value increased one-on-one communication.  That may come in the form of a telephone 
hotline (though in this case employees thought that needed to be more responsive) or in one-on-one 
counseling.  Too, employees distinguished between advising and counseling, suggesting that not all one-
on-one tactics were of equal value.  Opportunity for two-way communication is less than most employees 
would seem to wish.  Overall, results seem to recommend continuing a mixed media approach, but 
gradually diminishing leaner channels in favor of richer channels as the process moves from basic 
comparison levels to individual decision levels. 

RQ3 asked about employee levels of satisfaction, decision comfort, and demonstrated knowledge.  
There is a breakdown here between what employees self-report and what they can demonstrate.  Initially, 
employees express confidence in their understanding of benefit intricacies, but are generally unable to 
support that claim when pressed to explain even basic tenets of the benefit.  Because earlier research 
addressed only employees’ self-reported levels of confidence and satisfaction, further research gauging 
actual knowledge of benefits would seem to be essential to clarify this potential problem area. 

Answers to RQ4 concerning readability and comprehensibility may help explain the dichotomy in 
RQ3’s results.  The most basic benefits material seems to be readable and digestible, but materials 
describing more complex but vitally important dimensions of benefits are beyond comprehension by even 
high-ranking and seasoned employees.  This may reflect what initial survey data revealed – that there is 
little or no PR involvement in the development of these materials.  If materials become cluttered with 
legal and technical jargon, it is not likely the typical employee will be able to derive clear meaning.  The 
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result may be the need for additional HR efforts spent reducing confusion, or employees who become 
frustrated, less motivated and less productive. 

Limitations of this project include the restriction of the HR survey to managers in just one major 
metropolitan area, and of the employee focus groups and survey to just one institution.  Additionally, as 
discussed, employee satisfaction with benefits material was largely self-reported.  Finally, the Cloze 
procedure had to be modified to accommodate the extremely difficult nature of printed material studied.  
As a result, no meaningful, established metric is available to provide suitable nomenclature to describe 
results.  Still, it is clear from the results that the material scores very low in comprehensibility. 

Future research should continue to explore any disparity between HR predictions of benefits 
communication effectiveness and employee impressions of the same.  The media richness line of inquiry 
appears appropriate to help develop a model for benefits communication through the graduated levels of 
employee information needs.  Additionally, more data needs to be generated gauging employees’ actual 
level of knowledge in this area, which will aid in addressing shortcomings in benefits materials.  Study of 
those few organizations where PR is heavily involved in benefits communication would reveal whether 
engaging that component contributes to effectiveness. 
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The aim of this research was to explore the relationship between social capital, transaction costs, and 
organizational outcomes. 178 employees at a mid-sized high tech manufacturing plant located in the 
Southeastern United States completed a survey that assessed self-perceptions of social capital, transaction 
costs, and organizational outcomes.  Multiple stepwise linear regression was used to determine which 
elements of social capital served as predictors of transaction costs and organizational outcomes.  
Significant multiple correlations were established between social capital and both transaction costs and 
organizational outcomes. In particular, trust, strength of ties, accessibility, and timing served as 
predictors.  The results suggest that social capital analysis provides an effective means of making 
predictions regarding the expenses incurred regarding human interaction and the success that 
organizations have in achieving important goals and objectives. 

Introduction 
Of continuing practical importance to public relations professionals and scholars has been the impact 

of communication related activities on organizational outcomes.  The entire field of public relations is 
predicated, both in theory and in practice, on this presumed link for its raison d’etre.  The scholarly 
literature in various disciplines that focuses on this link, in all its various guises, is equivocal.  The exact 
nature of this link is a complicated matter and despite all the attention given to it, unresolved.  This paper 
acknowledges this situation but strikes a new theoretical direction, arguing that social capital and 
transaction cost theories offer an important opportunity to reformulate this question and, hence, to offer a 
different perspective with new answers.   

In particular, this paper seeks to establish a link between social capital, transaction costs, and 
organizational outcomes.  Social capital theory argues that the essence of organized action inheres in the 
creation, maintenance, and utilization of relationships and from this relational base emerges the potential 
for action and competitive advantage. Transaction cost theory focuses on those costs associated with 
human interaction.  Both theories assume that human communication is a central feature of both human 
action and outcomes, but neither centralizes communication as a first order concept.  The model 
developed below is grounded in social capital theorizing and research, but adds communication as a core 
concept. Thus, the central argument advanced here is that to the extent that organizations create social 
capital the potential exists for the management of transaction costs and a tangible benefit with regard to 
organizational outcomes. 

Literature Review 
Communication and Outcomes 

The most fully developed literature that considers the link between human communication behavior 
and organizational outcomes focuses on employee participation. That literature is vast and complex, 
crosses several disciplinary boundaries, and consists of a wide variety of theoretical perspectives and 
methodologies.  However, in so far as it is possible to make generalizations, it seems to be the case that a 
great deal of this scholarship has focused on productivity and satisfaction (Seibold and Shea, 2001; 
Leana, 1990; Miller and Monge, 1986; Wagner, 1994; Doucouliagos, 1995; Cotton, 1988; Wagner and 
Gooding, 1987; Schweiger and Leana, 1986; Locke and Schweiger, 1979). There is a great deal of 
disagreement in this literature over participation’s effect, however, Wagner (1994) in his meta-analysis of 
this literature concludes that participation accounts for a very small percentage of the variance in 
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performance and satisfaction.  He notes that it is possible that participation has no meaningful impact on 
performance and satisfaction or that the effect occurs only under certain favorable conditions.  A more 
likely explanation, he notes, is that participation produces no “strong, general effects on performance and 
satisfaction” (p. 326).  However, he also suggests that his analysis does not rule out the possibility that 
participation might exert strong general effects on other kinds of outcomes. 

As Wagner notes, it may indeed be the case that other variables associate strongly with participation. 
It is also possible that a theoretic alternative and a new approach to organizational outcomes would 
produce very different results. The discussion that follows provides an alternative theoretic explanation 
that is the foundation for this study. 
Social Capital 

There are many definitions and approaches to social capital research (Portes, 1998; Astone, 
Nathanson, Schoen, & Kim, 1999).  In fact, the many and varied approaches to this topic makes it 
difficult to reconcile the various perspectives and to produce a coherent set of findings. This paper begins 
with the work of Coleman (1988), Putnam (2000, 1995), and Fukuyama (1996, 1995), but integrates that 
work by building on the efforts of Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) and consequently identifies three 
dimensions of social capital: structural, relational, and communicative (Hazleton & Kennan, 2000). 

Coleman (1988) argues that social capital involves, "a variety of entities with two elements in 
common: They all consist of some aspect of social structures, and they facilitate certain actions of actors--
whether persons or corporate actors--within the structure" (Coleman, 1988a:  s98). He goes on to argue 
that social capital is composed of obligations, trust, networks, norms, information channels, and 
appropriable social organization.  The importance of social capital is that its presence makes possible a 
kind of action that is beneficial and which can be highly advantageous to those individuals, groups, or 
organizations that possess it in sufficient quantity. 

Putnam’s (2000, 1998, 1995) work served to popularize social capital both in the scholarly literature 
and among those interested in public policy issues.  Putnam argues that social capital is a kind of social 
glue that facilitates action at the community level which, in turn, enables a variety of beneficial civic 
activities.  His claim is that social capital is in decline in the United States and that the absence of 
connections among community members makes it more difficult for productive civic action to take place. 
For example, according to Putnam, more people bowl than ever before but there are fewer people bowling 
as members of a league, church attendance is in decline as is membership in local service organizations 
and volunteer organizations such as PTA.  Because of this decline communities of all kinds find it 
inherently more difficult to achieve important goals and objectives because the network of associations 
required for action is not present. 

Fukuyama (1996, 1995) develops the notion that trust and norms sometimes emerge in social systems 
that in turn facilitates action and economic success. He uses the term social capital as a way of 
characterizing the emergence of trust and its direct impact on competitive advantage. Needless to say, this 
argument has spurred a great deal of conversation and some research about the nature of this connection. 
Knack and Keefer (1997), for example, show that higher levels of trust facilitated economic growth in 
their survey of 29 market economies and Zak and Knack (2001) demonstrate that higher levels of trust 
positively influence investment. 

Kruckeberg and Starck (1988), writing from a public relations perspective, offer the conceptually 
related term “communitarianism.”  They argue that modern communication technologies have reduced 
participation in community life and that one of the principal functions of public relations should be 
community building. Their descriptions of community participation and involvement are very similar to 
Putnam’s discussion of civic engagement with the addition of public relations as an activity specifically 
designed to restore community. 

Hazleton and Kennan (2000) make communication a central feature of social capital.  Their work 
draws from Napahiet and Ghoshal (1997) and identifies three dimensions: structure, relationships, and a 
communication dimension.  The structural dimension contains three elements: access, referral, and 
timing. Access indicates the degree to which individuals believe that they have a usable connection to 
individuals within a network that can produce effective action.  Referral indexes the degree to which 
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people can find information they need through existing network connections currently available to them. 
Timing refers to the degree to which individuals can get information in an appropriate time frame 
connected to the issue at hand. 

With regard to the relational dimension Kennan and Hazleton suggest three components: obligations, 
trust, and the strength of the tie that exists between relational partners (Granovetter, 1983, 1973).  
Obligations emerge where connections form between individuals. One is obligated to repay a debt, return 
a call, or offer help when it had previously been extended. Trust is an expectation that individuals will 
exhibit behavior that is consistent with expectations. A strong connection between people, groups, or 
organizations would include time, emotional intensity, intimacy, and reciprocity. 

The communication dimension can include a variety of human messaging activities.  The social 
capital perspective allows one to integrate the literature in communication and recognizes the centrality of 
human messaging and symbolic activity as foundational for the formation of structure and relationships.  
For example, the communicative predispositions that serve as characteristics of communicators impacts 
the manner in which social capital is acquired, maintained, and expended. So, for example, individuals 
high in communication apprehension may acquire less social capital, have more difficulty maintaining 
what they have, and may make poor expenditure decisions. Certainly, a variety of communication 
concerns may be considered, however, the unifying theme is the manner in which communication 
characteristics influence the potential for social capital formation, maintenance, and expenditure. 
Transaction Costs 

Fukuyama (1995) identifies transaction costs as those costs which accrue to organizations or cultures 
in the absence of social capital. Fukuyama argues that simpler and less expensive systems, based upon 
trust, come to be replaced by “a system of formal rules and regulations, which have to be negotiated, 
agreed to, litigated, and enforced, sometimes by coercive means” (p. 27).  Transaction costs (Coase, 1937, 
1961; Williamson, 1975) are costs incurred by individuals, groups, and organizations that are associated 
with human interaction.1  Those costs might include brokering solutions to problems, negotiating and 
managing conflict, creating contracts to regulate the behavior of others, and creating an information 
environment in which people are connected to each other and to information.  In the absence of the ability 
to successfully acquire and expend social capital transaction costs tend to proliferate.  These costs can 
assume a variety of guises within the context provided above, e. g., the cost of sexual harassment suits, 
age discrimination suits, and grievances.  In addition, increased information costs, conflict, legal costs, 
employee theft, and labor union based grievances, are also transaction costs.  Rather than reflecting purely 
economic costs associated with market activities, transaction costs reflect what happens when costs must 
be expended to secure appropriate behavior.  Transaction costs demand additional expenditures of human 
and financial capital beyond what is necessary to achieve organizational objectives, imposing an 
additional constraint organizational competitiveness.  Employee theft, for example, reflects, in part, the 
absence of social capital including a poorly managed set of relationships that has emerged as 
dysfunctional employee, group, or organizational behavior. Employee monitoring devices serve as an 
additional example of transaction costs because they require added financial inputs to attempt behavioral 
control where a more effective expenditure of social capital could have produced less costly and more 
desirable outcomes.  Finally, contracts are mechanisms for securing behavior and incur an expense for 
initiating and maintaining. 
Synthesis 

The literature discussed above suggests a basic conceptual model, namely that social capital should 
associate with both transaction costs and social capital.  More specifically, one would assume that the 
greater the deposit of social capital reported by organizational members the stronger the influence on 
transaction costs and outcomes. 

It is important to note that while the theoretical base is present to support such a claim very little 
literature is available that provides any basis for formulating a hypotheses when focusing on broader 
organizational concerns.  Based on the preceding the following research questions will be addressed: 

R1: What is the relationship between social capital and organizational transaction costs? 
R2: What is the relationship between social capital and organizational outcomes?  
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Method 
Participants 

Participants were 178 employees of a medium sized manufacturer of electric components located in 
the Southeastern United States. This organization has self-identified itself as a high performance 
organization that depends on teams of empowered employees that routinely make decisions independently 
of managerial influence.  No unions were present in the organization.  The organization was organized as 
a focused-factory where manufacturing processes are structured according to product, customer, and team 
requirements.  Teams were responsible for employee selection and de-selection, production processes, 
scheduling, quality, and pay and progression.  This approach was initiated in 1992 and is currently viewed 
by leadership as being in a mature phase of development.   

Respondents represented all levels and departments within the organization (N=176).  68% of 
respondents were male (N=119) and 32% female (N=57).  Two respondents did not report their gender. 
When asked to categorize themselves by workgroup, the following scores were reported: Staff (N=5), 
Administrative (N=5), Marketing and Sales (N=4), Engineering (N=45), Operations (N=116), and 
Corporate (N=1).  Reports of participant work levels revealed that 67.6% were hourly wage employees 
(N=117), 20.8% were salaried non-manager (N=36), 9.8% were salaried supervisor/manager (N=17), and 
1.7% were salaried senior manager and above (N=3).  The total length of service at Danaher, Inc. 
(including service prior to acquisition) for employees ranged from less than one year (N=19), between 
one and five years (N=63), between five and ten years (N=36), and more than ten years (N=55).  First 
shift employees made up the largest portion of participants (N=162) followed by second shift employees 
(N=11) and third shift employees (N=1).  
Procedure 
 Data was collected from a convenience sample of employees from various departments.  Surveys 
were administered by shift and department within the building that comprised one unit of the organization 
during the work day, and in one of the organization’s conference rooms.  Employees were summoned on 
the half hour and given time in the conference room to complete a yearly employee satisfaction survey 
required by the home office and the survey instrument designed for this study. Participation was 
anonymous and voluntary.  The researchers informed employees that after completing the employee 
satisfaction survey, a second survey was available that focused communication in the workplace.    
Measurement Instruments 

To coincide with the organization’s schedule, a survey was administered in addition to the 
organization’s annual employee satisfaction survey.  The leadership of this organization, including the 
director of human resources, felt that less disruption would be caused if the surveys were administered 
together.  The employee satisfaction survey was designed by an independent research firm to reflect the 
needs of the organization.   In addition, the leadership at this organization requested that any additional 
survey questions be limited to no more than 25 to prevent employee fatigue and to conserve time away 
from work.  

With regard to the survey used in this research project, one part of the survey consisted of 12 Likert 
type questions designed to measure the three dimensions of social capital identified by Hazleton and 
Kennan (2000): structure (access (one question), timing (two questions), and referral (one question)), 
relational (trust (four questions)), relational (strength of ties (four questions)), and communication 
(communication apprehension (four questions)).   Four questions were included to measure employee 
perceptions of transaction costs (information exchange, problem identification, behavior regulation, 
conflict management) and six questions designed to measure organizational outcomes (quality, change 
orientation, perceptions of equity, and fairness).  

Four questions from PRCA-24 were used as a measure of the communication dimension of social 
capital (McCroskey, 1982).  While we do not consider these items to be direct measures of 
communication behavior, we do believe that communication apprehension is a direct influence on it.  This 
approach was selected because we were limited to a small number of questions we were allowed to ask. 
Direct measures would have required too many additional questions. Two positively worded questions 
and two negatively worded questions were taken from both the group and dyadic speaking contexts.  The 
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number of questions taken from the PRCA-24 was limited in an effort to meet organizational demands 
that the overall survey be limited to 25 questions. Further, questions from the group and dyadic 
dimensions were chosen because this particular organization prides itself on being a high performance 
team oriented workplace.  The researchers felt that these two dimensions would be of particular relevance 
in an environment that privileges participation and group process.  

The PRCA-24 (McCroskey, 1982) asks participants to rate their feelings about communicating in 
certain situations on a 5-point Likert scale.  Four contexts are measured to determine an overall 
communication apprehension rating: group, meeting, dyadic, and public.  The PRCA-24 measure has 
been shown to have high reliability (α >.90).  Questions taken from the group context were: 1) Engaging 
in a group discussion with new people makes me tense and nervous.  2) I am calm and relaxed while 
participating in group discussions.  Questions from the dyadic context were: 1) while participating in a 
conversation with a new acquaintance, I feel very nervous.  2) I have no fear of speaking up in 
conversations. 

Results 
 The relationships between social capital, transaction costs, and organizational outcomes were tested 
using stepwise multiple linear regression analysis. Separate stepwise regression analyses were calculated 
for each of the transaction cost and organizational outcome variables. SPSS version 11.5 for Windows 
was used for the data analysis. Stepwise analysis was used because it identifies the relative contributions 
of each predictor and it is useful in exploratory research for creating more parsimonious models of 
relationships. 

Regressions for all transaction cost variables yielded statistically significant results. The regression of 
social capital variables on to conflict management yielded a multiple correlation of .576 (F=19.644; 
df=4,158; p=.000) accounting for approximately 33 percent of the variance in the dependent measure. 
Analysis of problem and solution identification yielded a statistically significant multiple correlation of 
.650 (F=39.202; df=3,161; p=.000) accounting for approximately 42 percent of the variance in the 
dependent variable. Results for behavior regulation yielded a multiple correlation of .362 (F=12.237; 
df=2,162; p=.000) explaining a little over 13 percent of the variance. The regression of social capital 
variables on to information exchange yielded a multiple correlation of .455 (F=13.976; df=3,161; p=.000) 
accounting for almost 21 percent of the variance. 

 
Figure 1 

Standardized Beta Coefficients and Variance Explained for Regressions of Social Capital on to Transaction Costs 
 Dependent Variable Predictors β R

2

Conflict is a distraction where I work. I am always the last to know. (Timing)  -382 .211 
 People in my organization can't be trusted. (Trust) -.336 .290 
 Most of the people I work with are just like me. 

(Network Ties) 
-.142 .312 

 I hear things in the rumor mill long before I hear it 
from my boss. (Timing) 

-.158 .332 

Problems are identified and solved 
effectively where I work. 

I'm encouraged to make independent decisions. 
(Trust) 

.447 .286 

 People in my organization can't be trusted. (Trust) .231 .381 
 I am always the last to know. (Timing) .224 .422 
When I see ways to become more productive in 
my work, I change what I am doing on my own. 

I'm encouraged to make independent decisions. 
(Trust) 

.229 .087 

 I know people who can help me get the information 
I need. (Access) 

.221 .131 

I don't have the information I need to do my job. I am always the last to know. (Timing) .273 .139 
 I know people who can help me get the information 

I need. (Access) 
.214 .185 

 People in my organization can't be trusted. (Trust) .158 .207 
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The individual contributions of social capital variables to transaction costs are shown in Figure 1. 
Four social capital items were significant predictors of the conflict management item: two timing 
measures, a trust measure, and a network ties measure.  Two trust items and a timing item served as 
predictors of problem identification and solution.  Two social capital items reflecting trust and access 
were significant predictors of behavior regulation.  Three social capital items were significant predictors 
of information exchange: timing, access, and trust. 

The measures of communication apprehension were excluded from the analysis due to low 
correlations among the items indicating low reliability of measurement. Bivariate correlations among the 
four items ranged from a low of .257 to a high of .680 with an average correlation of .447. While all 
correlations were statistically significant we did not feel that this provided an adequate measure. 

Regressions for all organizational outcome variables yielded statistically significant results. The 
regression of social capital variables on to perceptions of customer service yielded a multiple correlation 
of .361 (F=12.049; df=2,161; p=.000) accounting for approximately 13 percent of the variance in the 
dependent measure.  Analysis of perceptions of personal fairness yielded a statistically significant 
multiple correlation of .553 (F=23.96; df=3,159; p=.000) accounting for approximately 30.6 percent of 
the variance in the dependent variable.   Results for optimism about the future yielded a multiple 
correlation of .502 (F=18.111; df=3,161; p=.000) explaining a little over 25% of the variance. Analysis of 
perceptions of quality control yielded a multiple correlation of .237 (F=9.603; df=1,162; p=.002) 
accounting for 5.6% of the variance. The regression of social capital variables on to perceptions of 
managing change effectively yielded a statistically significant multiple correlation of .493 (F=17.233; 
df=3,161; p=.000) accounting for 24.3% of the variance.   Analysis of perceptions of quality of products 
and services yielded a multiple correlation of .388 (F=14.323; df=2,162; p=.000) accounting for 15 
percent of variance. 

 
Figure 2 

Standardized Beta Coefficients for Regressions of Social Capital on to Organizational Outcomes 
Dependent Variable Predictors β R2

We provide outstanding customer 
service. 

I'm encouraged to make independent decisions. (Trust) .320 .105 

 Most of the people I work with are just like me. (Network Ties) .160 .130 
 I am treated in a fair and equitable 
way. 

I'm encouraged to make independent decisions. (Trust) .418 .239 

 I know people who can help me get the information I need. 
(Access) 

.228 .281 

 Most of the people I work with are just like me. (Network Ties) .160 .306 
I am optimistic about the future of 
my organization. 

I'm encouraged to make independent decisions. (Trust) .277 .160 

 People in my organization can't be trusted. (Trust) .248 .226 
 I feel free to talk with people at work about problems and 

difficulties I have with my job. (Access) 
.184 .252 

I often hear about quality problems. I know people who can help me get the information I need. 
(Access) 

0.237 .056 

My organization handles change 
effectively. 

I'm encouraged to make independent decisions. (Trust) .358 .153 

 Most of the people I work with are just like me. (Network Ties) .227 .207 
 People in my organization can't be trusted. (Trust) .191 .243 
Our products and services are 
excellent. 

I'm encouraged to make independent decisions. (Trust) .286 .112 

 I am always the last to know. (Timing) .202 .150 
 

The individual contributions of social capital variables to each organizational outcome equation are 
shown in Figure 2. The organizational outcome variable, customer service, was predicted by two social 
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capital items trust and network ties.  Social capital items related to trust, access, and network ties were 
significant predictors of perceptions of equity and fairness. Optimism about the future was significantly 
related to two trust items and access. Perceptions of quality control were significantly correlated with a 
single access item. Two trust items and a network ties item were significant predictors of perceptions of 
managing change effectively. Finally, two items measuring trust and timing were predictors of quality of 
products and services. 

Discussion 
 The central finding of this research is the significant association between social capital and both 
transaction costs and organizational outcomes.  These findings are important because they empirically 
identify social capital as a concept that contains considerable explanatory power. The strength of the 
associations found in this study suggests an important new means of evaluating the impact of public 
relations practice on particular features of organizational performance. 
Social Capital and Transaction Costs 
 First, as noted above, transaction costs are the costs associated with human interaction.  Contracts, for 
example, secure reliable human actions in situations where other guarantees are absent.  Contracts 
inevitably incur a variety expenses, e. g., legal services, surveillance cameras, human resources personnel, 
and legal departments, as a means of securing desirable behaviors.  In this study transaction costs were 
operationalized as employee perceptions of information exchange, problem solving, conflict management, 
and behavior regulation, key elements of successful human interaction. These elements reflect basic 
human communication/interaction activities which, where problematic, result in extra costs for the 
organization. 
 First, conflict seen as a human transaction is significantly associated with the timing of information 
availability, the presence of trust, and the significance of strong ties.  The presence of information, 
available in an appropriate time frame, provides the strongest predictor of conflict perceptions, suggesting 
that the timing of information provides essential content for conflict management.  The absence of trust 
creates the environment from which conflict emerges while its presence is associated with reduced levels. 
The closeness of individuals to others in the organization, via their connections, provides the opportunity 
for interaction that lowers the threat of conflict. 
 Second, problems are identified and solved more effectively where trust is present and where 
information is available in a timely fashion. Clearly, trust is a prerequisite for human interaction that leads 
to the identification of problems and their solutions.  Without trust the ability to initiate exchange without 
risk is in question.  Information availability supports this interaction making it easier to proceed when 
information relevant to decision items is present. 
 Third, the behavior of employees is associated with trust and access.  Employees will not risk new 
behaviors with unknown consequences. The presence of trust reduces risk and increases the potential for 
innovation.  Access to others who can help reduce the uncertainty associated with new behaviors also 
helps managed feelings of uncertainty and emboldens individuals to take action when they might 
ordinarily be immobilized by fears about reactions to their attempts at creativity and innovation. 
 Fourth, information exchange is associated with timing, access, and trust.  A repeated theme in these 
findings is the availability of information in a time frame so as to be useful with regard to current issues 
and concerns. The same is true here. Information to be informative must be available when employees 
perceive its potential utility to be high.  Employees also reported that access to others who might have 
information affords them control over their environments.  Knowing who to contact for information of a 
particular type gives control over decision making to employees and provides them with an information 
base that creates more effective decision making. Finally, trust is required for information to be shared 
and its contents accepted as true and factual.  Where these elements of social capital are in short supply 
information exchange issues may prove costly for organizations. 
Social Capital and Organizational Outcomes 
 In particular, three components of social capital associated organizational outcomes rated by 
respondents: trust, access, and strength of ties.  In all six organizational outcomes these three components 
of social capital served as significant predictors of organizational outcomes.  This finding is consistent 
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with social capital literature that identifies trust and structural elements as basic components, e. g., 
Coleman (1988). 
 These three associations, aside from their statistical significance, possess strong face validity as 
predictors.  Without the presence of trust social interaction can not proceed and, in this study, 
organizational outcomes of all sorts can not be achieved.  In particular, the two items used to measure 
trust focus on what Coleman (1988) identifies as fragile and resilient trust. The resilient trust item 
explained the most variance in almost all of the equations we constructed.  Resilient trust indexes that 
trust which does not require some kind of contractual guarantee to secure acceptable and predictable 
behavior.  In our question, respondents reflected on the degree to which they felt trusted to be 
independent in making decisions.  It is this independence, this resilient trust, which connects most clearly, 
conceptually, and statistically to organizational outcomes.  Where individuals feel trusted to make 
decisions independently and to execute them without the uncertainty associated with low trust situations 
organizational outcomes are more likely to be achieved. 
 To a lesser extent accessibility items served as a predictor of organizational outcomes, specifically 
the orientation of the organization toward the future, fairness, and quality. Accessibility items approach 
both the connections that people have with others and their utility, but also the freedom respondents 
perceive with regard to their ability to use them. These findings offer support for the claim that an 
organization’s successes can be connected back to the access that members have with fellow members 
and their freedom to use those associations to perform their work.  
 Finally, employee perception of the strength of ties served as a predictor in three of the outcome 
variables: customer service, fairness, and change management.  The perception of similarity and hence 
closeness of personal ties to others in the organization provides the connectedness, the information, and 
the interaction opportunities required for success.  This finding is somewhat at odds with current theory 
and research. Burt (1997) and Granovetter (1973) argue that weak ties offer the most opportunity for 
social capital creation because strong ties merely reinforce existing relationships and provide no new 
information or opportunity.  Weak ties connect people to new opportunities and new sources of 
information that can be used to achieve various goals. In our results, however, employees reported strong 
ties as an important asset with regard to organizational outcomes, more important than weak tie 
connections.  The evidence suggests that employee connections with people like themselves who share 
similar experiences and orientations offers an important means of achieving outcomes relevant to the 
organization. 
Key Findings 
 The results demonstrate that relational and structural elements of social capital serve as significant 
predictors of both transaction cost variables and perceived organizational outcome variables.  The most 
important finding in this study is the role of trust, a relational feature of social capital, both with regard to 
transaction costs and organizational outcomes. Almost every theoretical orientation to social capital 
includes trust as a core concept. Clearly, this vitally important relational component is a strong predictor 
of both transaction costs and outcomes and makes the character of the relationship of central concern for 
the formation, maintenance, and expenditure of social capital. 
 Of particular interest is the importance of structural social capital components.  It is clear that 
concepts such as access, timing, and network ties add considerably to the predictive power of social 
capital.  These results open an avenue to a different perspective on the connection between 
communication related concerns and organizational outcomes by demonstrating that social capital 
components can and do assist in explaining outcomes. 
Implications for Public Relations 
 One might define public relations as an activity designed to create, maintain, and expend social 
capital. Seen in this way, public relations become a very different activity and something that can be more 
clearly and directly associated with a variety of organizational priorities and concerns.  One of the 
problems commonly expressed by public relations practitioners and scholars is the difficulty of 
demonstrating the impact of their profession on priorities and concerns that are generally recognized as 
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important by organizational decision makers.  Social capital offers a concept and a series of dimensions 
capable of doing so. 
 This approach and the results discussed above provides a set of significant predictors and a theoretic 
foundation from which to reconceptualize public relations as a central organizational process. Consultants 
are fond of using the word “metrics” to denote the measurement of key organizational processes that leads 
to an assessment of their value. What could emerge from this research is a set of metrics that 
organizations can monitor, which public relations professionals can observe, and which can be connected 
with highly desirable outcomes. 
Limitations and Future Research 
 Items designed to measure the communication dimension of social capital proved to be unreliable 
although they were drawn from one of the most valid and reliable instruments in our discipline.  Future 
research must focus attention on the communicative dimension of social capital with regard to both 
transaction costs and outcomes. More direct measures of communication strategy and content are likely to 
be more useful than indirect measures such as apprehension. 
 Social capital was conceptualized and operationalized in this research in a way that focused on its 
status as a quantity or deposit of something that is available in the organization.  This research did not 
deal with creation, maintenance, and expenditure elements of social capital, only its status at one moment 
in an organization’s history.  While the results are useful and support the viability of this approach, added 
research on these three issues is necessary to flesh out social capital and its importance for public 
relations scholarship and practice. 

Conclusion 
 This research project has developed social capital as a concept composed of structural, relational, and 
communicative components.  It has also developed the argument for a connection between social capital, 
transaction costs, and organizational outcomes. The results described above provide empirical support for 
this connection, supporting the viability of this approach as a means of empirically locating public 
relations in connection to valued organizational outcomes. In particular, trust, access, timing, and network 
ties serve as significant predictors of both transaction costs and outcomes. The role of the communication 
dimension needs further exploration in future research. 

Endnote 
1. The concept of transaction costs has been variously defined (Klaes, 2000) and hence, as with many 

concepts, conceptual confusion is the norm rather than the exception.  The approach taken in this chapter 
acknowledges the work of theorist like Coase (1937, 1961), Marschak (1959), Malmgren (1961), Alchian 
(1965) and Williamson (1975) and it builds on the notion of contracts, policing, exchanges, negotiation, 
etc., contained in those visions to see transaction costs as being associated with human interaction, i. e., 
communication. 
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“Crisis communications has taken on a new importance in the wake of almost 20 school 
shootings since 1997. Combine that with 24-hour news stations, the explosion of the 
Internet as a news source, and intense, ever-increasing competition among local 
affiliates, and it’s not impossible to imagine a media city going up instantly in your 
backyard” (Cook, 2001, p. 16). 
 
“Relationships are something you need to create and maintain, not just in the midst of the 
water rising” (Barry Gaskins, quoted in Cook, 2001, p. 19). 
 
“The sense of community that existed a century ago is no longer common” (Dean 
Kruckeberg and Kenneth Starck, 1988, p. 37). 
 

Abstract 
Relationships between organizations and their key internal and external publics are of continuing interest 
to academicians and practitioners and are especially relevant for the study of crisis management. In public 
relations theory, the nature of relationships between organizations and stakeholders is recognized as a 
“central concept” (L. Grunig, J. Grunig, Ehling, 1992). Building and maintaining two-way systems of 
communication, meaningful dialogue, mutually beneficial relationships, and two-way symmetrical 
practices are frequently cited as important to achieving the organization’s mission and establishing 
excellence in public relations. This study suggests that public engagement constructs, especially as related 
to social responsibility and ethical leadership, have important implications for effective crisis 
management.  

Public engagement is generally defined as organizations and communities working collaboratively to 
build trust and mutual accountability. Marx (2000) defines public engagement as developing a common 
culture, building a sense of community, and creating legitimate partnerships and collaborations. 
According to Wadsworth (1997), the public engagement process “requires a constituency that is broader 
and more inclusive that the ‘usual suspects’ with whom leaders and experts are accustomed to working. 
And sharing responsibility with this broader constituency is necessary in order to move from a critical or 
confrontational debate to meaningful participation.” The study examines the role of this “meaningful 
participation” in managing organizational crises. 

Introduction 
To paraphrase a well-known expression, “Crisis makes for strange bedfellows.” 

Indeed the traumatic events of recent years—from the Columbine High School shootings to the 
September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, to more recent terrorist alerts and warnings—have spurred the 
connection of individuals and organizations to confront the demands of a seemingly more fragile 
existence in communities without a “sense of community.” The Atlanta Journal-Constitution notes the 
“Security R Us” approach through the involvement of clam diggers working in the shadow of Boston’s 
Logan International Airport to private-sector truck drivers reporting suspicious activities, all in the name 
of homeland security (Malone, March 6, 2005, 1A). 

The nature of relationships between organizations and their stakeholders has been a subject of study 
and discussion in the context of public relations. Public relations, crisis management, and educational 
leadership literature all point to building meaningful relationships with—or re-engaging—the 
organization’s publics as essential to achieving the organization’s mission. According to L. Grunig, J. 
Grunig and Ehling (1992), “The nature of relationships between organizations and 
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stakeholders…emerges, then, as a central concept in a theory of public relations and organizational 
effectiveness” (p. 81). Accordingly, concepts often used to measure the quality of those relationships 
might include reciprocity, trust, credibility, mutual legitimacy, openness, mutual satisfaction, and mutual 
understanding (Grunig, Grunig and Ehling, 1992, p. 83).  

The IABC “excellence project” identified 12 characteristics of excellent organizations, which suggest 
how excellent communication/public relations programs should function. These 12 characteristics include 
symmetrical communication systems which emphasize a close relationship to key stakeholders; 
leadership which empowers yet lends vision and direction; and participative internal cultures and 
collaborative societal cultures (Grunig, 1992). 

The nature of relationships between organizations and their publics and the fairly recent focus on 
actively engaging key publics leads to an examination of the constructs of public engagement, social 
responsibility, and ethical leadership and the relevance of these constructs to effective crisis management. 
The reality of crisis management is not always comfortable for those affected; i.e., parents dismayed with 
crisis management processes at their children’s schools, airline passengers unhappy with longer check-in 
lines because of increased security, and event-goers unsettled by the increased presence of uniformed 
security. Making the change or transformation to a crisis-ready organization is not always a smooth 
process for affected stakeholders. How can the constructs of public engagement, social responsibility, and 
ethical leadership have application in the arena of crisis management? 

The importance of relationships to effective crisis management has been established in the literature. 
Although Johnson and Johnson did not have a formal, written crisis management plan during the Tylenol 
crisis in 1982, the company was guided by a corporate credo that recognized responsibility to four groups 
in the following order: consumers, employees, communities served by the company, and stockholders 
(Fink, 1986; Fearn-Banks, 1996).  The roles played by chairman James Burke as the organization’s leader 
and public relations professionals during this crisis and the model Johnson & Johnson demonstrated for 
working effectively with the media are recognized examples of effective crisis management strategies. 

McDonald’s faced a crisis imposed on it from the outside following a shooting at a California 
McDonald's in 1984. The company, with no formal crisis plan in place, demonstrated concern and 
compassion by communicating with community leaders and seeking opportunities to help the victims and 
their families. McDonald's formed a crisis team but credits the company's effective crisis management as 
being guided by a management philosophy to "do what was right" (Starmann, 1993; Marra, 1998, p. 468).  
According to Fink (1986, p. 40), “A lesser establishment, one without so much image credit at the bank of 
public opinion, might not have weathered the crisis.” Through demonstrated social responsibility 
(working with community leaders to hone in on needs and expectations), McDonald’s was credited as 
successfully managing the crisis. Building goodwill and credible relationships in advance is one of the 
best crisis tactics and one that is nearly impossible to do in the midst of a crisis (Stocker, 1997). 
Credibility with an organization’s publics must be earned over time; the positive relationships that have 
been built can be valuable when confronting a crisis. Reinhardt (1987) said, "No matter how perfect the 
timing of your communication during an emergency, you cannot repair a poor past relationship with the 
media or with your target audiences. In that sense, crisis communication really begins in your day-to-day 
employee, community and media relations, before there's even an inkling of trouble" (p. 44).  

In addition to (or in some cases, instead of) formal crisis management plans, companies have 
identified other relevant aspects of crisis planning: philosophical statements that serve as a 
communications framework (Doughty, 1993); an emphasis on corporate responsibility (Gonzalez-Herrero 
and Pratt, 1996); awareness of surroundings (Fearn-Banks, 1996); the importance of meeting with local 
opinion leaders and affected groups (Williams and Olaniran, 1994); the need to build relationships with 
external stakeholders and communicate with the media (Small, 1991); and the necessity to always express 
concern and sympathy for injured parties (Swetonic, 1993). 

Organizations need public relations managers who are able to, among other things, persuade other 
managers of the importance of relationships with the organization’s stakeholders and who can assist the 
organization in maintaining good relationships during good times and bad (crises) (Bronn and Olson, 
1999). Being prepared for “bad times” or crises is often on the minds of parents and school and 
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community leaders. According to one study by Public Agenda1, safety and order (emergency 
preparedness) are two of three top priorities that should be addressed by public schools (Lifto, 2000). 
[The other priority is an instructional issue, mastery of basic skills.] A similar Public Agenda study in 
South Carolina showed that respondents’ top concerns revolved around a perceived lack of discipline and 
safety in schools (“What Our Children Need,” 1997). School safety issues are often seen to go hand-in-
hand with establishing better communications and relationships within schools and between schools and 
communities. "The Columbine shooting sent shock waves across the country unlike any other previous 
act of school violence.…Shouldn't building community and attending to students' developmental needs be 
every bit as essential as achieving high test scores?" asks psychologist Scott Poland (2000, pp. 45-46). 
"To the three R's of basic schooling I would add one more: relationships--a conscious effort to improve 
the quality of personal interactions in school."  
Public Engagement 

At the same time that schools are confronting calls for a more effective, integrated method of 
responding promptly and effectively to school safety concerns, re-engaging the public in local schools is 
being cited as one of the critical issues facing schools of the 21st century (Marx, 2000). Marx defines 
public engagement as: 

• Building public understanding and support. 
• Developing a common culture. 
• Building a sense of community. 
• Creating legitimate partnerships and collaborations. 
• Capitalizing on the community as a source of support for schools and students. 
• Developing parent participation. 
• Building a sense of "we" versus "us and them." (Marx, 2000, p. 88) 

Marx identifies a number of reasons to promote engagement and collaboration within the public 
school setting: shaping a quality educational system of the future and aligning the school and the 
surrounding community. While he does not talk specifically about crisis management, the benefits of an 
engaged citizenry are obvious. Engagement comes about through creating common purpose, a sense of 
ownership, and “drawing the circle” of stakeholders larger (p. 48). This new “social cohesion” is 
“essential for future peace and prosperity [or ability to accomplish one’s mission],” said Stephen 
Heyneman (p. 47).  Strategic engagement—through advisory councils, focus groups, listening/town hall-
type meetings and issues management sessions—is seen as a primary public relations function (Marx, 
2000). 

"Engaging the public means just that. The process requires a constituency that is broader 
and more inclusive than the 'usual suspects' with whom leaders and experts are 
accustomed to working. And sharing responsibility with this broader constituency is 
necessary in order to move from a critical or confrontational debate to meaningful 
participation" (Wadsworth, 1997, p. 752). 

In South Carolina, some school districts have become part of the “Reconnecting Communities and 
Schools” project to support a deeper level of communication and engagement with the community 
(“Reconnecting Communities and Schools Initiative Grows,” 2000). This project seeks to engage “people 
in conversation, listening, [and] acting with a sense of true purpose and direction” (“Reconnecting 
Communities and Schools” brochure). 

Other school challenges also will require new partnerships and collaborations with community 
stakeholders. These challenges include changing demographics within and outside of the school (the old 
are quickly outnumbering the young and minority populations are growing); an information explosion; 
technology that is revolutionizing society and education; schools competing for the best people to teach 
and lead schools; and societal unrest that continues to spill onto school campuses (Marx, 2000). Budget 
shortfalls, resulting in staff cuts at all levels, have placed new pressures on schools. In this environment, 
increased collaboration, enhanced communications, strengthened community relationships, and visionary 
leadership is essential to maintaining dynamic, successful, safe, and crisis-ready schools districts. 
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According to Mathews (1999), “Researchers found that the only people who have a consistently 
positive view of the public schools are those who see them as their partners, not only in educating 
children, but also in building community” (p. 24). One effective way of re-engaging communities is 
through town meetings organized by coalitions of civic and education organization; these meetings 
provide citizens with real opportunities for dealing with major issues facing schools and their 
communities. As Mathews notes, “Hope thrives when passive consumers become active partners” (p. 24). 

Developing a comprehensive framework for good relationships between organizations and their 
publics has long been recognized as central to the public relations function in an organization; these 
quality relationships also are important to effective crisis management. "Improving public relations for an 
individual or an institution is not a matter of using this or that tool or techniques to bring about the desire 
effect. The total person or institution needs to be brought into a better relationship or adjustment with the 
environment upon which he or it depends" (Bernays, 1952, p. viii). 

The work of James Grunig is central to public relations research and has implications for crisis 
management theoretical development. Grunig (1976) discusses two types of organizational 
communication systems. Fatalistic systems are closed systems, with information flowing out but not into 
it, an ineffective system for responding to crises. Problem-solving or open systems face few constraints as 
they monitor the environment, attempting to understand and communicate external attitudes and opinions 
to management. Open systems also attempt to explain the organization to external audiences, hence an 
exchange of information in this system. The systems approach stipulated by Cutlip, Center and Broom 
(2000) provides for a system that responds and adjusts to change pressures from the environment (such as 
a crisis) in order to achieve and maintain goal states (or a central mission).  The open system is most 
likely to be responsive to internal and external pressures in a crisis, enabling it to continue to focus on its 
central mission.  

Grunig and Hunt in 1984 set forth four models of public relations, which provide ways of 
conceptualizing the practice of communication management. Two of the models primarily practice one-
way communication (from organization to target audience): press agentry/publicity and public 
information models. The two-way asymmetrical model is a more sophisticated approach that uses 
research to develop messages likely to persuade publics to behave as the organization wishes them to 
behave. The fourth public relations model, two-way symmetrical, is based on research and uses 
communication to manage conflict and improve understanding and communication with strategic publics 
(Grunig, 1992).  

Grunig's two-way symmetrical communication model, central to much public relations research, is 
also important to any analysis of effective crisis management. According to Grunig, "Two-way 
symmetrical describes a model of public relations that is based on research and that uses communication 
to manage conflict and improve understanding with strategic publics. Our research suggests that excellent 
public relations departments, therefore, model more of their communication programs on the two-way 
symmetrical than on the other three models (two-way asymmetrical, public information, press agentry)," 
(1992, p. 18). Peters and Waterman (1982) build a case for excellent organizations to stay “close to the 
customer (p. 156), an “intensity of customer orientation” that can be found within top-performing 
organizations (p. 157). Grunig also notes that "although studies on organizational excellence do not use 
the term symmetrical communication, they all describe it—with both internal and external publics. 
Excellent organizations 'stay close' to their customers, employees and other strategic constituencies" 
(Grunig, 1992, p. 231).  
Social Responsibility 

The credibility of an organization often relates to the perceived ethics of the organization’s leadership 
and the level of social responsibility demonstrated or practiced by the organization. NASA, for example, 
damaged its credibility with stakeholders when it oversold the capabilities of the Hubble space telescope, 
overstated the importance of the telescope, failed to develop an educational campaign to support this 
scientific mission, and engaged in exaggeration in promoting the mission, all of which marred the 
agency’s relationships with its publics when the misstatements were reported and the mission ran into 
technical problems (Kauffman, 1997). Kauffman suggests that NASA “must improve its crisis 
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communications if it hopes to maintain the trust and support of Congress and the American people” 
(1997, p. 8). 

Gonzalez-Herrero and Pratt cite the benefits of organizational social responsibility in responding to 
societal expectations; a demonstrated commitment to the good of society is seen as contributing to a 
favorable public image in a pre-crisis mode and a stronger community. Finally, initiating long-term 
communication strategies allows organizations to relate to publics in a less hostile pre-crisis environment 
(1996). Social responsibility implies serving the public interest, a perspective echoed in the PRSA code of 
ethics. These code provisions seem to encourage a balance of organizational interests with those of the 
greater community (Boyton, 2002). 

There have been numerous attempts to delineate the relationship between organizations and their 
environment, from the organization as part of a larger suprasystem, to organizations and their 
environments as “interpenetrating systems,” to creation of various categories of broader expectations of 
social responsibility or involvement (Grunig and Hunt, 1984, p. 52-53). Public relations practitioners, to 
the extent that they play a central role in organizational communication and promote ethical 
(dialogical/symmetrical) communication, are often viewed as “managing the moral dimension” of 
organizational conduct (Pearson, 1989, p. 128). 

“The public relations practitioner’s role as a communicator and, more specifically, as a 
communication facilitator should be a calling of the highest order….It can help build a 
sense of community among members of the organization and the community public. Such 
a role does not indicate a lesser need for education, professionalism, prestige, or anything 
else that public relations practitioners and scholars have worked to achieve over the 
years. It does require a new perspective, a different theoretical base, and an attempt to 
come to grips with the ills that plague contemporary society” (Kruckeberg and Starck, 
1988, p. 71). 

Ethical Leadership and Organizational Culture 
Successful leaders—in school districts or other organizations—must be involved in developing 

meaningful relationships with individuals inside and outside of the organization. Whether functioning in a 
period of calm or crisis, successful leaders are expected to have regard for the value of others, build trust 
and confidence, be visible to constituencies, be able to make and keep commitments, demonstrate 
integrity, be approachable, and demonstrate interest, concern, and care for others (Hughes and Hooper, 
2000). 

"When members of the public decide to put their confidence in a school system, it is not 
the bricks and mortar that they have in mind. They are thinking of the individuals who 
are making the plans, setting processes in place, and making decisions. Public relations 
are relationships of a public nature. In the final analysis, the human element is the only 
element of significance." (Hughes and Hooper, 2000, p. 142) 

Leaders also must be involved in creating a change process that enables the status quo [a non-crisis 
ready organization] to transform [evolve into a crisis ready organization]. This often means empowering 
others and “establishing the connections of people, policies, and structures to fit the transformation 
vision” (Kotter, as cited in Bowman, 1999, p. 5). 

Principles of excellence in communications also have ramifications for crisis management. These 
include: 

• Leadership that creates a vision and direction through the empowerment of people in 
the organization. 

• Strong, participative cultures, where employees share a sense of mission. 
• An element of social responsibility, where organizations consider the effects of their 

decisions on society as well as the organization. 
• Collaborative societal cultures that emphasize collaboration, participation, trust, and 

mutual responsibility (Grunig, 1992). 
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Organizational culture can be defined as the results of shared values, symbols, meanings, beliefs, 
assumptions, and expectations that integrate a group of people who work together (Dozier, L. Grunig and 
J. Grunig, 1995, p. 135). Organizational leadership (Grunig's dominant coalition) influences 
organizational culture, how the organization practices public relations (J. Grunig and L. Grunig, 1992, p. 
298), and perhaps how the organization responds to a crisis (Small, 1991; Marra, 1998).  “Crisis-prepared 
managers…do their best to reduce the likelihood of crises and their effects when they do happen,” say 
Pauchant and Mitroff (1992, p. 33). According to Marra,  

“Evidence from many case studies indicates excellent crisis public relations does not 
occur without a supportive organizational communication ideology. If an organization 
does not have a communication philosophy that supports the attributes necessary for 
excellent crisis public relations, a crisis plan, no matter how effective, will not likely 
work…Few public relations practitioners recognize the important relationship between 
communication culture and excellent crisis public relations…A great crisis 
communications plan won’t work if ‘it’s not the way we do things here’” (1998, p. 465). 

Organizational culture affects the way individuals in an organization interact and react to challenges 
posed by the environment (Srimamesh, Grunig, and Buffington, 1992). Culture encourages efficiency 
when shared beliefs support improved communication and shared values result in higher levels of 
participation and dedication (Sathe, 1983). According to Grunig, “Excellent organizations have leaders 
who rely on networking and ‘management-by-walking-around’ rather than authoritarian 
systems….Excellent leaders provide a vision and direction for the organizations, creating order out of the 
chaos that empowerment of people can create” (1992, p. 16). Leaders typically instill that vision through 
the cultures of the organization (Grunig, 1992, p. 236). Excellent public relations is most often found in 
organizations with strong, participative cultures, i.e., where employees are encouraged to act on a shared 
vision (Grunig, 1992, p. 237). 

Leaders have a tremendous opportunity to mold organizational culture. Organizational leaders are 
most often the ones to transmit and integrate values and ethics within the organization. Because they have 
access to formal channels of communication, stakeholders are more likely to receive messages from these 
leaders (Seeger, 1997). 

"Leadership is largely a process of communication among leader and followers. The 
communication serves to create effective leader-follower relationships, consensus around 
organization values, integration and a shared vision concerning the organization's future" 
(Seeger, 1997, pp. 182-183). 

According to the late John Gardner, Stanford professor and founder of Common Cause, 
moral goals of leadership include balancing the needs of the individual (or perhaps the 
organization) and the greater community (Kouzes and Posner, 2002). 

Leaders must find ways to engage and inspire others and "rouse their commitment" to goals (Goffee 
and Jones, 2000, p. 63). They create a perspective on organizational issues. "Vision needs to be created 
from a perspective that is broader than is usual for members collectively to have" (Vaill, p. 88). 
Organizational culture provides a context for successful and effective crisis management, regardless of 
whether formal crisis management planning has occurred. Determining leadership commitment to crisis 
planning and two-way communication with stakeholders and assessing the organizational culture support 
for crisis management and communication efforts are vital to arriving at a crisis-ready state.  
Research in Public School District Settings 

As part of a broader crisis management study, district superintendents and public relations managers 
in South Carolina public school districts were surveyed to determine what steps school districts had taken 
in relation to establishing and maintaining two-way communication/relationship-building strategies and 
practices with stakeholders. Specifically, respondents were asked whether or not internal and external 
advisory committees were in place in their districts and to indicate the stage of implementation. (A Likert 
scale differentiated to what degree each activity might be underway in individual school districts: 1 = not 
used at all; 2 = under consideration; 3 = planning stage; 4 = early implementation stage; and 5 = well-
established stage.) These advisory committees traditionally are superintendent committees, in which 
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opinion leaders meet on a regular basis with the superintendent; the committees are staffed by the public 
relations manager. These questions are important because they indicate to what degree districts have 
established a proactive two-way communication structure, identified opinion leaders and key 
communicators to build mutually beneficial responsive relationships, and potentially set in motion 
processes for early identification of problems that could develop into crises and mechanisms for 
communicating in the event of a crisis. 

Internal advisory committees were well-established in more than half of the school districts, 
according to superintendents and full-time and part-time public relations practitioners. Those districts 
with full-time public relations respondents had the most well-established internal advisory committees, 
72.2%. However, results were different when respondents were asked about external advisory 
committees; 66.7% of full-time public relations managers said their districts had well-established external 
advisory committees, whereas only 38.3% of superintendents and 18% of part-time practitioners 
responded that they had well-established external advisory committees. These committees were not used 
at all by 31.8% of part-time practitioners. 

The survey also provided a listing of possible issues management activities that could help school 
districts prepare for crises. For each activity, respondents were asked to indicate the number that 
corresponded with the stage of implementation for their school district. Less than half of respondents 
(superintendent and public relations respondents) had well-established issues management programs that 
track issues through relationships/communication with key stakeholders. 

Respondents were also asked about other communication activities that could help districts prepared 
for crises. Only slightly more than half (51.1%) of superintendents indicated that they had a well-
established plan for communicating with internal or external audiences during a crisis. Full-time public 
relations respondents indicated that 77.8% had a well-established plan for communicating with internal 
audiences and 66.7% had a well-established plan for communicating with external audiences during a 
crisis. Of part-time public relations respondents, 59.1% indicated a well-established plan for 
communicating with internal audiences and 59.1% indicated a well-established plan for communicating 
with external audiences during a crisis. 

When asked to rank the usefulness of a list of strategies in the resolution of recent crises, the majority 
of superintendents and full-time and part-time practitioners agreed on three as being extremely useful: 
communications/relationships with internal audiences, communications/relationships with external 
audiences, and visibility/involvement of district/school leadership. Fifty percent of full-time practitioners 
also identified communications with the news media as extremely useful. It is interesting to note that 
communications/relationships with stakeholders were ranked as most useful; it is a positive sign to see 
that these are valued strategies. 

School leaders also were asked to identify their most important role during a crisis. They were asked 
to rank the importance of these roles in a crisis. (The Likert scale used was: 5=extremely important, 
4=important, 3=sometimes important, 2=not very important, 1=almost of no importance, or NA, not 
applicable.) The majority of superintendents agreed that their most important roles during a crisis were to 
provide leadership and direction, facilitate communication, express caring and compassion, and 
implement the crisis management plan or related strategies. At least half, or in some cases a majority, of 
public relations practitioners (full-time and part-time) agreed that their most important roles during a 
crisis were to facilitate communication, be present at the site of the crisis, and express caring and 
compassion. While 50 percent of full-time public relations managers rated “implementing the crisis 
management plan” as extremely important or important, only 33 percent rated implementing the plan as 
“extremely important.” Public relations practitioners must perceive that they have a strategic leadership 
role to help implement the crisis management plan. Perhaps these respondents perceive that there are 
more immediate demands on their time or that their districts have not encountered many crises; however, 
given recent events in school districts across the country and in other organizations, it should be clear that 
no organization is exempt from crises. All organizations will be held accountable by internal and external 
stakeholders for having taken preventative steps and measures to ensure a prompt and responsible 
response to crises. 
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Discussion 
The realities of post 9/11-society pose communication challenges that should be examined by relating 

the constructs of public engagement, social responsibility, and ethical leadership. 
Kouzes and Posner ask,  

“Will life return to the hypercompetitive, 24/7/365 world of September 10, 2001?...Not 
according to what we’ve learned. The competencies of self-awareness, self-management, 
social awareness, and interpersonal skills are ascendant. Today there’s much more 
demand for leaders who are exemplary coaches…If you want to place a winning bet on 
who will be successful as a leader in these times, bet on the more collaborative person 
who values people first, profits second” (2002, p. xix). 

Regardless if their predictions hold, it does seem likely that the traits of social awareness and 
collaboration, joined with credibility, mutual understanding and satisfaction, and other characteristics of 
engagement, will help define future ethical leaders. Strategic communicators who can persuade 
organizations of the importance of “digging deeper” to seek opportunities to have meaningful dialogue 
about topics of concern to the organization and its key publics position themselves to benefit the 
organization and the greater community. Relationships are likely to be strengthened in a pre-crisis 
environment. Favorable organization-stakeholder relationships will include regular two-way 
communication/dialogue, mutual understanding and respect, and a perspective that the organization is 
ethical and demonstrates concern for its stakeholders (Coombs, 1999). Engaging in meaningful 
communication with a broader, more inclusive, stakeholder audience has implications for stronger 
organizations, stronger communities, and more effective crisis management. 

Endnote 
1. Public Agenda was founded in 1975 by social scientist and author Daniel Yankelovich and former 

Secretary of State Cyrus Vance to help citizens better understand critical policy issues and the nation’s 
leaders better understand the public’s point of view. 
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André Gide (1869-1951) was a French writer, humanist and moralist.  In 1947, he won the Nobel Prize 
for literature.  In the 1970s, The Financial Times used his quote, “understanding is the beginning of 
approving,” as the summary line for its slick brochure on the benefits of corporate advertising. 

It is a nice thought but does it have any real meat to it?  Is there any data in the corporate arena that 
can substantiate that understanding (i.e., familiarity with a corporation) facilitates approval (i.e., favorable 
attitudes toward the corporation)?  Does familiarity breed favorability?  Or is the old saw “familiarity 
breeds contempt” really the case? 

The authors of this paper are a practitioner with 36 years of reputation measurement experience and a 
Ph.D. candidate in public relations.  We hope this paper will generate more research on the topic and 
influence corporate decision making. 

The following sections of this paper will describe: 
 The underlying research that forms the database that has been analyzed 
 Hypotheses and research questions 
 Results 
 Discussion of results 

The Underlying Research 
The data source for this paper is the Roper Corporate Reputation Scorecard™ study of Bellwether 

companies.  In 2003 and 2004, the Roper Public Affairs unit of NOP World conducted research among 
6000 Americans to measure the reputations of 30 companies. 

Companies were selected from the 2002 Advertising Age list of Leading Global Advertisers.  The top 
four to six companies in each of six industries were selected.  Since there were only four financial 
services companies on the list, a sixth automotive company was added.  The list was developed for the 
2003 study and kept the same for the 2004 study. 

 
The list of companies by industry is as follows: 

Automotive 
General Motors 
Ford 
Toyota 
DaimlerChrysler 
Volkswagen 
Honda 

CPG
Procter & Gamble 
Unilever 
Altria 
Nestle 
Coca-Cola 

Pharmaceutical
Johnson & Johnson 
GlaxoSmithKline 
Pfizer 
Bristol Myers Squibb 
Wyeth 

Entertainment
Time Warner 
Walt Disney Co. 
Sony Corp. 
Vivendi Universal 
Viacom 

Technology
Microsoft 
Hewlett-Packard 
IBM 
Canon 
Vodafone 

Financial Services
Visa International 
American Express 
MasterCard Int’l 
Citigroup 

 
The data for this paper are drawn from the 2004 research. 

mailto:jgilfeather@nopworld.com
mailto:t.carroll@umiami.edu
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Interviews were conducted using the NOP World Online Panel.  A stratified random sample was 
drawn and 6000 respondents participated in the study.  Each respondent was randomly assigned five 
companies to evaluate. 

The Roper Corporate Reputation Scorecard™ measures knowledge and evaluations of each company 
and likelihood to engage in supportive behaviors.  The questionnaire covered: 

 Awareness (ever heard of company) 
 Familiarity (extremely familiar, very familiar, somewhat familiar or just know the name) 
 Overall impressions (10-point scale where 10 means extremely favorable and 1 means 

extremely unfavorable) 
 Evaluations on 12 corporate attributes (10-point scale where 10 means excellent and 1 means 

poor).  Attributes studied are: 
o Is a leader in its industry 
o Gives back to the local communities in which it operates 
o Cares about the environment 
o Will produce the next innovation in its industry 
o Goes the extra mile to ensure customer needs are met 
o Is a very profitable company 
o Is open and honest with the public 
o Has highly ethical senior management 
o Will prosper in the long run 
o Offers the highest quality products and services 
o Cares about its customers 
o Has an excellent management team 

 Association of company with personality traits (yes/no).  Eight traits studied are: 
o Trustworthy 
o Friendly 
o Strong 
o Fun 
o Greedy 
o Dull 
o Arrogant 
o Deceitful 

 Likelihood to engage in supportive behaviors (10-point scale where 10 means extremely 
likely and 1 means not at all likely): 
o Recommend to a friend the products and services of the company 
o Recommend to a friend purchasing or investing in the stock of the company 

 Recall of communications and source of recall 
o Advertising 
o News stories/articles 

 
Hypotheses and Research Questions 

The following research questions and hypotheses will be addressed: 
H1: Individuals who are extremely/very familiar with corporations will have more favorable 

impressions of those corporations compared to those who are less familiar or just know the name. 
H2: Individuals who are extremely/very familiar with corporations will be more likely to recommend 

those corporations’ products and services to a friend compared to those who are less familiar or just know 
the name. 

H3:  Individuals who are extremely/very familiar with corporations will be more likely to recommend 
that a friend purchase stock or invest in those corporations compared to those who are less familiar or just 
know the name. 
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RQ1:  Does familiarity affect how individuals evaluate corporations on whether they “give back to 
the communities in which they operate?” 

RQ2: Does familiarity affect how individuals evaluate whether corporations “are open and honest 
with the public?” 

RQ3: Does familiarity affect how individuals evaluate whether corporations “will prosper in the long 
run?” 

RQ4: Does familiarity affect how individuals evaluate whether corporations “offer the highest quality 
products and services.” 

RQ5: Does familiarity affect how individuals evaluate whether corporations “care about [their] 
employees?” 

Results 
Significant differences for all the hypotheses and research questions have been analyzed using an 

analysis of variance, followed by Scheffe’s conservative post hoc test to determine differences within the 
levels of familiarity. Mean scores are based on a 10-point scale, whereby the higher the mean score, the 
higher the individual evaluated the corporation.  

H1 is supported: Each of the industry groups has significant differences within the levels of 
familiarity. Individuals who report they are extremely/very familiar have more favorable impressions of 
the companies within the industries, with means ranging from 7.05 (financial services) to 8.15 (CPG), 
based on a 10-point scale. Individuals who are somewhat familiar with or just know names of the 
corporations within each industry rated them significantly lower, with means ranging from 5.79 (financial 
services) to 7.08 (CPG) (See Chart 1). 

H2 is supported: Within each industry group, significant differences are found within the levels of 
familiarity. Individuals who reported they are extremely/very familiar are more likely to recommend 
products of corporations within each industry group to a friend with means ranging from 5.69 (financial 
services) to 8.00 (CPG) on a 10-point scale. Individuals who are somewhat familiar or just know the 
name are less likely to make recommendations, ranging from 4.27 (financial services) to 6.68 (CPG) (See 
Chart 2). Therefore, individuals with more familiarity are more likely to recommend products to a friend 
compared to individuals who are less familiar. 

H3 is supported: Similar to H2, within industry groups, significant differences are found within the 
levels of familiarity on whether individuals would recommend stock of or investment in the company to a 
friend. Of the three hypotheses, this question results in the lowest overall means. Individuals who 
reported they are extremely/very familiar are more likely to recommend investment, with means ranging 
from 4.95 (financial services) to 6.38 (CPG). Individuals who only know the name or who are somewhat 
familiar with the corporation have means ranging from 3.82 (financial services) to 5.29 (CPG).  

Results for RQ1 found significant differences within the levels of familiarity. Individuals who are 
extremely/very familiar with corporations are more likely to indicate that the corporations “give back to 
the communities in which it operates.” Concerning extremely/very familiar respondents, means range 
from 6.19 (financial services) to 7.37 (CPG). The mean scores for respondents who are somewhat familiar 
or only know the name range from 5.62 (financial services) to 6.63 (CPG). (See Chart 4). 

Regarding RQ2, significant differences are found within the levels of familiarity regarding 
respondents’ perceptions that the corporations “are open and honest with the public”. For respondents 
who are extremely/very familiar with corporations within industry groups, means range from 6.24 
(financial services) to 7.26 (CPG) on a 10-point scale. Mean scores for respondents who are somewhat 
familiar or just know name of the corporations within industries range from 5.68 (financial services) to 
6.59 (CPG). Therefore, individuals who are more familiar with a corporation believe that the corporation 
is more open and honest with the public (See Chart 5). 

RQ3 asks respondents whether they believed the corporation “would prosper in the long run.”  This 
question is especially important because many individuals will only invest in or purchase products from 
companies that they anticipate will continue to thrive or have staying power. Mean scores are 
significantly different within the levels of familiarity, with those who are extremely familiar/very familiar 
with corporations assigning mean scores ranging from 7.92 (financial services) to 8.56 (CPG). 
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Respondents who are somewhat familiar with or just know name of the corporation have mean scores 
ranging from 6.97 (financial services) to 7.78 (CPG) on a 10-point scale. Compared to the other research 
questions, the means are relatively high, indicating that respondents’ believe all these major corporations 
will thrive. (See Chart 6). 

Similar to RQ3, mean scores of RQ4 question are higher compared to other research questions. This 
question regards which corporations respondents feel “offer the highest quality products and services.” 
Significant differences are found with means for respondents who are extremely/very familiar with the 
corporations in each industry ranging from 6.96 (financial services) to 8.24 (pharmaceutical) while means 
for respondents who are somewhat familiar with or just know names of the corporations in each industry 
range from 6.13 (financial services) to 7.08 (pharmaceutical) (See Chart 7). This indicates that familiarity 
of corporations influences the respondents’ perceptions of product quality. 

The last research question, RQ5, addresses both internal and external communication in how well 
they think corporations in each industry “care for their employees.” Significant differences are found 
within the levels of familiarity with means for the extremely/very familiar ranging from 6.28 (financial 
services) to 7.16 (pharmaceutical). Mean scores for those who are somewhat familiar with or just know 
names of the corporations in each industry are significantly lower, ranging from 5.75 (financial services) 
to 6.22 (pharmaceutical) (See Chart 8). 

Discussion 
It is crystal clear from this analysis that understanding (familiarity) is the beginning of approving 

(favorable attitudes).  But this (now supported) axiom does not just involve warm feelings.  Those 
individuals who are more familiar with corporations (compared to those who are not as familiar) are more 
likely to evaluate these corporations favorably with respect to specific attributes, such as: 

 Giving back to communities 
 Being open and honest with the public 
 Prospering in the long run 
 Offering the highest quality products and services 
 Caring about its employees 

But the rewards of familiarity and the favorable attitudes they engender are even more tangible.  
Familiarity and favorability lead to behaviors that support corporations’ strategic goals, specifically: 

 Recommending the corporation’s products/services (which ties into the recent research being 
done on word-of-mouth marketing and brand advocacy). 

 Recommending the corporation as an investment. 
The case could be made that corporate managements, who under-invest in communications, are not 

fulfilling their stewardship responsibilities.  Keeping key constituencies informed is critical to corporate 
success.  This paper deals with the general population of Americans.  But other research over the years 
has demonstrated that the familiarity breeds favorability principle extends to institutional investors, 
individual investors, business journalists, customers and prospects and other key corporate constituencies. 

There are a number of other areas which can be explored in this database.  For example, some 
industries (CPG, pharmaceutical and technology) tend to be viewed more favorably than others.  Lowest 
respect is shown for the financial services industry. 

 It should be noted that there are some wide variations in evaluations of corporations within 
industries. 

The authors wish to thank the IPRRC for the opportunity to present this paper. 
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Religion and public relations are intertwined in this groundbreaking research which first attempted to 
examine the cultural similarities and differences that affect the practice of public relations and religious 
organizations.  Long interviews were undertaken with religious public relations representatives to see how 
they practice communications – either symmetrically or contingently?  Religious public relations 
practitioners were found to exhibit several contingency theory characteristics, particularly those that 
centered on ethical behavior and the willingness to accommodate and cooperate with their conflicting 
publics when morally and ethically feasible  

Introduction 
 The purpose of this ground breaking research is to match public relations theoretical applications to 
the examination of religious organizations and perhaps add to the body of knowledge about religious 
public relations, as well as lend practical application to the public relations’ functions of religious and 
non-profit organizations.  Religious organizations play a major cultural role in American society.  Public 
relations defined as the “management of mutually beneficial relationships” in society has been gaining 
importance in business, politics and every aspect of society.  However, the combined study of these two 
areas – religion and public relations – has failed to produce much scholarly research.  Tilson (2004) has 
attempted to bridge the divide:   

If religion occupies as central a role in society as it would seem, public relations professionals 
should be as attentive to the role that faith traditions play in forming the cultural environment of 
communities as they are in language, customs, cultural distance, and other behavioral aspects 
(p.5).   

The relationship between religion and public relations certainly seems to be mutually beneficial because 
“religious organizations generally must rely on public relations to promote their work because funds are 
usually not available for large-scale advertising efforts.  On the local level, public relations helps 
congregations promote their worship services, Sunday and vacation Bible schools, music programs, and 
other activities” (Lattimore, et al, 2004, p. 330-331).  Additionally, public relations can be seen in the 
promotion of larger social issues in the religious context.  For example, Lutheran Services in America is 
one of the largest non-profit organizations in the United States generating nearly $7 billion (Lattimore, et 
al., 2004, p.325).   

Because religion is a major cultural issue to the American public, it must be important to the practice 
of public relations.  One example of how important religious faith is to Americans may be the success of 
Mel Gibson’s movie, The Passion of the Christ, which during the first weekend of its opening grossed 
more than the top 12 films combined.  Launched on Ash Wednesday (2004), The Passion, according to a 
wire story released by the Associated Press, cost $25 million to produce, and opened with $125.2 million 
in box office sales over five days – the largest debut of a film every opening on a Wednesday.  For 
another example, some have attributed President George Bush’s re-election to his faith.  A CNN story just 
days after the election (November 12, 2004) noted that religion could have contributed somewhat to the 
outcome of the election.  “Many Christian conservatives have sought to portray the election as validation 
for their emphasis on morality and the reason for President Bush's re-election. While it's true voters who 
picked Bush were more apt to cite morality as the reason, political analyst Thomas Mann said it's too 
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simplistic to say that issue determined the winner. ‘It's a big mistake to say it's all a function of religious 
conservatives being motivated,’ said Mann, of the Brookings Institution. But, he added, ‘To say it wasn't 
a factor is just as foolish.’”The 2004 presidential candidates braved the controversial subject of religion in 
speeches and during debates.  Sen. John Kerry, included remarks about not wearing his religion on his 
sleeve, but admitted during his acceptance speech to the Democratic National Convention held in July 
2004 in Boston that he prayed to God regularly.  President George W. Bush has been equally vocal about 
his religious faith. “Campaign speeches from both camps during the 2000 presidential campaign often 
sounded more like sermons as Democratic vice-presidential candidate Joseph Lieberman rededicated the 
nation to ‘God and God’s purpose’ and both George W. Bush and Al Gore offered to give faith-based 
organizations ‘a seat at the national table when decisions get made’ on social issues” (Bole, 2000, p.8). 
“The 2000 presidential candidates “had injected religion into the debate more often and with greater 
fervor than any presidential contest in memory” (Hanson, 2000). 

The History of Public Relations in Religion 
The history of public relations and religion is ancient.  Greek theorists wrote about the importance of 

the “public will” and Romans “coined the expression vox populi, vox Dei – the voice of the people is the 
voice of God.  Machiavelli wrote in his Discoursi, “Not without reason is the voice of the people 
compared to the voice of God” (Cutlip, Center & Broom, p. 102).   

Peter G. Osgood, former president of Carl Byoir & Associates noted:  “St. John the Baptist himself 
did superb advance work for Jesus of Nazareth” (Wilcox, Cameron, et al, 2005, p. 28).  There are many 
other examples, including during the 11th century Crusades when Pope Urban II convinced Roman 
Catholics to “serve God and gain forgiveness of their sins by engaging in the Holy Crusades.  Six 
centuries later, the church was among the first to use the word ‘propaganda,’ with the establishment by 
Pope Gregory XV of the College of Propaganda to supervise foreign missions and train priests to 
propagate the faith” (p. 28).   

Brown’s metatheoretical essay challenged symmetry theory’s historical assumptions and contended 
that St. Paul, the contemporary of Jesus, was one of the first public relations practitioners.  “Historians of 
early Christianity actually regard Paul, author and organizer, rather than Jesus himself, as the founder of 
Christianity” and it was Brown’s purpose to “explore pre-Barnum public relations in the early Christian 
church, focusing closely on Paul, its most effective apostle” (2003, p.1). 

Grunig and Hunt (1984) – two of symmetry theory’s most outstanding proponents -- in Managing 
Public Relations ironically concur with public relations’ “early Christian messianic” origins: 

It’s also not stretching history too much to claim the success of the apostles in spreading 
Christianity through the known world in the first century A.D. as one of the great public relations 
accomplishments of history.  The apostles Paul and Peter used speeches, letters, staged events, 
and similar public relations activities to attract attention, gain followers, and establish new 
churches.  Similarly, the four gospels in the New Testament, which were written at least forty 
years after the death of Jesus, were public relations documents, written more to propagate the 
faith than to provide a historical account of Jesus’ life (p.15). 

 However, Brown (2003) questioned “symmetry theory’s historical and metahistorical assumptions 
and conventions… Symmetrical theory, which rests uneasily upon the limitations of progressivist 
historical assumptions, leads to an untenable conclusion that St. Paul, one of the most influential figures 
in Western civilization and a canonized saint, was something less than an ethical communicator” (p. 12).  
Brown’s essay points to Paul as one of history’s most outstanding communicators in that “in the 
contemporary language of public relations, he played all its roles:  writer-technician, liaison, manager and 
strategist.  In organizational terms, Paul was a boundary spanner and a spokesperson for what he believed 
to be a divinely credible source” (p.2) Symmetry theory on the other hand, he said, usually assumes that 
public relations originates with “the 19th-century charlatan, P.T. Barnum,” who was also a circus 
promoter(p.12).  

In a recent issue of PR week, Randall noted public relations’ ancient roots.  “Religion and public 
relations go way back.  Moses pioneered the concept of the top 10 list (a staple of press releases and late 
night TV); a PR Week survey of professionals named Jesus the greatest communicator of all time.  And 
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the first trade association for religion PR pros, the Religious Public Relations Council (now the Religion 
Communicators Council), was created in 1929 – almost 20 years before the PRSA” (Randall, 2000). 

Religion’s involvement in public relations – or at least the propaganda aspect of public relations -- 
goes back to Roman civilization.  “One of the Roman emperor Augustus’ successful uses of propaganda 
was through the printing of coins, with his likeness on one side and information on the other” (Sloan & 
Startt, 1999, p.8)  With the advent of printing came literacy into the Christian world and the promotional 
opportunities for religion.  The first article printed on the Gutenberg press was a 42-line Bible produced in 
1455 or 1456.  “Printing also accelerated the Protestant revolt against the authority of the Roman Catholic 
Church.  The Reformation’s chief protagonist, Martin Luther, used printing to great advantage as did his 
Catholic and Protestant opponents.  With Christian faith playing a central role in people’s lives in the 
early 1500s, the capacity to print multiple copies of the Bible took on special significance.  The cost of 
reproducing single copies decreased significantly, and reformers could distribute the Scriptures more 
widely so that access to them was not restricted to the Catholic clergy” (Sloan, 1999, p.11).  During the 
Reformation, promotion was used to distribute a central message to target specific publics, while avoiding 
certain gatekeepers.  

The Catholic Church used public relations extensively during the seventeenth century when it coined 
the term “propaganda” when the church set up its Congregation for Propagating the Faith or “Congregatio 
de Propaganda Fide” (Cutlip, Center & Broom, p. 102).     

The printed word continued to have a huge impact on religious public relations, as in the first 
American book to be printed was the Bible.  American immigrants seeking religious freedom of the John 
Locke variety set up the seminary at Harvard College in Cambridge, Massachusetts – site of the first 
American printing press – and the Bible translated into the Algonquin Indian tribal language by John Eliot 
was the first book published in the Puritans’ new world (Sloan & Startt, p.21).  Using publicity to raise 
money for religious causes is older than the nation.   

Probably the first systematic effort on this continent to raise funds was that sponsored by Harvard 
College in 1641, when that infant institution sent a trio of preachers to England on a ‘begging 
mission.’  Once in England, they notified Harvard that they needed a fund-raising brochure, now 
a standard item in a fund drive.  In response to this request came New England’s First Fruits, 
written largely in Massachusetts but printed in London in 1643, the first of countless public 
relations pamphlets and brochures. (Cutlip, Center & Broom, p.103).   
Religion can be seen as an important influence throughout American’s early colonialization with 

the building of a new government.  Again, the early settlers used propagandistic techniques for calming 
the masses.  John Winthrop “originated the idea that Puritan New England should be a shining ‘city on a 
hill’ to enlighten Christians in Europe as to God’s true religion.  He later became governor of 
Massachusetts.  In that position, he used printing to attempt to counter rumors and false reports as part of 
his efforts to assure stability in the colony” (Sloan, 1999, p.25).  Basically, he as using propaganda to 
avert a crisis communications situation in building relationships between the state government and 
colonists.   

Between the Quakers and the Puritans, the only established presses in America before 1690 
largely justified their existence by printing religious material.  That fact reflected the importance 
of religion among the earliest American intellectuals and the devotion of early colonists to 
evangelism via the printed word” (Sloan & Start, 1999, p. 31).   

With the advent of newspapers in the colonies came another public relations tool to be used by 
religious propagandists, especially since by the time of the American revolution about “85% of the adult 
men in New England could read, while generally one-half to two-thirds of the adult males in the other 
colonies were literate” (Sloan & Startt, p.52) 

Nineteenth century industrialization is thought by most historians to have brought on the modern 
public relations, when the practice became a full-time occupation.  Ivy Lee, who is often considered the 
“father of public relations,” and along with George Parker formed the first public relations counseling 
agency, was the son of a Georgia minister.  Parker, who had directed Grover Cleveland’s publicity for his 
three presidential campaigns, handled publicity for the Protestant Episcopal Church from 1913 to 1919.  
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These two public relations pioneers, and specifically Lee’s Declaration of Principles in 1906 were 
responsible for having a “profound influence on the evolution of press agentry into publicity and of 
publicity into public relations” (Sloan & Startt, p.117). 

After the first World War, Edward Bernays, who had been a press agent and served on the Creel 
Commission, began to vie with Lee for business and began his life’s work to engineer public consent.  
Times were changing “as more and more money had to be raised to meet more and more needs of urban 
society, recognition of the importance of publicity and the need for trained publicists grew.  Religious 
leaders also sensed the changing times.  In 1918 the National Lutheran Council launched a strong national 
church publicity program” – probably the first of its kind (Cutlip, Center & Broom, p.128).  The Knights 
of Columbus, a Catholic organization, organized a publicity bureau that same year with a director, John 
B. Kennedy.  “They are quite frank in admitting that the ‘biggest and most practical human lesson learned 
from the war is that nothing requiring organized effort can succeed without publicity and plenty of it,” 
Kennedy noted in a New York Times story. “The YMCA and YWCA had long had publicity staffs, and 
they formed something of a nucleus for the spread of organized church publicity” (Cutlip, Center & 
Broom, p.128).   

With the advent of radio, one of the first broadcasts (1921) to be aired outside the studio was Sunday 
church services on KDKA in Pittsburgh of the Calvary Episcopal Church.  “A standard observation has 
been that radio provided twentieth-century preachers a larger daily audience for the ‘Good News’ than the 
Apostle Paul spoke to during his entire ministry” (Sloan & Startt, p.354).  At the height of this post-war 
public relations growth was the formation of the first trade association for religious PR professionals, The 
Religious Public Relations Council (now the Religion Communicators Council) in 1929, which was 
organized almost 20 years before the Public Relations Society of America (Randall, 2000).  Of more 
contemporary note, the RCC in February of 2002 joined the Universal Accreditation Board (UAB) of the 
Public Relations Society of America.  Current membership in the RCC – an interfaith, professional 
service organization based in the United States – is near 600, with chapters in 10 cities and at-large 
members throughout the U.S.  The RCC is one of the charter members of the North American Public 
Relations Council and members work in print and electronic communication, marketing and public 
relations.  The organization recently published the seventh edition of its handbook:  Speaking Faith:  The 
Essential Handbook for Religion Communicators, indicating the growing importance of public relations 
in religious communication. 

The Intersection of Public Relations and Religion 
 The fields of public relations and religion have many similarities, which may be identified through an 
intersection, or overlapping, of the two fields of study.  Lattimore, et al (2004) note that public relations 
has developed primarily because of three factors:  public opinion, competition between organizations for 
support and development of the media.  “From a historical standpoint, the work of public relations is 
considered here in terms of the following four somewhat overlapping sets of dominant practices and 
traditions:  rhetorician and press agent tradition, journalistic publicity tradition, persuasive 
communication campaign tradition and relationship-building and two-way communication tradition” 
(p.21).  Most of these traditions can be traced back to religious sources as shown in the previous literature 
review with the Crusades, through the development of Christianity – with the apostles, disciples and Jesus 
himself – onto building of the American nation.   
 Public relations was conceived in the religious sector, probably first as propaganda when the Catholic 
Church was trying to propagate the faith in the seventeenth century (Cutlip, Center and Broom, p. 102).  
“Persuasive skills have been used to influence the public and public opinion for hundreds of years.  The 
Crusades, the exploits of Lady Godiva, the actions of Martin Luther… have all been explained as 
examples of ancient public relations activities” (Lattimore, et al, p. 22).   
 Harvard College was one of the first organizations in the newly settled United States to use a public 
relations campaign in America in 1641 when it issued the first fundraising brochure, “New England’s 
First Fruits” (Lattimore, et al, p. 22).  Since the inception of the nation, religion and public relations have 
been intertwined.   



 130

 According to Tilman, “the public relations profession has yet to fully focus on religion either as a 
topic for discussion or research” (Tilman, 2004).  He notes that the Public Relations Association of 
American, one of the most outstanding organizations of its kind in the United States, offers many 
Professional Interest Sections, but not one on religion.  However, the Association for Education in 
Journalism and Mass Communication (AEJMC) has formed a “religion and media interest group” in 
1996, which as of April 1, 2004 had 216 members.   
 Some scholars have been weary to dive into the study of media and religion, until a new publication 
was launched in 2002, the Journal of Media and Religion, which promotes the interdisciplinary study of 
the social sciences of media and religion.  The editors have not been overly confident in forthcoming 
support from the academic leadership:  “Some chairs and colleagues will not be convinced that the 
sociological or cultural study of religion adds much to media studies,” noted one of the editors (Stout, 
2003, p.72).  “Department chairs, deans, or colleagues become nervous that the study of ‘religiosity’ 
might be taken as advocacy of particular worldviews or subcultures.  At academic conferences I often ask 
major theorists why religion is ignored in our media research.  One responded that it was too difficult to 
measure empirically and other quipped, ‘Researchers are afraid of it” (Stout, 2000). 
 Other examples that the media and religion as a unified study have merged academically are the 
Media and Theology Project at the University of Edinburgh, which publishes a number of research 
collections; and The Journal of Religion and Film, which was created by the Department of Philosophy 
and Religion at the University of Nebraska at Omaha.  In 1996, the Religion and Media Interest Group 
was formed within the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication.  “These and 
other efforts demonstrate that the formal study of religion and media is taking root” (Stout and 
Buddenbaum, 2002, p.7).  
 Tilman argues that “a key to focusing more attention on religion from a public relations perspective 
may lie in broadening conceptual parameters to include faith traditions and their underlying principles” 
(Tilman, 2004).  Public relations research on diversity has focused primarily on gender and race (Hon and 
Brunner, 2000) and should “encompass the definition offered by Bhawuk and Triandis (1996) – 
“difference in ethnicity, race, gender religious beliefs, sexual orientation, disability, veteran status, age, 
national origin, and cultural and personal perspectives.”   

The Practice of Religious PR:  Excellence Models vs Contingency Theory 
 Tilman (2004) contends that “religion and the ethical principles represented by various faith 
traditions constitute a dimension of culture, one of the contextual variables… as having an effect on the 
practice of the generic principles of excellent public relations practice” (p. 44) Grunig et al (2004) have 
concluded that “ethics is a necessary component of excellent public relations” and “since have added 
ethical practice to our list of generic principles.” 
 Grunig’s research team has worked on the excellence theory of public relations since 1992, when the 
first of three books were published to develop and test the theory.  The team has made major 
contributions to the “normative” research of public relations theory:   

Through surveys of 321 organizational communicators, their CEOs, and a sampling of employees 
within the organizations, the Grunig research team identified twenty key characteristics of 
communication excellence that fell into three broad categories:  knowledge base of the 
communication department, shared expectations about communication with senior management, 
and organizational culture. They used this ‘Communication Excellence Factor’ to produce an 
organizational excellence score, which ‘provides a concrete measure of the theory of 
communication excellence.’” (Reber & Cameron, 2003, p. 432). 

One of the basic components of excellent theory is the four distinctively separate boxed models:  
press agentry, public information, two-way asymmetrical and two-way symmetrical.  “To be symmetrical 
means that organizations have the worldview that public relations practitioners serve the interests of both 
sides of relationships while still advocating the interests of the organizations that employ them” (Grunig, 
2002, p. 11).  Grunig, et al contend that “two way symmetrical communication produces better long-term 
relationships with publics than do the other models of public relations” (2002, p.15) and is innately more 
ethical and effective, which would be of major concern to practitioners of religious public relations.  “We 
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do not believe that pure advocacy or total loyalty to the client organization is the answer to the problem.  
Rather, we believe ethical principles that help one balance divided loyalties and engage in symmetrical 
communication provide a better answer” (Grunig, 2002, p.556). 

However “contingency theory offers elaboration and qualification of Excellence Theory,” according 
to Cameron et al (2000).  Cameron calls for a moving away from stringent models of public relations to a 
continuum, which may have practical application for the study of public relations and religion.  Cameron 
and his research team suggest that “two-way symmetry or ‘win-win’ is not necessarily the ideal practice 
of public relations.  They argue that there are frequently times when one simply cannot engage in two-
way symmetry… when it would be in appropriate, perhaps even unethical, to allow a public or 
stakeholder to win” (Cameron, 2003, p.432).  This argument would be especially applicative to the 
practice of religious public relations when there are concerns of accommodating inappropriate publics or 
bending to unethical practices.   

Contingency theory suggests a continuum from pure advocacy on one end to pure accommodation on 
the other.  “The practice of public relations is too complex, too fluid, and impinged by far too many 
variables for the academy to force it into the four boxes known as the four models of public relations.  It 
fails to capture the complexity and multiplicity of the public relations environment” (Cancel, et al, 1997, 
p.32-33).  “The contingency theory of accommodation is a logical extension of work to date on models of 
public relations.  The theory provides an alternative to normative theory and a structure for better 
understanding the dynamics of accommodation as well as the efficacy of accommodation in public 
relations practice” (p.56), especially based on the two-way symmetric model. “The theory posits that 
antecedent, mediating and moderating variables lead to greater or less accommodation.  We identify 87 
variables for inclusion in the matrix of factors affecting the degree of accommodation undertaken by 
public relations practitioners” (p.31).  Cancel, Mitrook and Cameron (1999) further tested contingency 
theory by conducting interviews with public relations professionals “to provide grounding and 
refinement” and found support “for a continuum from pure accommodation to pure advocacy and for a 
matrix of variables affecting the continuum” (p. 171). 

Since 1997, Cameron and his colleagues have refined contingency theory and quantified parts of the 
theory through scale construction:  “Contingency theory suggests eighty-six factors that affect the stance 
of an organization in its attempt to practice ideal public relations” (Reber & Cameron, 2003, p.432).  The 
scale divides contingency variables basically into two groups:  predisposing variables, which “exist prior 
to an interaction between an organization and a public” and situational variables, which are “situation 
specific and dynamic during interaction between an organization and a public” (p.432-433).  Predisposing 
variables include organization size, corporate culture, business exposure and affiliation with the dominant 
coalition, while situational variables include “urgency of the situation; threats such as negative media 
coverage, government intervention, or litigation; costs and benefits of accommodation; balancing of the 
interests of multiple publics; the general public’s perception of the issues and publics involved; the 
organization’s reputation; and characteristics of the external public and its claims or demands” (p.433).  
The research group also tested contingency theory by identifying six proscriptions to accommodation:  
moral conviction of an organization, countermanding demands by multiple publics, regulatory constraints, 
press from management, jurisdictional issues, and legal constraints. 

Shin and Cameron (2002) modeled the dynamics of ethical consideration in organization-public 
relationships and suggested that the organization-public relationships are not static but moving from 
accommodation to advocacy.  Shin, Cameron and Cropp (2002, 2004) have conducted a series of national 
surveys among public relations practitioners and found what contingent factors influence the movement 
to or away from advocacy or accommodation. Some organizational or individual factors were found as 
significant in public relations practice and their ethical consideration of the publics. 

Excellence theory, specifically the two-way symmetrical model, has claimed a more ethical approach, 
which would be a great interest to the practice of religious public relations practices, while contingency 
theory has operationalized concepts that would be more accommodative to religious concerns.  
Specifically, the idea that religious public relations practices will not always accommodate a public or 
audience when issues are unethical, immoral or inappropriate in some manner.  For example, Cameron 
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mentioned that “One qualification is that dialogue between an organization and a public may not be 
allowed for a number of reasons, such as legal constraints or moral convictions against compromising 
with a public” (Cameron, Cropp & Reber, 2001, p. 242).  Shin (2004) recently conceptualized the 
contingency theoretical framework in public relations. She indicated “when conflicts arise, an 
organization determines a degree of accommodation or advocacy to serve this strategic purpose. The 
theory suggests that the primacy of self-interest of an organization and its public is a critical evaluative 
factor in the organization-public relationship” (p. 192).  This study starts from the assumptions of the 
public relations theories, the Excellence models or the contingency theory in public relations, and to 
examine what factors are playing around in religious public relations, which is regarded as highly ethical 
or symmetrical.   

The following research questions will be considered during the course of the study: 
RQ1:  What public relations models do religious organizations practice?  
RQ2:  How do religious organizations manage conflict with their publics? 
RQ3:  What factors do religious public relations practitioners regard as influential to their public relations 
practice? 

Methodology 
This study was conducted using a field research method of long interviews.  These qualitative, in-

depth interviews primarily consisted of questions related to the two predominant models of public 
relations:  the excellence models and contingency theory.  Additionally, a few questions regarding 
demographics were posed at the end of the interview.  

The purposive sample for this study consisted of seven subjects who were public relations 
practitioners at seven different religious organizations in a major southeastern state.  The practitioners 
represented a cross section of Christian, religious organizations, which included a Roman Catholic all-
male high school, a Roman Catholic elementary school and church, a statewide Methodist organization, a 
statewide Southern Baptist organization, a regional seminary, an African-American Baptist church, and a 
retirement community associated with the Episcopal faith.  Several of the practitioners were members of a 
local public relations group and were identified from that membership roster.  Twelve practitioners were 
contacted and seven agreed to participate.  All of the interviews were recorded, with the permission of the 
participants, and later transcribed in their totality.    

Results 
RQ1:  What public relations models do religious organizations practice?  
 One of the six proscriptions to accommodation of contingency theory that clearly stood out in this 
study was the moral conviction of an organization and how that would affect practitioner’s decision-
making processes.  The practitioners argued that in a religious realm there are frequently times when one 
simply cannot engage in two-way symmetry.  Although to an outsider symmetry seem to be the best 
alternative to solving a dispute with a conflicting public, religious organizations are either unwilling or 
unable to negotiate on ethical or moral issues.  “People look to us for guidance and faith.  It is very 
important for our organization’s reputation and image,” said a religious school practitioner.  “We have to 
stand firm in what we believe in,” said a church practitioner.  “You have to understand that as a church 
organization, we have to have the highest standards of anyone… Part of our vision statements is to bring 
lightness into the area of darkness, so we have to set the example.”  The PR director for the retirement 
community said:  “It would be easy in my position to exaggerate their benefits just to get them in here, 
but it would be ethically wrong.”  In ethical aspects, most practitioners placed themselves on the 
advocacy end of the continuum.   
 Most also agreed that “it depends” on the situation, especially if a conflict were involved, as to where 
they would place themselves on the continuum – between pure advocacy and pure accommodation.  “I 
see it as more of a circle than a line, because hopefully what we are doing is what they (our publics) have 
already asked for.  Until we can get a more congruent circle going, I guess I am more toward the middle 
or toward the advocacy side simply because they (the organization) employ me.”  However, the also 
mentioned that accommodating his key public was important because “that’s just who we are”—an 
organization made up of members (key publics).  Another noted that “it would really just depend on the 



 133

situation.  I don’t think that you can give a pat answer.”  One practitioner spoke of an important issue to 
private schools, the voucher system, to emphasize the point of how fluid a continuum may be.  She noted 
that if her school supported vouchers, “but on the opposite end of the continuum” would be a mandated 
curriculum that is ethically and moralistically not acceptable to the school.  “We may strongly believe in 
vouchers, but we strongly do not believe in someone mandating certain courses that we don’t feel like are 
good for our students.  It would depend on the situation.”  Another said his response was also fluid on 
certain issues, but not those that were morally unacceptable to his organization:  “You have to have some 
standards set for your organization that you abide by.  But you also have to be a good listener, a good 
communicator and you have to be willing to change and adapt to different ideas.  You have to be on both 
ends of the spectrum.  You have to let people know where you stand and what you want to do as an 
organization, but on the other end, you still have to build relationships with your audience.”  Another said 
she would “move back and forth on a continuum” because she feels strongly about her organization and is 
an advocate, but on the other hand wants to “balance what the people want and make sure that we respect 
them.”   
RQ2:  How do religious organizations manage conflict with their publics? 
 Most practitioners agreed that they would be willing to consider the position of an opposing public in 
a conflict situation, as long as that position was not one in which they disagree with on moral or ethical 
bases.  “We have to see their side of the story.  Is is important that you listen to your key publics and 
relate that back to the leadership,” said the experienced school educator.  One practitioner mentioned that 
she worked with volunteers who sometimes conflicted with her authority:  “You want to appreciate their 
work and at the same time not turn them away… that can be very difficult.  I have to consider their 
position in this kind of conflict.”  One statewide organization portrayed a conflict that had “caused quite a 
bit of turmoil over the last year and a half” that dealt with funding of specific programs and admitted that 
his organization had sought a solution that would be equitable.  The leadership of the organization “was 
trying to let the people on the local level have a bit more to do with what was going on.  I think eventually 
it is going to work out for the better.”  Another said that she avoided conflicts by releasing as much 
information as she could to her key publics.  “We see our role as one… communications’ main tasks are 
to clear up issues.  The more information folks have the better the relationships are. I think people really 
realize the importance of openness and honesty.”  A church public relations practitioner said he would not 
always accept the stance of his key publics in a conflict situation, but rather would “be flexible, you have 
to be open minded, you can’t have things set in stone and you have to know that.  The relationship and 
people change, so you have to be willing to adapt to their (key public) needs and try to make adjustments 
in our organization to meet their needs.”  However, he also agrees that moral and ethical issues would 
play a major role in negotiating conflicts.  Finally, one practitioner admitted that he would always have to 
negotiate with his key public, because of the structural make-up that his organization is actually a member 
of the key public in the conflict.  “The thought is that they (the conflicting public) go and seek to discern 
God’s will for our entities.  We have tried to communicate our position so that they would have all the 
facts, but then we will abide by their decision.” 
 Most all respondents said they felt competent to handle conflict, that their organizations were 
experienced in handling conflict resolutions and that most often they were open to change and innovation 
when it would benefit their organizations and their conflicting publics.  “We are thinking outside the box 
than some people, for example, in a rural setting,” said a practitioner for an educational institution in a 
metropolitan area.  “(The key publics)… have entrusted us with developing new strategies for ministry 
and new innovations in the way that we do things.  We want to share those, even though we are not 
always sure they are going to be well received.  We feel like they are important a plan,  enough that they 
are worth getting out there and taking whatever heat may come from it.”  Another expressed his concern 
with always be able to handle conflict well.  “I think it is hard to be comfortable with conflict, because 
although you may have a plan, you are really not prepared until you go though it.  The only think you can 
do is plan, and be prepared, and have some guidelines in place so if something does occur then you can at 
least know what people are going to do.”  One practitioner said that is was not her role to “rectify 
conflicts.  The most important think is we want healthy churches.”  Another felt that his organization had 
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“come to the point where we realize that we have to do something differently, that we are going to have to 
try new approaches to reach people.” 
 Most agreed that issue size and complexity would influence their stance on resolving a conflict.  “In 
school PR we have different issues such as drugs, racism and sexism, substance abuse, academic honesty, 
things that would sometimes be address more in a school environment.  Staff and pupil relationships are 
always an issue, too.”  Another practitioner said it would matter if it were a local or national issue.  
“Something that’s local, sometimes you already have a relationship established with the people who you 
would normally deal with.”   
 Most practitioners were hesitant to confess their autonomous decision-making, especially with regard 
to conflict resolution situations.  In this regard, the practitioners could be regarded as being in retreat.  “I 
have just not had the high level of conflict that you might have in a corporate setting,” noted one 
practitioner.  “There is a sense in which I am middle management maybe and I manage the staff here (the 
public relations office).  In the scheme of things we have a higher tier… who are the real day-to-day 
decision-makers… there is a sense in which their Christian values shine through in how they correct, or 
how they address a conflict.”  Another acquiesced to the new leadership of his organization.  “We are not 
completely autonomous as a PR department.  I don’t have to get approval for my newsletters, but in a 
crisis situation we are kind of bound by them,” said one school practitioner.  “Oftentimes, as PR 
professionals, we have to educate the leadership,” said another.   
 Most all the practitioners said they had some kind of conflict management or crisis communications 
plan.  “We have a manual that we follow for different guidelines and situations,” said one school 
practitioner, but she admitted that in difficult situations she may not serve as the official spokesperson.  
“We do have a PR plan in place in case of conflict, but most of the conflicts in a church setting seem to 
center around abuse… one of the main issues that a church organization has to be prepared for, besides 
financial issues.”  One said her conflict resolution plan was “not totally formalized.  It is not a carefully 
written down plan.  It is an informal plan.  I take the initial role and work with the church leaders.”  
Another said that he has not really had an opportunity to use a strategy for dealing with conflict.  One 
practitioner’s strategy for dealing with conflicts focused on developing an action plan, along with the 
organization’s leadership, to address each situation individually:  “we talk about the issue and then I 
always have a response when the media call.”  Only one practitioner said he did not have a “contingency 
plan.  What I think they have kid of done in the past is if it gets to be a large enough conflict, then the 
executive director would just address it with a personal letter.  If there was a need and the problem arose, 
we would form a committee internally.”  However, he did say that he thought his organization had 
evolved to the point of including the public relations person “in a management level type of approach.”   
 Some of the participants were concerned about how the media could harm their reputations and noted 
that damaging publicity could be a major factor in their organization’s stand toward a conflicting public.  
“Publicity would concern us,” said one practitioner as she launched into the story of how a child brought 
and gun to school and the media distorted the situation.  Another school practitioner said:  “media 
coverage is very important to us.  You can control that.  You can also have some control over your 
responses to situations.”  A practitioner for a statewide organization said, “It always matters if you are 
going to get bad publicity.  That just goes without saying, because that creates negative images.”  Media 
attention would concern his organization if it were “negatively skewed.  It all goes back to making sure 
that you are doing it (publicity) for the right reasons to begin with.”  Another said she was more 
concerned about “doing right… sleeping at night and all that” than with media publicity.  Only one said 
that damaging publicity would play no part in influencing his organization’s stance toward a conflicting 
public on a continuum.  “I believe that it wouldn’t because we have to stand firm in what we believe in.  
We have guidelines that we follow.  As long as we are doing those things that we believe in to be true, 
then that is going to carry on to other people.”   
 Generally, most practitioners saw themselves as accommodative or cooperative when dealing with 
conflicting publics in a conflict management situation.  “Cooperate would probably be the best single 
word to describe how I would want to handle it.  We don’t want to put up a wall for anyone and say either 
it’s this way or the highway.”  Another practitioner said, “In some instances we do not deal.  In some we 
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just agree to disagree… we do cooperate on many other issues.”  “I think it would be cooperation,” said 
another, “there has to be some type of atonement or understanding for both sides to feel good… because 
no one wants to be on the losing end.  Both sides would cooperate and feel like they came out a winner.”  
Another said, “We try to accommodate them as best as we can… cooperation is the term.  If you try to 
avoid it (conflict), it is going to keep growing and growing,” although she admitted that in some cases 
they “never deal,” especially issues that deal with immoral behavior.  Another termed her conflict 
management style as “partial accommodation.  To a certain extent it is cooperation, too.”  Only one 
practitioner said that “compromise” was used in conflict management, “because you would have to look 
at the other person’s point of view… try to resolve the situation… how I can make this person happy but 
still keep the integrity of my organization?  I would be willing to deal with the publics on the other side.” 
 Most all participants shared distrust for the secular media and were much more dependent on in-
house or denomination-related print media (two mentioned newspapers that were published by their 
denomination).  Some mentioned the Internet and specifically web-based publications as an area for 
expansion.  News releases, brochures and fliers were another form of popular communication for reaching 
their key publics.  Only one practitioner mentioned radio (and that was a religious station) as a media 
outlet that they would have regular weekly contact with. The organization with the highest budget 
($700,000) mentioned paid, print advertisements as a way to reach their community.  
RQ3:  What factors do religious public relations practitioners regard as influential to their public 
relations practice? 

The most influential factors in religious public relations professionals practice centers on how they do 
their jobs concerning ethics, morals and values.  One of the practitioner’s with 20-plus years of 
experience said:  “The ethics of what I do as a PR professional and the ethics of the organization that I 
represent is important.”  Another echoed her emphasis:  The youngest practitioner interviewed, who had 
only been on the job for four months, also emphasized the importance of ethical concerns to his 
organization:  “Ethics and morals are part of our Christian example.  We try to follow the rules of what 
we consider to be the secular media and practice of public relations.  We just present the facts in a 
Christian way and example and hopefully everything that we do lines up with what Jesus taught.   

Another responded that community perception influenced their public relations practice.  “When 
people move here they make a very large investment, starting at $100,000 minimum.  Not only is it an 
emotionally thing to do, to move from one’s home that they may have been in for 30, 40 or 50 years, into 
a retirement community.  They are facing their mortality because this is going to be their final move.”   
She emphasized that the organization’s image was important for how future customers perceive “what we 
can do for them or what we can’t do for them.  There are just so many ethical things that I am responsible 
for, basically to tell them the truth, to tell them what it is they are going to get.” 

Every practitioner mentioned that it was important to their practice that they be considered part of the 
management-level team for their organization, especially with regard to the decision-making process.  
“Day to day, I am involved in the management’s decisions,” said one. “I do think we (the public relations 
department) play a key role in kind of helping people to understand why we exist and what we do on a 
day-to-day basis,” said another.   

Religious practitioners regarded their competency and abilities to practice public relations in a 
professional manner as important.  “My competency as a PR professional is very important and the trust 
that they (leadership) have in me.  They listen to the response that we are getting.  Often, as PR 
professionals, we have to educate the leadership.”  Another mentioned that he has an excellent working 
relationship with top level management:  “The people who I get to work with treat me in a way that you 
usually don’t get the benefit of.  I feel like it is because it is a Christian organization.”    

Other factors religious public relations practitioners regard as influential to their public relations 
practice included their openness to new ideas and changes, providing their publics with information about 
their organization on a regular basis, and their ability to interact with both the religious and secular media. 
“I try to reach the media (secular) mostly with news and news releases,” said one long-time practitioner.  
Another said he dealt with primarily the religious media – a web based daily publication that serves as a 
news service… that serves as a collecting agency, which evaluates stories and hosts a number of stories 
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each day – that is our main media outlet.”  Another said he was most concerned with “communicating 
with my publics” through sometimes electronic means.  “We have an extensive database that we can use 
to communicate to them with phone calls, letters and emails.  We have a monthly e-mail newsletter that 
also comes out of this office.  Of course all of those things point to the web site because that is the place 
that we can add something quickly.  It’s more direct communication with the churches or people who we 
are trying to communicate with.  Normally, when we go to external media it is because we are trying to 
get a community involved who may not necessarily have an association with a church.”   

Discussion 
 The research did find that public relations practitioners working for religious organizations exhibited 
several of the contingency theory variables that have been tested on numerous occasions among 
professional public relations practitioners by Cameron and his colleagues.  In this first step of testing in 
the religious realm, the appropriate variables centered on ethical behavior, competency of the public 
relations practitioners, conflict resolution, openness to change and innovation, willingness to cooperate 
with morally acceptable, ability to accommodate when ethically feasible, and attentive to media coverage 
and negative publicity.   
 Further studies would need to be undertaken to discover application of other contingency variables to 
religious practitioners, who seem to be evolving along professional lines and management-level directors 
– a part of the dominant coalition.  However, most practitioners were more comfortable with retreat when 
it came down to making autonomous decisions with regard to conflict management. 
 Survey research would better allow the quantification of such research that would be more 
generalizable to a national audience of public relations practitioners who represent religious 
organizations.  A survey would provide more reliability and further test the validity of the variables 
presented in this study along with many more of the other variables identified in contingency theory 
research. 
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Closely related to the ethical conduct of an organization is its social responsibility. Social responsibility is 
another term for good citizenship and it includes producing sound products and reliable services, 
contributing positively to social, political and economic health of the society, treating employees fairly, 
protecting anything that organization can destroy (Newsom, Turk and Kruckeberg 2000, p.224). 

In the past, when the concept of corporate social responsibility was just emerging, and when 
companies are threatened, they would change their policies immediately. However, today more and more 
corporations are taking the social responsibility programs more seriously and treating them like any other 
management discipline. Public relations professionals have a very important function of applying CSR 
programs at corporations as well. 

The purpose of the study is to find out how socially responsible are the public relations professionals 
in their practices. The research is aimed at finding the definition of  social responsibility by Turkish 
practitioners. The study conducted via email with the members of all chapters of  Turkish Public 
Relations Associations, namely in Public Relations Association of Turkey headquartered in Istanbul 
(TUHİD),Ankara Public Relations Association (AHİD), Izmir Public Relations Association (IHİD) and 
Bursa Public Relations Association (BHİD) aimed to find about the Turkish public relations practitioners’ 
attitudes toward corporate social responsibility issues and also their role in helping a corporation act 
responsibly. The research conducted based on the work of  Michael Ryan’s study (1987, p.740-747). It 
used the general statements with very slight modifications in the original study relating to corporate social 
responsibility and the practitioners’ obligations.  In addition to it, respondents were also asked to respond 
specific questions about the development of corporate social responsibility and the areas of its application 
and their partners in Turkey. Demographic data is gathered and also related with the statements that 
measure attitudes toward social responsibility issues.   

A total of 269 members received the survey. The emails have been obtained from the web sites of 
Turkish Public Relations Associations and by communicating with the Presidents and General 
Secretaries. The emails have been updated as well. Since the survey was designed to find the public 
relations practitioners’ views of social responsibility, all members were included. A total of 74 
respondents responded to the questionnaire with a return rate of 28 percent. 

The specific research questions that guided the research are:  
1) Do Turkish public relations professionals think that corporations improve their ability to achieve 

their traditional goal by establishing a more contemporary goal? (making a profit versus acting 
socially responsible) 

2) Do Turkish public relations professionals think it is important for social responsibility to stem 
from strong convictions and for management to act consistently? 

3) Do public relations practitioners think they have an important role in insuring that corporations 
are socially responsible? 

4) Do responses to 13 questions designed to measure attitudes toward social responsibility issues 
vary according to demographic characteristics such as years in public relations, highest degree 
earned, year highest degree was earned and college major? 

Due to a low rate of return, the findings were not analyzed statistically. The results cannot be 
generalized, but exploratory in nature. However, as the number of respondents increase, the general 
findings received will be more meaningful. The web-based survey method could be complemented by 
other methods as well in future.  

Literature Review 
“The company’s public relations people are not the only executives who should have a social conscience, 
but they are the only ones for whom it is part of their job description.” Harold Burson 

mailto:serragorp@yahoo.com
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These words by Harold Burson, who in 1999, was named as “the most influential public relations 
person of the 20th century” demonstrate the role and function of public relations people in the business 
world. The growth of corporate social responsibility and more commitment to it has redefined the role of 
public relations person in the corporate world. If the public relations people want another name for 
themselves other than image-builder, they have to understand the connection between public relations and 
an organization’s key policies, procedures and actions. At the core of this relationship is social 
responsibility and public interest. Recently, these concepts have been explored in professional literature, 
however, two people Edward Bernays and Harwood Childs in USA foresaw its importance as early as 
twenties and late thirties (Simon, 1980, p. 53).     

Public relations has many functions, but as Edward Bernays once said in one of his speeches, the 
most important function of public relations should be the application of social responsibility programs at 
corporations. In his speech to Public Relations Division, Association for Education in Journalism at 
Boston, he said “public relations is the practice of social responsibility.” The concept of public issues 
management first emerged in the corporate world through the development of public relations staff. “In 
corporate world, the task of public relations personnel is to interpret the goals, methods, products and 
services of commerce and industry to the public and simultaneously to help the employers operate in a 
socially responsible manner” (Wilcox  at al, 1989 p.319).   

Some of the major positives of socially responsible public relations are as follows: 
1) Public relations improve the conduct of organizations because they stress the need for public approval. 
2) Public relations serve the public interest by providing an environment where all different point of 
views can be discussed. 3) Public relations fulfill its social responsibility to promote human welfare by 
helping social systems adapt to changing needs and environments (Cutlip, Center and Broom 2000 p. 
147).   

Ryan surveyed public relations practitioners and found that: 
• 70.5 percent of the practitioners surveyed said that they should act as a corporate conscience. 
• 94.6 percent thought practitioners should be deeply involved in defining the corporation’s social 

role. 
• 97.7 percent thought corporations must try to calculate the social impacts of major decisions 

before taking action (Ryan, 1987, pp. 743-744). 
Although the discussion over the nature and extent of corporate social responsibility continues today, 

it has become more obvious that public relations practitioners deal more in helping the corporations 
formulate policy and programs to carry out their social responsibility (Cutlip et al, 2000, p. 461). Public 
relations is often called the “conscience” of management, but if top management does not have this, to 
realize this is not that easy (Newsom et al, 2000, p.252).      

As stated in Buchholz, (1990) business has a responsibility to participate in the public policy process 
and help solve the country’s economic and social problems. Solving social problems is no more seen 
solely as the responsibility of the governments. Consumers’ expectations from corporations change and 
corporations have now to adapt themselves and fulfill their expectations. This is a two-way symmetrical 
interaction where both parties win. The corporations are aware of the fact that their reputation gets better, 
sales increase and employees are motivated because of the well-planned social responsibility programs. 

Corporations are a part of the society. What they do and do not do may affect a broad range of groups 
and institutions. It is not enough in today’s world to produce goods and services. A company’s policies 
and actions are shaped and developed in reaction to political, economic, social and technological forces. 
“Corporations operate in an environment where social responsibility is not only expected but required.” 
(Wilcox et al, 1989, p. 331) 

In his Istanbul presentation, ‘How can you Integrate CSR in to the Organization’s Strategy and 
Report Effectively,’ Prof.  Nikos Avlonas summarized the factors that led to CSR as follows: 

- New concerns and expectations from public, consumers, authorities and investors in the context 
of globalization and industrial change, 

- Increasing regulatory pressure on social and ethical dimensions of corporate activity, 
- Transparency of businesses shown by the media, 
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- The fact that corporations are not judged by their results only, but also by their behavior and they 
become visible, 

- There is an increased concern about the damage caused by economic activity to the environment.  
In the past, corporations demonstrated their concern for the society too. This was by donating money 

to charities. Changes in the social environment of business, in other words social revolution prompted the 
development of corporate social responsibility. With time, corporations’ social concerns became more 
strategic and turned into long-term commitments. They learned that staying in the marketplace is difficult 
and one of the ways to accomplish this is to perform well and touch the hearts and minds of consumers 
both and at the same time. Also in the past, the corporate social responsibility centered around the 
stakeholders such as employees, stockholders, customers and the community who are directly involved 
with the company (Cutlip et al, 2000, p. 461).  
Evolution and Definitions of Corporate Responsibility 

The corporation has five objectives which are survival, growth, profit, economic contributions and 
social obligations. Each company gives importance to those objectives differently and they create their 
own mix and dose. Of those, survival is considered as the most basic objective because the other 
objectives are dependent upon the existence of the corporation. Growth objective include sub goals such 
as having a bigger market share, increasing output. In the past, short term profit was given importance, 
but later more emphasis was given to long-term profits. The economic objective centers around satisfying 
the customer. The fifth objective, social obligation became popular with the rise of civil rights, 
discrimination, ecology and consumerism movements. All these objectives are related to one another 
(Luthans and Hodgets, 1972 p. 41-43).   
There are many definitions of corporate social responsibility. Simply stated, it means that “a private 
corporation has responsibility to the society that go beyond the production of goods and services at a 
profit” (Buchholtz, 1990, p.5). As defined in the foreword of Corporate Social Responsibility booklet, by 
Argüden (2002, p. 5) corporate social responsibility is defined as the voluntary support given by 
corporations for a better society. Corporations have a responsibility to help society solve some of its most 
pressing social problems by devoting some of their resources to the solutions of these problems. This is 
an ethical act in which it involves “changing notions of human welfare and emphasizes a concern with the 
social dimensions of business activity that have a direct connection with the quality of life in society” 
(Bucholtz, 1990, p. 6). 

As stated in Miles (1987, p.73), “corporate social responsibility is the congruence between the 
outcomes of corporate behavior and the norms, values and performance expectations held in the larger 
social system.”  

At one time, organizations may have ignored the consequences they had on publics and society, but 
today very powerful interest groups make it impossible. Social responsibility requires organizations to 
deal with the consequences they have on publics and society. As firms grew larger and complex, and as 
more basic demands for goods and services have been satisfied, companies have been pressured to do 
much more than production. They have been directed through laws, social pressure and other means to be 
responsive to the needs of the society (Farmer and Hogue, p. 19). 

It is possible to classify corporate social responsibility into three separate, but interrelated levels. The 
first level is about the basic responsibilities of a company generated by its existence in the society. These 
are paying its taxes, observing law, trying to satisfy the needs of its all stakeholders. If a company fails to 
fulfill those, then he puts itself in trouble. In that respect the companies take several measures and are not 
only affected by law, but also from the reactions of its stakeholders. The second level involves 
minimizing the negative effects on the environment around it. It is inevitable that the corporation has an 
effect in the environment around. Thus steps will be taken to contain pollution, avoid product misuses, 
etc. The third circle relates to the societal responsibilities of the company. It represents the stage where 
interaction between business and other forces in society are so strong that companies are involved in what 
is happening as a whole. Therefore, the company is concerned on the healthy development of the society 
as a whole. The first two levels are company-oriented, meaning it is directly related to the direct impact of 
the company on individuals and groups in society. On the other hand, actions taken at the third level are 
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called society-oriented and those are related to the impact of social issues of the company. In the light of 
this detailed explanation, the corporate responsibility falls in two parts: 

1) “the responsibility to plan and manage an organization’s relationships with all those involved in 
or affected by its activities or those who can affect the ability of that organization to operate 
effectively. 

2) the planned and managed response of an organization to social and political change.” (Peach, 
1987, pp.191-192). 

There are two views of social responsibility. The conservative view by economist Dr. Milton 
Friedman’s states that the business of business is only business and the management has neither the right 
nor the qualifications to engage in activities to improve society. The society’s general welfare is on the 
shoulders of the government. The other view says that “it is the self interest of the business to accept a 
fair measure of responsibility for improving society because insensitivity to changing demands of the 
society sooner or later results in public pressure for governmental intervention and regulation require 
business to do what it was reluctant or unable to do voluntarily”(Simon, 1980, p. 59).  

Goodpaster and Mathews have called Friedman’s view the invisible hand. Another group believes in 
the hand of the government and it is needed to supplement the invisible hand. They believe that regulation 
from the law is needed to make organizations responsible. Dissatisfied groups ask for help from these 
regulatory organs. When this happens, its cost is high on the corporations so they have to rely on a third 
hand which is the hand of management. This hand incorporates ethics and social responsibility into 
decision making and Carroll called these hands as economic, legal and ethical components of social 
responsibility and added he added a fourth responsibility which is philanthropic responsibility. He defined 
philanthropic responsibility as being a good corporate citizen, helping the community and improving the 
quality of life. Grunigs, in their paper, say that public relations is the management function responsible to 
implement the hand of management (Grunig et al, 1996).  

Various studies done to demonstrate the benefits of being a socially responsible company show 1) the 
brand equity of these corporations and thus their value increase 2) better employees are drawn to the 
company and it is easier to motivate and keep them. 3) learning and creativity increases 4) it becomes 
easier to reach to investors that give importance to corporate social responsibility. 5) Socially responsible 
companies penetrate easily to new markets and customer loyalty is high 6) productivity and quality 
increase 7) risk management is more effective 8) The society and opinion leaders give importance to the 
views of socially responsible companies (Argüden, 2002, p. 12). 

 Arguments for social responsibility: 
• Long-run self interest: According to this view, the company that is sensitive to its community’s 

needs will, as a result, have a better community in which to conduct its business. Expenditures to 
help solve social problems may reduce short-term profits, but profit maximization should be seen 
over a longer period of time. Business gains because it is dependent on the environment for its 
resources. 

• Sociocultural norms: The businessman operates under a set of cultural constraints just as any 
other person in the society does. Supporters of this point of view say that if public expectations of 
business have changed, business has to accommodate itself to those changes because it will 
disappear if it does not keep up with the public expectations. 

• A better public image: If the values change and if a company is responsive to these changes, it is 
more favorably thought of than one that is not responsive. This would bring more customers, 
more sales of products, better employees, and better stock market performance. 

• Avoidance of government regulations: Business engages in socially responsible behavior to avoid 
regulation by government. The businessman by his own socially responsible behavior can prevent 
the government from introducing new restrictions. 

• Business has a lot of resources that could be useful in solving social problems. Related with that, 
we can also say that business has also contributed to social problems, for example it causes 
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pollution. Therefore, it has a responsibility to deal with negative impacts on society by using 
some of its sources instead of leaving it to someone else to solve. 

• Social problems sometimes can be seen as business opportunities and become profitable for the 
company. 

• If corporations delay dealing with social problems now, they may face bigger social problems and 
it is more advantageous to deal with them before they turn into major issues (Davis, 1977, pp. 36-
39).  

Arguments against social responsibility: 
One of the arguments against social responsibility says that it is a difficult concept to define. A 

difficult concept means two things:  
• Its definitions are not operational and are very vague. Secondly, the whole area of social 

responsibility is very broad.  
• Profit maximization: According to this view, business’ function is an economic one and economic 

values are the sole criteria to measure success. 
• Costs of social involvement: Many social goals do not pay in an economic sense and someone 

may pay for them. Therefore business should use their resources wisely. 
• Lack of social skills: This view states that a lot of businessmen may lack skills to deal with social 

problems. Their skills are primarily economic and we should not depend on that group for our 
social problems. 

• Dillusion of business’ primary purpose: Involvement in social goals might distract business’ 
emphasis on economic productivity and any failure in economic or social areas would reduce its 
public image. 

• Reduces international competitiveness: Because social programs add to business costs, these costs 
are recovered and generally is added to the price of the product. When taken into consideration 
that these companies compete in international markets with other firms with no social programs, 
firms who are engaged social responsibility will be at a competitive disadvantage. 

• Business has enough power and it should not act in a way that it will bring him more power 
(Davis, 1977, p. 41-45).   

A survey conducted with publics such as employees, investors and general public show a fairly 
consistent agreement in how they rank corporate social responsibilities. The core elements mentioned are: 
maintaining fair and honest business practices, maintaining product safety and reliability, taking care of 
employees and being environment friendly. Community relations, involvement with social issues and 
donations to charities fall behind these concerns (cited in Esrock, and Leichty, 1998 p.307).  

Corporations that give importance to corporate social responsibility concept promise on three things. 
1) In their operations, they promise to obey law, ethical standards and human rights. In their activities 
local or worldwide, they promise to decrease the damage to the communities to the lowest as possible. 
2)The activities carried out by the company do not only concern the corporation, but they involve a broad 
range of groups, such as the community they live in, nonprofit organizations, public sector, etc. 3) 
Finally, that responsibility is on primarily the responsibility of the Board, CEOs, General Managers and 
Board Directors (Argüden, 2002, p.9). 

As stated in Mucuk’s book (1999, p.29) CEOs social responsibility includes: 
1) suitable and honest profit to its shareholders 
2) good salary and good working conditions to its employees 
3) sound products and providing them to their consumers with good pricing 
4) to protect the environment and to provide work for the community 
5) to pay its taxes to the government. 

Public relations practitioners can be useful to corporations that wish to make a transition from profit 
maximization solely to profit maximization by being socially responsible as well.   

The result of the corporate social responsibility is not only for the benefit of the society. It also means 
more sales of products, more customers, better employees and a better corporate image. In the special 
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issue of Finansal Forum newspaper (economic newspaper) titled “Sosyal Sorumluluk” (‘CSR’) a Turkish 
businessman; Bülent Eczacıbaşı mentions that they do not see corporate responsibility as means of 
increasing product sales. He adds that if the only motive behind corporate social responsibility is a better 
image, then there are other more economic tools to achieve this goal and concludes that if we have to 
mention one return of it, then its is “a better name” to the company in the long run and without it, it is not 
possible to survive in the marketplace for a long time (Interview with Eczacıbaşı, 15 August 2001, p.20).   

There are three levels of CSR maturity. The first one is the ‘start up’ in which the organization meets 
all the legal and regulatory requirements. Then ‘on the way’ stage comes in which there is active 
involvement and dialogue with stakeholders and CSR activities start taking place. Finally, there is the 
‘mature stage’ and at that stage CRS is fully integrated in policy and strategy and day- to-day 
management operations towards sustainable Excellence. (presentation of Nikos Avlonas at İstanbul). At 
all three stages public relations people’s input can not be and should not be underestimated. 

So far, we looked at the role of public relations in corporate social responsibility, the factors 
responsible for its development, two opposing views of social responsibility, arguments in favor and not 
in favor of responsibility and its perceived benefits. A quick glimpse at the development of public 
relations associations in Turkey is necessary as well.   
The beginnings PR in Turkey and PR Associations 

In Turkey, public relations activities first started in state institutions. It had been followed by the 
establishment of public relations departments in corporations around 1960’s. At that time, corporations 
were unable to employ personnel who had training or qualification in that discipline. For example, two 
major corporations that started public relations activities in 1969 in Turkey, the Koc and the Sabanci 
Group had to give the responsibility to people with different backgrounds. For example, Sağlam Dalaman 
was responsible for the law and industrial relations in the Koc Corporation while Babür Ardahan in the 
Sabanci Group was a reporter. During that time, public relations in some multinational oil companies 
such as  Mobil and BP became established in Turkey. A lawyer in Shell has been responsible for the 
public relations post (Asna, 1997). 

The first public relations agency called A&B is founded in 1974 and had been the first public 
relations agency in Turkey for ten years. The first public relations agency outside Istanbul was established 
in İzmir in 1983. 

Public relations teaching has started in 1966 in Journalism and Public Relations Vocational School 
that was affiliated with Political Science Faculty of Ankara University. This is followed by other 
universities in Istanbul right after. In 1992, the status of public relations institutions turned into faculties. 
By 2000, there were 16 communication faculties in Turkey when the 1st National Communication 
Congress was organized. Now the number has reached to 29 including public and private ones. This 
increase in number could be considered as good achievement, but brings problems along as well (Gorpe, 
May 23, 2002). 

Some milestones in the development of public relations associations in Turkey: 
The youngest of all is Bursa Public Relations Association (BHİD) was founded in 1992. BHİD has 
currently 27 members. The requirement for membership is either having worked in public relations in the 
past or currently working in the field. Depending on the field of college education, the work experience 
duration required for membership varies. For example, if the candidate has neither studied public relations 
nor a graduate of a communication faculty, then a university with four years of education and two years 
of work experience in the field are required for membership application. (http://www.bhid.org/tuzuk.htm) 

Ege Public Relations Association founded in 1985 accepts graduates of communication faculties, 
right after their graduation. The third and fourth year students of the field can also become members as 
well. Three year work requirement in the field is necessary for candidates who are not communication 
school graduates. The current member may work in a different field, but three years of work experience is 
necessary to keep its his/her membership (phone interview with the General Secretary of  IHİD). İHİD 
has the second biggest in membership enrollment with a total of 52 members and is the second oldest 
association.   

http://www.bhid.org/tuzuk.htm
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Ankara Public Relations Association is founded by an academic Prof Dr. Nuri Tortop in 1990. 
Membership requirements fall under fulfilling their general and specific conditions. Of the general 
conditions (which some of them are that the candidate should be over 18 years old, graduate of either a 
vocational school or university) all of them must be met. The specific condition is divided into two 
depending on whether the candidate has studied public relations or not. The work experience requirement 
is higher for people who have not studied public relations. Also the work position/status of the candidate 
affects the waiting period to be a member. The lecturers in public relations and graduate students of 
public relations are also welcomed as members. Meeting of one of the stated specific conditions is 
necessary for being an AHİD member.  Also a status such as an “observant” or a “guess candidate” exists 
for those who do not meet any of the specific conditions. 
(http://www.ahid.org.tr/tr/uyelik.htlm). AHID has currently 37 registered members.  

Public Relations Association in Istanbul (TUHID) which now carries Turkey in its title has been 
founded in 1972 and is the oldest and the largest in enrollment with 217 members. For many years, the 
member numbers of TUHID were very few. Membership number rose to 200 by year 1995. Early in the 
history of association, three years of work experience in the field was enough to apply for a membership, 
however, this has been increased to five years. Also whether or not a potential candidate has majored in 
communications is of no importance. In recent years, the honor member status, which is awarded to 
people with thirty year of service in the industry and/or great contribution to the public relations field has 
been added. The mission of the association is to establish, develop the public relations discipline in 
Turkey and to promote the cooperation among its members. 

Method 
The sample of practitioners was the members of four public relations association in Turkey. The 

survey which consisted of three parts consisted of  25 questions of which some of them were open-ended 
questions. Since the study aimed at finding about the general attitudes of members of public relations 
associations on ethical public relations, their obligations and corporate social responsibility issues, 
practitioners were not selected on the basis of whether they are related with corporations and corporate 
social responsibility assignments.  

Part 1 of the questionnaire consisted of 13 items on which the respondents had to share their level of 
agreement with. As stated before these items/statements were taken from Ryan’s study. When he 
contacted his research, he examined the writings of many scholars, business people and public relations 
practitioners and developed a pool of items relating corporate social responsibility and the public relations 
person. Of the 30 statements, it narrowed down to 14 because it did not fit any of the categories in the 
research question or there were such duplications. These three categories were: 

1) the relationship of social responsibility to good business practice, 
2) the commitment needed to insure that a corporation is serious about social responsibility 
3) the role of public relations practitioner in helping a corporation act responsibly. 
Respondents were asked whether they strongly agreed agreed, disagreed, neutral or strongly 

disagreed with each item. (“1” represented “strongly agree” and “5” represented “strongly disagree.”) 
The items in the current research are used with modification. Two items have been omitted totally. 

These are 
- Public relations practitioners must work hard to insure that corporate secrecy is used to 

hide corporate misconduct. 
- Presenting all sides of an issue and providing an objective appraisal of conflicting 

opinions is the job of news media, not of public relations. 
One item has been worded differently keeping the original meaning, but making it more understandable 
for the Turkish public relations sector. That modified item is: 

- Practitioners should act as the consciences of the corporations for which they work. 
One item had been created and added for the Turkish sample.   
The thirteen items tested are: 

1) Developing programs that are good for society is both good business and good citizenship. 
2) The pursuit of social goals strengthens a corporation’s ability to earn a fair profit. 

http://www.ahid.org.tr/tr/uyelik.htlm
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3) A corporation is socially responsible over a long time period is more credible with the public than 
one that is not. 

4) Corporate social responsibility must stem from a firm, deep-seated conviction of management 
that it is important for corporations to act in the public interest 

5) Management in an organization that wants to be socially responsible must act consistently in the 
public’s best interest, and not just when it is convenient to do so. 

6) Management must act socially responsible, regardless of how those actions influence profit. 
7) It is all right for an individual to have one ethical standard in his or her private life and a different 

standard in business affairs.   
8) Practitioners should be deeply involved in helping management define a corporation’s social role. 
9) Corporate obedience must be placed ahead of personal conscience. 
10) Corporations must try to calculate the social impacts of major decisions before implementing 

policies or taking actions. 
11) A socially responsible public relations staff presents several sides of an issue and provides an 

objective appraisal  of conflicting opinions when it disseminates information 
12)  Practitioners should serve the public interest as well as their clients.  
13) Corporate social responsibility activities in Turkey have increased substantially. 
In addition to stating their agreements with the items, the respondents were asked to address the 

importance of four business components that form corporate social responsibility (CSR) which are 
economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic as “1” being “most important” and “4” least “important.” 

Also a question regarding the importance of factors in measuring CSR is asked as well.  
Part 2 of the questionnaire consisted of questions that targeted practitioners whose professional work 

life consisted of corporate work. Also, the areas of corporate social responsibility practices and their 
partners in carrying out corporate social responsibility programs have been investigated. 

Demographic characteristics of the respondents included questions about years in public relations, 
highest degree earned, year highest degree earned, college/university major and duration of membership 
to the public relations association in their city. A direct question about the age has not been asked as in 
the original study of Ryan, but it had been estimated from the question that asked the year highest degree 
earned.   

Part 3 of the questionnaire included demographics of the respondents. 
Two time mailing has been made via email. Second time mailing stressed the importance of the study. 

Of the 317 emails gathered and checked with the association presidents and/or general secretaries, 48 of 
them had bounced back. Out of 269 mailed and reached questionnaires, the return rate was 28 percent 
with 74 forms filled and submitted electronically. This is an indicator of lack of interest.  

Results 
Part 1 
Do public relations professionals think corporations improve their ability to achieve traditional 

goal (making a profit) by establishing a more contemporary goal (acting socially responsible)?  
Items 1, 2 and 3 are used to answer this question. 

Respondents almost unanimously agreed with item 1 which was developing programs that are good for 
society is good business. 98, 7% of all respondents strongly agreed or agreed with that statement. 
(Table 1)  

Agreement with item 2 was not as high as the previous statement. 83, 8% of all the respondents agreed or 
strongly agreed that the pursuit of social goals strengthens a corporation’s ability to earn a fair profit. 
12.2% of the respondents were neutral on this item. (Table 2) 

Finally, 83, 8% agreed or strongly agreed that a corporation that is socially responsible over time is more 
credible with the public than one that is not.  5 people were neutral and 6 people disagreed with the 
statement. (Table 3) 

The second research question was: Do public relations professionals think it is important for 
social responsibility to stem from deep-seated convictions and for management to act consistently? 
Items 4, 5, 6 and 7 were designed to answer the question.   
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The first two items answer the question directly. As shown in Table 4, 90, 6% of all the respondents 
strongly agreed (64, 9%) and agreed (25, 7%)  with item 4 that responsibility to stem from deep-seated 
conviction that corporations should act in the public interest. 2, 7% of the respondents were neutral or 
strongly disagreed with the statement. 

And 90.5% of the respondents agreed and strongly agreed with item 5 which was that management 
that wants to be socially responsible must act consistently in the public’s best interest. (Table 5)  

Responses to items 6 and 7 indicate that practitioners are not as committed to consistency and to 
deep-seated convictions as responses to items 4 and 5 suggest.    

A total of 60, 8% of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed with item 6 that management must act 
responsibly, regardless of how actions influence profit. 20, 3% of the respondents were neutral and 18, 
9% disagreed or strongly disagreed with it. (Table 6)  

Respondents were neutral (18, 9%) and agreed or strongly agreed (24, 3%) with item 7 that it is all 
right to have one ethical standard in business and a different standard in private life (18 people) And 56, 
8% disagreed or strongly disagreed with it. 
(Table 7) 

Items 8 through 13 were used to answer do public relations practitioners think they have an 
important role in insuring that corporations are socially responsible? 

Responses to item 8 and 12 indicate the extent to which practitioners think public relations 
person should become involved in social responsibility issues. A total of 94, 7% agreed or strongly 
agreed that practitioners should be deeply involved in defining a corporation’s social role. (Table 8) And 
78, 4% strongly agreed or agreed that they should serve the public interest as well as their clients. 6 
respondents were neutral on the issue and only 5 people disagreed or strongly disagreed. (Table 12) 

Item 9 was used to determine the extent to which practitioners value loyalty to company. 41.9% of 
the respondents disagreed (33, 8%) or strongly disagreed (8,1%) that corporate obedience must be placed 
ahead of personal conscience. 23% of the respondents was neutral about it. 32,4% of the respondents 
agreed or strongly agreed with the statement. (Table 9) 

Item 10 was used to determine whether public good should enter management’s deliberations. 93,2% 
of the respondents strongly agreed (58.1%) or agreed (35.1%) that corporations must try to calculate the 
social impacts of major decisions before implementing policies or taking actions. (Table 10)     

Item 11 was related with measuring the attitudes of public relations practitioners toward presenting 
several sides of the issue. 91.9% of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed that  a socially responsible 
public relations staff presents several sides of  an issue and provides an objective appraisal of  conflicting 
opinions when disseminates information. (Table 11) 

Item 13 was a direct question about the development of corporate social responsibility activities in 
Turkey. 73% agreed or strongly agreed with it whereas 17, 6% had no opinion about it. (Table 13).  

Table 14, Table 14’ Table 15 and Table 16 are about the means of responses to 13 statements relating 
to CSR and the professional’s obligations both in Ryan’s sample and the Turkish sample.  

Questions number 14 and 15 were asked to find out which factor is most important in fulfilling 
corporate social responsibility and how a corporation’s CSR should be best measured. In other terms, the 
guiding thought and reason behind applying CSR programs  

The components that are seen of importance in helping a company fulfill its corporate social 
responsibility are economic/be profitable; legal/obeying laws and regulations, ethical/behaving ethical 
and philanthropic which was giving back to society.  

The majority of respondents ranked the economic component (41 people) first and the legal 
component second. (36 people) (Table 17).  The ranking by the Turkish CEO population to the same 
question was legal component  followed by ethical component and being profitable (Gorpe, S, 2003)   

The results of the question how can a company’s social responsibility best be measured are scattered. 
In that question the respondents were asked to mark only one item or fill the other option. 

The majority of the respondents, 31 people indicated that a company’s social responsibility be best 
measured by the stakeholder views of the company’s responsiveness to their concerns. Record of 
philanthropic giving, community involvement was 23% (17 people). Record of compliance with laws and 
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was represented (17, 6%- 13 people.). Only four people indicated financial performance and one person 
employee retention. (Table 18) The CEO and CSR survey conducted, it was record of compliance with 
laws and regulations, then stakeholder views of the responsiveness to their concerns, philanthropic giving, 
financial performance and employee retention in order of importance. 
Part 2 

Part 2 of the survey consisted of more specific questions related with CSR and it addressed 
specifically to public relations practitioners who had been involved with carrying out corporate social 
responsibility programs in their work life.  
Of the 74 respondents 45 of them said that they worked at a company that is deeply involved with 
corporate social responsibility. (60.8%). 34.2% of the respondents claimed not to work for one. (Table 19)  

The respondents were asked to indicate as many as they could for the social responsibility areas they 
have worked. 35, 6% of the respondents indicated education, 24, 6% environment, followed by sports 
(16.9%) and health 11, 9%. The corporate social responsibility application area that got the least attention 
was arts and culture. There were also 7 people who indicated ‘other.’  (Table 20) These are more specific 
ones: 

Others are local politics, media, woman and children rights, earthquake, science, archeology and 
promoting of official marriage. 

Of the respondents who declared social responsibility areas, except for one, nearly all the respondents 
indicated having partners in carrying out campaigns. (Table 21) These are mostly foundations, and 
NGO’s. Very few mentioned public relations agencies as partners for carrying out CSR programs. (See 
Table 22 for a list of some partners.)  
Part 3 

Part 3 of the study included questions on the demographics of the members of four associations. 
27% of the respondents had been in the public relations field for 10-12 years; 17, 6% 13-19 years and 

14, 9 % 1-4 years. (Table 23) 
Table 24 summarizes the association membership year. 17, 6% of the respondents had been member 

of the public relations association for 0-1 or 1-3 years. This is followed by 3-5 years (13, 5%)  
44 respondents were female and 26 were male. 4 people did not respond the question. (Table 25)  
The highest degree earned is bachelor, (51.4%). Members with post graduate degrees including 

master (19 people) and Ph.D. (9 people) is 37, 9%. (Table 26)  
Year highest degree earned is 1975-1985 (24, 3%). This is followed by 1999-2003 (21, 6%) and 

1986-1991 (16, 2%). (Table 27)  
Public relations is the frequently mentioned major (23 people). This is followed by business majors 

(12 people). Sociology (11 people), journalism (10 people) and  Radio-TV and Broadcast graduates (9 
people) followed right after it. (Table 28)  

The majority of the respondents’ work place is public relations agency (25 people), consultancy (15 
people), university (10 people), education (8 people), tourism (8 people) and NGO (5 people) in that 
order. Only two people mentioned advertising agency. (Table 29) 

Discussion and Recommendations 
 Corporate social responsibility is the concept that a corporation is accountable for its impact on all 

relevant stakeholders (European Union, from the presentation of Nikos Avlanos at Istanbul) The results of  
a international research in Europe conducted by Center for Sustainability and Excellence (CSE) show that 
there are several benefits of CSR. These are listed as: 

-more loyal customer, 
-higher brand value and reputation, 
-long-term sustainability for the company and society 
-better risk and crisis management 
-increased employees commitment and satisfaction 
-good relations with government and communities 

The role of  PR person encompasses both management and communication and  for its clients wants 
to achieve all of the benefits of CSR at different level and periods  Therefore,  he and she has to prepare 
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the foundation of CSR, educate on that especially CEOs and apply it for the clients and corporations 
he/she is consulting  

Although the results of the study, 74 responses cannot be generalized to other  
public relations practitioners populations, the study gave a picture of CSR concept among Turkish 
practitioners and also a direction of what should be done about that topic. CSR is a very popular area to 
talk about both from the academic perspective and professional aspect in Turkey.   

The data had been collected in two months time through two-time mailing electronically. It is 
possible to interpret this low rate of response as a lack of interest in corporate social responsibility 
concept and their obligations or it may be just not feeling enthusiastic about sharing information/ 
supporting a study.  

Cross tabulations with demographic characteristics and strongly agreed statements did not yield 
meaningful results except for years in public relations. Practitioners working for 20-39 years agreed 
completely with statement ‘developing programs that are good for society is both good business and good 
citizenship.’ Again their agreement with statement two, ‘the pursuit of social goals strengthens a 
corporation’s ability to earn a fair profit’ was high. An interpretation of it is that since they have been in 
the field quite long, they know the priorities of their profession much more than the younger PR 
workforce.  

When we compare the means of responses to 13 statements relating to CSR and professional 
obligations of  Ryan’s study with the Turkish sample, we notice that among the top five highly agreed 
upon 4 of them are the same.   

Developing programs that are good for society is both good business and good citizenship is in the 
first place in two populations.  

Corporate social responsibility must stem from a firm, deep-seated conviction of management that it 
is important for corporations to act in the public interest is at agreement level three in both populations.  

Statement ‘corporations must try to calculate the social impacts of major decisions before 
implementing policies or taking actions’ which is at 5 is given a higher agreement in the Turkish sample 
by attributing 2.  

Agreement with statement ‘a corporation is socially responsible over a long time period is more 
credible with the public than one that is not.’ is more among USA sample than the Turkish practitioners 
(2 vs. 5)  

A socially responsible public relations staff presents several sides of an issue and provides an 
objective appraisal  of conflicting opinions when it disseminates information’ is indicated as number 4 in 
the Turkish population and in Ryan’s study  ‘a corporation is socially responsible over a long time period 
is more credible with the public than one that is not’ and ‘practitioners should be deeply involved in 
helping management define a corporation’s social role are the two statements that are not strongly agreed 
in the Turkish population.  

When we analyze the responses to the statements we may say that: 
-Turkish PR practitioners strongly agree that corporations should act socially responsible and this is a 
more contemporary goal. 
 - The Turkish respondents again are feeling strong on statements 4 and 5 which are  
‘Corporate social responsibility must stem from a firm, deep-seated conviction of management that it is 
important for corporations to act in the public interest’ 
‘Management in an organization that wants to be socially responsible must act consistently in the public’s 
best interest, and not just when it is convenient to do.’ 

However when the profit issue comes into the picture they feel that profit is important as well.  
- Statements 7 and 9 which are 
‘It is all right for an individual to have one ethical standard in his or her private life and a different 
standard in business affairs.’   
‘Corporate obedience must be placed ahead of personal conscience.’ 
are interrelated with one another.  
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PR practitioners think that it is acceptable to have two different ethical standards (32/74) 41 people 
out of 74 respondents think that obedience to the corporation is more important than personal conscience, 
indicating loyalty and also indicating that it is possible to have two different standards. 

The Turkish PR population say: 
-Social consequences of activities by organizations have to be thought before application  
-Corporate social responsibility should come from a genuine belief of the corporation in the concept and 
corporations should always consider public interest. 
-A socially responsible management should act consistently in the public’s best interest and not when it is 
convenient to do so. 
-A socially responsible PR practitioner has to present two sides of the information. 
-And good programs for the society are good business and good citizenship. 

The respondents see economic component- being profitable- as a very important component and also 
a company’s best social responsibility measurement is stakeholder views of the company’s 
responsiveness to their concerns. Also legal aspects-obeying laws and regulations- are considered very 
important as well  

The Turkish practitioners are not so knowledgeable about the development of CSR practices in the 
recent years. When asked in what fields the CSR activities are carried out, it is education in the first place 
followed by environment and sports. Education is a field that may require support in Turkey. Their 
partnership in carrying out CSR programs re mostly NGOs and foundations. In addition to that corporate 
PR people quote public relations agencies as partners. There are also mentions of government institutions 
such as Ministry of Education etc.  There are also some unique CSR practices mentioned as well, such as 
promoting official marriages. 

As mentioned in Esrock and Leichty (1998 p.307) there are discussions whether corporate social 
responsibility is a universal ethical norm or a tool of public relations. It has to be both. Calling it a tool of 
public relations should not be considered as a degrading situation. In general the more the public relations 
practitioners are knowledgeable about the benefits of CSR, the more they are used strategically and thus it 
reaches both the heart and mind of the audiences. There has to be an education in ethics and CSR at 
university levels and this should not be limited to only communications schools. One of the suggestions 
for Turkey, for example, could be to integrate CSR as a course in the communication schools course 
schedule. 

A lot is said about the importance of CSR and it is applied by Turkish practitioners for the 
corporations they consult, but there maybe a lack of theoretical perspective in that issue. Once the 
theoretical discussions on that start, the value of CSR and its input will be more understood and it will not 
be used as an ‘ingredient’ in every program with no creativity and evaluation. 

As stated in Corporate Governance and Corporate Social Responsibility from ‘Rhetoric to Reality,’ it 
has taken 25 years for the promoters of social responsibility to see their objectives integrated into 
coherent international reporting and disclosure standards and national regulations on accountability and 
reporting (Walker, P. 2004).  

CSR concept could be explored more with qualitative methods such as focus groups with the public 
relations practitioners and/or in-depth interviews.  Pursuing with the quantitative study and trying to get a 
larger sample to analyze statistically is the next step that would be taken as well. A large sample to apply 
the original survey will yield more reliable results and maybe will back up our findings. Another 
suggestion is conducting the same survey with the public relations consultants on the corporate side, 
getting their definition of it, their practices and obstacles if there are any in carrying out them. In any case, 
the analysis of the responses of that sample is valuable for future projects and especially for the upcoming 
qualitative studies. 

Public relations practitioners should try to include in their strategic plans CSR and it should not come 
as an after-thought and they have to emphasize its importance to their clients and employers. Today just 
like citizens, the corporations have duties as corporate citizens and this is vital. Turkey’s integration to 
European Union requires that as well.  
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Tables 
 
1. Developing programs that are good for society is both good business and good citizenship 
  Frequency percentage 
Strongly Agree 55 74,4 
Agree 18 24,3 
Strongly Disagree 1 1,4 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 1 
 
2. The pursuit of social goals strengthens a corporation’s ability to earn a fair profit 
  N % 
Strongly Agree 38 51,4 
Agree 24 32,4 
Neutral 9 12,2 
Disagree 2 2,7 
Strongly Disagree 1 1,4 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 2 
 
3. A corporation that is socially responsible over a long time period is more credible with the public than 
one that is not 
  N % 
Strongly Agree 42 56,3 
Agree 20 27,0 
Disagree 6 8,1 
Neutral 5 6,8 
Strongly Disagree 1 1,4 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 3 
 
4. Corporate social responsibility must stem from a firm, deep-seated conviction of management that it is 
important for corporations to act in the public interest  
  n % 
Strongly Agree 48 64,9 
Agree 19 25,7 
Neutral 2 2,7 
Strongly disagree 2 2,7 
No Response 3 4,1 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 4 
 
5. Management in an organization that wants to be socially responsible must act consistently in the 
public’s best interest, and not just when it is convenient to do so 
  N % 
Strongly Agree 43 58,1 
Agree 24 32,4 
Neutral 2 2,7 
Disagree 1 1,4 
Strongly disagree 1 1,4 
No Response 3 4,1 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 5 
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6. Management must act socially responsible, regardless of how those actions influence profit   
  N % 
Agree 24 32,4 
Strongly Agree 21 28,4 
Neutral 15 20,3 
Disagree 12 16,2 
Strongly disagree 2 2,7 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 6 
 
7. It is all right for an individual to have one ethical standard in his or her private life and a different 
standard in business affairs 
  N % 
Disagree 27 36,5 
Strongly disagree 15 20,3 
Neutral 14 18,9 
Agree 12 16,2 
Strongly agree  6 8,1 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 7 
 
8. Practitioners should be deeply involved in helping management define a corporation’s social role  
  n % 
Strongly agree 41 55,5 
Agree 29 39,2 
Neutral 3 4,1 
Strongly disagree 1 1,4 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 8 
 
9. Corporate obedience must be placed ahead of personal conscience  
  n % 
Disagree 25 33,8 
Neutral 17 23,0 
Agree 16 21,6 
Strongly agree 8 10,8 
Strongly disagree 6 8,1 
No response 2 2,7 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 9 
 
10. Corporations must try to calculate the social impacts of major decisons before implementing policies 
or taking actions 

N % 
Strongly agree 43 58,1 

Agree 26 35,1 
Neutral 1 1,4 
Strongly disagree 1 1,4 
No response 3 4,1 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 10 
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11. A socially reponsible public relations staff presents several sides of an issue and provides an objective 
appraisal of conflicting opinions when it disseminates information 

N % 
Strongly agree 41 55,4 
Agree 27 36,5 
Neutral 2 2,7 
Strongly disagree 1 1,4 
No response 3 4,1 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 11 
 
12. Practitioners should serve the public interest as well as their clients 
  N % 
Strongly agree 35 47,3 
Agree 23 31,1 
Neutral 6 8,1 
Disagree 3 4,1 
Strongly disagree  2 2,7 
No response 5 6,8 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 12 
 
13. Corporate social responsibilty activities have increased in turkey substantially 
  N % 
Agree 41 55,4 
Strongly agree 13 17,6 
Neutral 13 17,6 
Disagree 2 2,7 
Strongly disagree 1 1,4 
No response 4 5,4 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 13 
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TABLE 14  
Means of responses to 13 statements relating to csr and the professional’s obligations 
 Mean 
Developing programs that are good for society is both good business and good citizenship 1,28 
Corporations must try to calculate the social impacts of major decisions before 
implementing policies or taking actions 

1,39 

Corporate social responsibility must stem from a firm, deep-seated conviction of 
management that it is important for corporations to act in the public interest. 

1,42 

A socially responsible public relations staff presents several sides of an issue and provides 
an objective appraisal of conflicting opinions when it disseminates information 

1,43 

Management in an organization that wants to be socially responsible must act consistently 
in the public’s best interest, and not just when it is convenient to do so 

1,49 

Practitioners should be deeply involved in helping management define a corporation’s 
social role 

1,53 

Practitioners should serve the public interest as well as their clients 1,66 
The pursuit of social goals strengthens a corporation’s ability to earn a fair profit 1,69 
A corporation that is socially responsible over a long time period is more credible with the 
public than one that is not 

1,69 

Corporate social responsibility activities have increased in Turkey substantially 2,01 
Management must act socially responsible, regardless of how those actions influence profit 2, 35 
Corporate Obedience must be placed ahead of personal conscience.  3,05 
It is all right for an individual to have one ethical standard in his or her private life and a 
different standard in business affairs 

3,47 

“1” represented “strongly agree”, while a 5 represented “strongly disagree.” Therefore, the lower the mean score in 
the table, the more a respondent agreed with the statement.  
 
TABLE 14’  
Means of responses to 13 statements relating to csr and the professional’s obligations (in the order of the 
survey) 
 Mean 
Developing programs that are good for society is both good business and good citizenship 1,28 
The pursuit of social goals strengthens a corporation’s ability to earn a fair profit 1,69 
A corporation that is socially responsible over a long time period is more credible with the 
public than one that is not 

1,69 

Corporate social responsibility must stem from a firm, deep-seated conviction of management 
that it is important for corporations to act in the public interest. 

1,42 

Management in an organization that wants to be socially responsible must act consistently in 
the public’s best interest, and not just when it is convenient to do so 

1,49 

Management must act socially responsible, regardless of how those actions influence profit 2,35 
It is all right for an individual to have one ethical standard in his or her private life and a 
different standard in business affairs 

3,47 

Practitioners should be deeply involved in helping management define a corporation’s social 
role 

1.53 

Corporate Obedience must be placed ahead of personal conscience.  3,05 

Corporations must try to calculate the social impacts of major decisions before implementing 
policies or taking actions 

1,39 

A socially responsible public relations staff presents several sides of an issue and provides an 
objective appraisal of conflicting opinions when it disseminates information 

1,43 

Practitioners should serve the public interest as well as their clients 1,66 
Corporate social responsibility activities have increased in Turkey substantially 2,01 
“1” represented “strongly agree”, while a 5 represented “strongly disagree.” Therefore, the lower the mean score in 
the table, the more a respondent agreed with the statement.  
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TABLE 15 
Means of responses to 13 statements relating to csr and the professional’s obligations/from Michael 
Ryan’s study 
 Mean 
Developing programs that are good for society is both good business and good citizenship 1,4 
The pursuit of social goals strengthens a corporation’s ability to earn a fair profit 2.2 
A corporation that is socially responsible over a long time period is more credible with 
the public than one that is not 

1,5 

Corporate social responsibility must stem from a firm, deep-seated conviction of 
management that it is important for corporations to act in the public interest. 

1,5 

Management in an organization that wants to be socially responsible must act 
consistently in the public’s best interest, and not just when it is convenient to do so 

1,5 

Management must act socially responsible, regardless of how those actions influence 
profit 

2,5 

It is all right for an individual to have one ethical standard in his or her private life and a 
different standard in business affairs 

4.1 

Practitioners should be deeply involved in helping management define a corporation’s 
social role 

1.6 

Corporate Obedience must be placed ahead of personal conscience.  4,1     
Corporations must try to calculate the social impacts of major decisions before 
implementing policies or taking actions 

1,6 

A socially responsible public relations staff presents several sides of an issue and provides 
an objective appraisal of conflicting opinions when it disseminates information 

2.5 

Practitioners should serve the public interest as well as their clients 2.4 
A total of 120 names were drawn form International Association of Business Communicators and from the Public 
Relations Society of America. Only practitioners who worked for corporations have been selected in Ryan’s study 
and public relations, public affairs or community affairs had to appear in the respondent’s job title. Three time 
mailing have been done of the 240 people sampled and a total of 135 people responded with a return rate of 58%.  

 
TABLE 16 
Means of responses to 13 statements relating to CSR and the professional’s obligations, top five of the 
Turkish sample 
 Mean 
Developing programs that are good for society is both good business and good citizenship 1,28 
Corporations must try to calculate the social impacts of major decisions before 
implementing policies or taking actions 

1,39 

Corporate social responsibility must stem from a firm, deep-seated conviction of 
management that it is important for corporations to act in the public interest 

1,42 

A socially responsible public relations staff presents several sides of an issue and provides an 
objective appraisal of conflicting opinions when it disseminates information 

1,43 

Management in an organization that wants to be socially responsible must act 
consistently in the public’s best interest, and not just when it is convenient to do so 

1,49 
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Means of responses to 13 statements relating to csr and the professional’s obligations/from Michael 
Ryan’s study, top five  
 Mean 
Developing programs that are good for society is both good business and good citizenship 1,4 
A corporation that is socially responsible over a long time period is more credible with 
the public than one that is not 

1,5 

Corporate social responsibility must stem from a firm, deep-seated conviction of 
management that it is important for corporations to act in the public interest. 

1,5 

Management in an organization that wants to be socially responsible must act 
consistently in the public’s best interest, and not just when it is convenient to do so 

1,5 

Practitioners should be deeply involved in helping management define a corporation’s 
social role 

1.6 

Corporations must try to calculate the social impacts of major decisions before 
implementing policies or taking actions 

1,6 

As seen from Table 16, there are similar four statements agreed upon in the top 5 agreement levels. 
Rank the following four components of a corporation according to the importance of each in helping a company 
fulfill its social responsibilty (1= most important, 4=least important) 
 
Very important 
 n % 
Economic---be profitable 41 35,4 
Legal----obey laws and regulations 36 31,0 
Ethical---behave ethically 25 21,5 
Philanthropic---giving back to society 14 12,1 
Total 116 100,0 
TABLE 17 
 
In your opinion how can a company’s social responsibility best be measured?  
 n % 
Stakeholder views of the company’s responsiveness to their concerns 31 41,9 
Record of philanthropic giving, community involvement 17 23,0 
Record of compliance with laws and regulations 13 17,6 
Financial performance 4 5,4 
Employee retention 1 1,4 
Other 2 2,7 
No response 6 8,1 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 18 
 
Have you worked at a company which is a deeply involved with corporate social responsibilty? 
   N % 
Yes 45 60,8 
No 29 34,2 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 19 
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Indicate which areas of social responsibility have you worked for the past five years   
 N % 
Education 42 35,6 
Environment 29 24,6 
Sports 20 16,9 
Health 14 11,9 
Other 7 6,0 
Arts-Culture 6 5,0 
Total 118 100,0 
TABLE 20 
 
Are there any partners you work with in carrying out socially responsible projects? 

N % 
Yes 44 97,8 
No 1 2,2 
Total 45 100,0 
TABLE 21 
 
SOME PARTNERS 
Deniz Feneri, (TV program) 
Rotary 
Halkbank Spor,  club 
Milli Eğitim Bakanlığı, (Education Ministry) 
Çağdaş Yaşamı Destekleme Derneği  (NGO in education) 
İzmir Yerel (media) 
Tema (NGO,environment) 
İzmir Devlet 
İstanbul Kültür ve Sanat Vakfı, (foundation arts culture) 
Türkiye Eğitim Gönüllüleri Vakfı (foundation, education) 
Doğal Hayatı Koruma Derneği (NGO, environment) 
Anne Çocuk Eğitimi Vakfı, (foundation education parents/children) 
Türkiye Ekonomik Sosyal Etüdler Vakfı 
Ankara Halkla İlişkiler Derneği (public relations association) 
Türk üniversiteli Kadınlar Derneği (women university graduates association) 
Kadın Emeğini Değerlendirme Vakfı, (foundation for women’s work) 
Çevre Koruma Vakfı (foundation, environment) 
Uluslararası Çalışma Örgütü- international labour  association 
TABLE  22 
 
Years in public relations 
  N % 
10-12  20 27,0 
13-19  13 17,6 
1-4  11 14,9 
7-9  10 13,5 
20-39 10 13,5 
5-6  5 6,8 
No response 4 5,4 
40 and over  1 1,4 
Total  74 100,0 
TABLE 23 
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Association membership  
  n % 
0-1  13 17,6, 
1-3  13 17,6 
3-5  10 13,5 
7-9  5 6,8 
20 and above 5 6,8 
9-11 4 5,4 
5-7 4 5,4 
17-19 4 5,4 
15-17  3 4,1 
11-13  2 2,7 
13-15 2 2,7 
No response 9 12,2 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 24 
Gender 
  N % 
F 44 59,5 
M 26 35,1 
No response 4 5,4 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 25 

 
Highest degree earned 
 N % 
Bachelor’s 38 51,4 
Graduate 19 25,7 
Ph.D. 9 12,2 
Two year university studies 2 2,7 
No response 6 8,1 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 26 
 
Year highest degree earned 
  N % 
1975-1985 18 24,3 
1999-2003 16 21,6 
1986-1991 12 16,2 
1996-1998 11 14,9 
1964-1974 8 10,8 
1992-1995 6 12,2 
No response 3 4,1 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 27 
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College/university major 
 n % 
Public Relations 23 31,2 
Business 12 16,2 
Sociology 11 14,8 
Journalism 10 13,6 
Radio-TV and Broadcast 9 12,1 
International Relations/Political Science 6 8,1 
Advertising 2 2,7 
Psychology 1 1,3 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 28 
 
Workplace  
 n % 
Public Relations agency 25 33,8 
Consultancy 15 20,3 
University 10 13,5 
Education 8 10,8 
Tourism 8 10,8 
NGO 6 8,1 
Advertising Agency 2 2,7 
Total 74 100,0 
TABLE 29 
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Recruiting international students is important to U.S. universities. A part of any institution’s ability to 
expand internationally is establishing and maintaining positive public images. However, cultural-centric 
public relations practices may not be appropriate for target populations and for the specific focus of 
education. Intercultural communication concepts establish grounded approach to managing public image. 
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Public relations embraces a broad range of planning activity to build a good relation with stakeholders by 
promoting a good image.  Such focus led governments to engage in various PR activities to increase the 
awareness and create favorable attitudes toward its nation. Out of many, the common strategy is hosting a 
global sporting event such as Olympics or World Cup.  National Tourism Organizations and Destination 
Management Organizations have been recognizing the major sport events as one of the worldly publicity 
opportunities.   

Hosting such global sporting event can be seen as ‘sponsoring a mega-event’ from the hosting 
nation’s point of view.  Sponsorship usually refers to corporate sponsorship of an event, but from the 
hosting nation’s view, the nation itself is sponsoring an event.  Corporations sponsor an event either, to 
increase the brand awareness, or to establish, strengthen, or change the brand image.  Likewise, a nation 
itself can sponsor an event to increase the nation’s awareness, or to establish, strengthen, and change the 
nation’s image worldwide.   The line of reasoning behind sponsorship is that the meanings or elements 
associated with a mega event, such as the professional status, venue, size and the grandeur of the 
atmosphere, would be transferred to the brand itself to increase the brand equity.  Other research in 
corporate sponsorship suggest that an event affects the image formation process of sponsored companies 
in a way that previous held images are changed or even reinforced: A previously held negative image can 
be worsen by the sponsorship; the sponsored corporate image and awareness can be similar to the ones 
that were held prior to its sponsorships; or sponsorship can be positively related to a corporate image and 
the purchase decision.   

As implied in corporate sponsorship, the hosting nation can experience a similar impact when hosting 
a global sporting event.  Global events such as Olympics draw the most expansive attention around the 
world as it is the only event where over 199 countries compete together.  Such expansive attention would 
provide an opportunity for the hosting nation to create or maintain its global image to a favorable level 
such that it will aid the nation not only in the cultural aspects, but also in the economical aspect. 
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The public relations process model is refined and questions regarding the role and influence of the multi-
dimensional environment are specified and explored using conceptual tools provided by organizational 
ecology.  Several theoretic propositions are advanced linking environmental variation to explain micro 
level responses, specifically, the allocation of resources to public relations.  Modifications are made to 
Hazleton and Long’s original definition of public relations that explicitly includes and privileges 
relationships as a central feature.   

Introduction 
While many public relations scholars have acknowledged the importance of environment, little 

attention is paid to elaborating context in the research and theoretic literature.  Environment remains a 
problematic concept for public relations.  Contentions about the role of public relations in helping 
organizations to continuously adapt to their environment underpin mainstream research and theoretic 
literature.  However, the field has paid limited attention to specifying, testing, and explicating such 
complex and problematic presuppositions.  In seeking to address this fundamental discontinuity in the 
body of knowledge, this paper proposes modifications to the Public Relations Process Model originally 
conceptualized by Hazleton and Long (1985) twenty years ago. In addition to suggesting revisions to the 
model, we advance theoretical propositions linking environmental variations to public relations variables 
of theoretical interest. To these ends, this essay first reintroduces readers to the model.  We then advance 
refinements to the model, making it more parsimonious.  We offer testable theoretical propositions 
linking environmental variation to public relations and finally, consider the implications emerging from 
the updated model for further research and theory development and for public relations pedagogy. 

The Model 
Using the lens provided by Systems Theory, Hazleton and Long (1985, 1988; Long & Hazleton, 

1987; Hazleton, 1992) conceptualized the public relations process as an open systems model, consisting 
of a multi-dimensional environment or super system with five environmental dimensions—legal/political, 
social, economic, technological, and competitive— and three subsystems—organizational, 
communication, and publics (originally “target audiences”).   

A system is a set of interrelated components or concepts and systems theory emphasizes the 
interrelatedness of concepts organized in a hierarchy of subsystems and super systems.  Systems are either 
open or closed.  An open system, such as an organization, is continuously in contact and exchange with 
the environment.  Consistent with systems models, subsystems in the Public Relations Process Model 
were characterized by inputs, transformation processes, and outputs.  Outputs from each subsystem serve 
subsequently as inputs to other subsystems.  Hazelton and Long (1988) argued that public relations could 
be described as process comprising (1) input from the environment to the system, (2) transformation of 
inputs into communication goals, objectives, and campaigns, and (3) output, in the form of messages, to 
target publics. The reactions of target publics to these messages stimulate or provide further input to the 
public relations process.  This may affect organizational maintenance or adaptation functions or 
precipitate organizational attempts to alter the environment.    

We will now review the major elements of the original model, describing the inputs, transformation 
processes, and outputs for each of the three subsystems followed by a discussion of its contributions to 
public relations theory and pedagogy.  Refinements to the original model are then advanced. 
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The Multi-Dimensional Environment 
The Public Relations Process Model proposed five environmental dimensions—legal/political, 

economic, social, competitive, and technological. The legal/political dimension encompasses the formal 
rules governing organizational conduct, the means for creating those rules, and the methods of rule 
enforcement.  This dimension included electoral, legislative, administrative, and judicial processes 
(Hazleton & Long, 1988).  In other words, this dimension embodies the ‘rules of the game’ or what is 
permissible and impermissible in any society.  In democratic societies, communication is the only legal 
and ethical means for securing cooperation (Hazleton, 1993).  Public relations communication related to 
this dimension is expressed in communication about elections, legislation, and the administration of laws.  
The economic dimension influences the availability of financial resources and the costs of other 
resources—human, symbolic, and physical—to the organization. The social dimension contains 
significant individuals and groups. The competitive dimension consists of other organizations whose 
goals with respect to any organization of interest can be arrayed on a continuum of compatibility with 
absolute compatibility at one extreme and absolute incompatibility at the other. The technological 
dimension consists of available mechanical/electronic devices or knowledge systems useful for 
accomplishing work. This dimension may directly or indirectly affect public relations.  For example, new 
communication technologies affect legal/political, social and economic conditions, creating both 
opportunities and problems for public relations practice. 
The Organizational Subsystem 

Inputs.  In the original model, inputs in the organizational subsystem consisted of organizational 
goals, organizational structure, resources, and management philosophy. Goals, defined as instrumental or 
relational (Hazleton, 1992), direct behavior and serve to constrain or facilitate transformation processes.  
Resources are categorized as financial, human, technological, or symbolic and may be differentially 
allocated to public relations in response to environmental variation.  Resources facilitate and enable, or 
constrain and limit public relations activities.  Organizational culture or world views is operationalized in 
the model as management philosophy and reflects the organization’s orientation to others.  Organizational 
structure refers to both the organization of communication and authority through roles. Lauri Grunig 
(1992) has argued that there is a relationship between organizational structure and the practice of public 
relations.  

Transformation.  Inputs from the environment are transformed through research by (1) the 
identification of problems relevant to organizational goals and (2) recognizing the constraints of limited 
resources, finding solutions to those problems including identifying publics whose support is necessary 
for goal achievement. 

Outputs.  Elements of output include: (1) public relations goals, which may be public specific and 
emerge from organizational goals; (2) characteristics of solutions, such as complexity or cost, which are 
likely to manifest in communication content; (3) public attributes, such as climate for change or relevant 
beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors which again influence the encoding of specific messages;  (4)  
communication strategies, which conceptually link public relations goals, solutions, and publics; (5) 
action plans enabling the communication of messages to target publics. 
The Communication Subsystem 

Hazelton and Long conceptualized the communication subsystem as a boundary-spanning element of 
the model, linking the environment, organizational and target audience subsystems.  Public relations 
goals, assumptions about publics, assumptions about the characteristics of objects of communication, 
communication strategies, and action plans are transformed within the communication subsystem through 
processes of encoding and delivery into outputs. The outputs of the communication subsystem are the 
messages to which publics are exposed, that is, the tangible, consumable, symbolic, artifacts of public 
relations. Elements of the transformation process and the outputs are considered in more detail below. 

Inputs.  The outputs of the organizational subsystem serve as inputs into the communication 
subsystem.  The model also reflects the fact that processes are continuous.  New inputs from the 
environment and publics certainly constrain action and may actually produce changes in plans as the 
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process of behavior unfolds. The fidelity of communication in public relations is a partial function of the 
extent to which organization and public symbol systems are shared or overlap. 

Transformation.  Two technical processes are involved in the transformation of planning inputs into 
outputs from the communication subsystem, encoding and delivery. Encoding is the creative process of 
choosing among the alternatives available from a repertoire of symbolic and non-symbolic content.  
Human resources, the quality of public relations staff, are an obvious constraint in this process.  
Repertoires vary in size and are a function of both knowledge and experience.  Organizations, like 
individuals, have a greater receptive capacity for communication than an expressive capacity.  They 
understand more than they use.  While the strategic-symbolic content of organizational communication 
varies substantively, organizations (like individuals) tend to develop individualistic and predictable 
patterns of non-symbolic content. This tendency is reflected in the prevalence and perceived importance 
of identity management programs. Delivery is a technical process constrained by resources as well timing 
and access to media. Not only must messages get to audiences but they must do so in a timely fashion and 
meet the expectations of other gatekeepers in the communication process.  

Outputs. Hazleton (1993) has proposed a three-by-three matrix for the analysis and understanding of 
the encoding of public relations messages. Messages are conceptualized as having content, structure, and 
functional properties that may be analyzed at three different levels.  These levels are physiological, 
psychological, and sociological.  At the physiological level messages are tangible sensory objects. 
Functionally, the non-symbolic content of communication references either messages or communicators 
influencing understanding and interpretation at both psychological and sociological levels.  At the 
psychological level, the content of messages are meanings and functionally the focus is upon the 
relationship between the public and the strategic intentions of communication. At this level messages may 
be used to facilitate, inform, persuade, motivate through promise and rewards, motivate through threat 
and punishment, bargain, or cooperatively solve problems. At the sociological level, message content may 
be metaphorical or literal, and functions and reference the instrumental or relational goals of 
organizations. Structure at all three levels describes patterns of content organization.  Delivery describes 
the channels and media used for communication. 
The Publics (Target Audiences) Subsystem 

Organizational publics receive stimuli from the communication subsystem and experience a series of 
evaluation states in response to the message stimuli.  In the planning process organizations assess publics 
with respect to issues such as climate for change and stages of the change process. The output of this 
subsystem is the results of the entire process, in the form of cognitive and/or behavioral maintenance 
and/or change in the target (Smallwood, 1992).  

Inputs.  This subsystem takes its input from the environment and the communication subsystem in the 
form of messages. 

Transformation.  The transformation processes are conceptualized in terms of change to relevant 
constructs that exist prior to the exposure to communication. In the original model they were described as 
individual attributes (problem recognition, involvement, and constraint recognition) grounded in Grunig’s 
situational theory of publics (1997).  The ‘influence states’ emerged from the diffusion and social change 
literature (Prochaska & Velicer, 1997; Rodgers, 1995; Zaltman & Duncan, 1977) and describe stages of 
the change process . 

This characterization reflected the orientation of the model toward public relations as the source 
rather than the receiver of communication.  It is also possible to conceptualize publics as engaging in the 
same process as the organization.  They also have goals, recognize problems, and seek to implement 
solutions.  

Outputs. The outputs of the public subsystem are expressed in terms of organizations’ public relations 
goals concerning maintenance or change of the environment.  Communication may influence cognitions 
or what people know.  Communication may influence affect or how people feel about the things they 
know.  And communication may influence behavior.  
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Contributions to Pedagogy and Research 
As proposed, the Public Relations Process Model served two important purposes (Hazleton & Long, 

1988; Long & Hazleton, 1987); its first was pedagogical. As a comprehensive and abstract representation 
of the commonalities evident in all public relations activities the model provides as an integrating 
framework through which students can better navigate the body of knowledge.  Hazleton and Long’s 
claim (1988) that introductory textbooks are best described as compendiums of lists, rather than holistic, 
interdisciplinary descriptions of the public relations process remains an accurate description. By focusing 
on the general structure and processes that define public relations the model provides an integrating 
framework within which public relations curriculum can be organized and developed.  For example, 
public relations practice focusing on the legal/political dimension manifests as the specialist area known 
as public affairs.  The economic dimension influences the availability of financial resources and the costs 
of other resources and therefore encompasses investor and financial relations.  The social dimension 
encompasses critical publics and is the court of "public opinion” that plays such an important role across 
the specialist roles and functions of public relations including issues management, corporate 
communications, public information, community relations and crisis communication.    

The second purpose of the Public Relations Process Model was to serve as a research agenda.  It 
provides an integrating framework for and analytic description of structures and processes; this is a 
necessary precondition for theoretic development.  In addition to identifying specific areas for theoretic 
development, the comprehensive nature of the models allows us to understand the complementary nature 
of diverse theoretic orientations and research programs, qualitative and quantitative. 

Despite its promise, the model has received little attention over the last two decades. It has had some 
pedagogical impact. Hazleton and Long used the model to influence curriculum development at Illinois 
State University, North Carolina State University, and Radford University.  Also, the definition of public 
relations that framed the model has received some positive the attention (Wilcox, Cameron, Ault, & 
Agee, 2001). However the impact on research and theory has been minimal. The only research directly 
attributable to the model has come from Hazleton and a few of his students, primarily in the form of 
theses, dissertations, and conference papers.  These efforts are described briefly below. 

Using this model, Smallwood (1992) contends that variations in the resources allocated to public 
relations departments are best explained by variations in the complexity and turbulence of the five 
environmental dimensions identified in the public relations process model, specifically, legal/political, 
social, economic, technological, and competitive.  Second-order interaction between environmental 
dimensions and direction of change, turbulence, and complexity were significant predictors of 
expectations concerning future allocations of human, technological, financial, and symbolic resources.  
While acknowledging the ambitious and complex nature of this exploratory study, the findings—that the 
allocation of public relations resources are explained by perceptions of environmental complexity and 
turbulence—are important and deserve further attention.   

Sharp (1995) explored the relationship between the level of resources allocated to the public relations 
function, perceived importance of environmental dimensions, importance of the public relations function 
and organizational orientations toward deregulation in the electrical utilities industry.  Sharp found that 
resource allocations of human and financial resources were statistically significant predictors of the power 
of the public relations department and that  symbolic resources and financial resources were significant 
predictors of the importance of public relations to deregulation.  He also found that perceptions of the 
importance of social, competitive and economic environmental dimensions were significant predictors of 
public relations being asked to take an active role in preparing for deregulation.     

Molleda (1997) used surveys, interviews, and content analysis to explore relationships between 
model elements in the return of international oil companies.  He analyzed messages at both psychological 
and sociological from content analysis of media and organizational documents.  And through interviews, 
he documented the impact of public and communicator attributes in strategic decision making. 

Page (1998, Page & Hazleton, 1999; Page, 2000a, 2000b, 2000c, 2003; Werder, 2003, 2004, in press) 
in a series of studies has explored the use of public relations strategies identified by Hazleton (1992, 
1993).  Her research demonstrates both the utility and validity of the strategy taxonomy.  She also has 
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demonstrated in at least two of her studies that public subsystem variables, such as problem recognition, 
involvement, constraint recognition, and goal compatibility, are better predictors of strategy selection and 
effectiveness than the organizational world views articulated by Grunig and White (1989). 

The Public Relations Process Model Refined 
A major strength of the Public Relations Process Model is that it provides an overarching framework 

within which the field, like economics, can and should be organized into macro and micro levels of theory 
and research.  In refining the model, questions regarding the role and influence of the environmental super 
system are considered at the macro level of analysis and understanding using conceptual tools provided 
by organizational ecology and evolutionary perspectives from organizational sociology (Aldrich, 1979, 
1999; Cheney & Vibbert, 1987; Everett, 2001).   

First, a simplified conceptualization of the environment is proposed from which the competition and 
technology dimensions are removed. Competition is embedded as the concept of goal compatibility 
(Hazleton, 1992; Werder, 2003, 2004, in press) in the target audience (public) subsystem. Technologies 
effects on public relations are conceptualized in the refined model as general and indirect rather than 
specific, justifying the exclusion of this dimension.  

Second, the social dimension or "court of public opinion" is renamed the issues environment and 
modified to explicitly account for the contested issues around which multiple publics organize, frequently 
involving multiple organizations in industry or other collectives (Heath, 1997).  This perspective 
recognizes not only that public opinion is driven by issues, but also that issues are not neatly bounded 
entities significant only to one organization and one public at any point in time (Dougall, 2004, 2005). 
Most issues demand the attention of many organizations and a multitude of publics (Heath, 1997; Smith, 
1996; Smith & Ferguson, 2001).  This is a significant change from the original model which confounded 
the constructs of social environment and target audiences through overlapping definitions. In the current 
conceptualization publics and organizations are parallel concepts equally influenced by environmental 
dimensions. 

Finally, the organizational subsystem is recast at the population level of analysis.  Ecological analysis 
assumes that organizational populations "can be identified in such a way that member organizations 
exhibit very similar environmental dependencies" (Hannan & Freeman, 1989, p. 45).  The population 
concept is evident in public relations literature and research but is typically articulated in terms of 
industries and other organizational collectives.  This approach and its significance to the model is 
explained in more detail in the following section.  
The Ecological Perspective 

In the same way that biologists study the relationships of populations of organisms to the carrying 
capacity of their environments—the capacity of environments to sustain and constrain the organisms of 
interest—population ecologists study populations of organizations and the carrying capacities of their 
environments.  Cutlip and Center (1952) were the first to articulate an ecological perspective of public 
relations.  They described the role of public relations as helping organizations to continuously adapt to 
their social environment.  Since then this perspective has provided a central framework for theory 
building in public relations.  The timeframe imperatives of an ecological perspective are demanding—for 
example, Hannan and Freeman’s seminal work in organizational ecology (1989) includes a study of labor 
unions extending over 140 years, a study of newspaper organizations over 150 years, and a relatively 
short a study of the semiconductor industry that covered 39 years.  Investigations of such magnitude, 
made prerequisite by an ecological perspective, are rare in this field.  Consequently, continuous 
adaptation remains one of the most persistent but untried and underutilized assumptions in public 
relations theory and will remain so without significant new contributions.  Following the contentions of 
organization ecology that successful organizations are not flexible, adapt slowly or not at all, and 
organizations are more likely to fail when undertaking fundamental change (Hannan & Freeman, 1989), 
Everett (2001) contrasts the “axiomatic pillar" of contemporary public relations, continuous adaptation, 
with the selection perspectives of organizational ecology and organizational evolution. The continuous 
adaptation processes described in public relations theory may actually serve to increase the risk of failure 
for an organization that has successfully implemented a change program (Everett, 2001). Current 
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ecological models of public relations have emphasized continuous adaptation and neglected selection 
processes in describing the role of the environment in influencing an organization’s relationships with its 
publics (Dougall, 2005).  

Ecological research emerges from longitudinal studies, and strongly comparable empirical findings 
across studies are delivered by organizational ecologists because they are “consistently using the same 
essential variable definitions and measurements” (Lewin & Volberda, 1999, p. 519).  Organizational 
ecologists characterize successful organizations as having structural inertia, meaning that the capacity of 
these organizations to adapt is limited, and they adapt slowly, if at all (Hannan & Freeman, 1989).  In 
contrast, strategic management theories focus on adaptation within individual organizations as a function 
of their internal strategy and design decisions (Lewin & Volberda, 1999).  This perspective dominates 
contemporary public relations theory, much of which assumes that organizations are highly adaptive, that 
structural changes can and should occur in response to environmental variation, and that the role of public 
relations is to support and facilitate the organization as it adjusts and adapts to a changing environment 
(Everett, 2001).   Organizational ecology asserts that change frequently occurs within organizational 
populations, without, or in spite of, the rational decisions and actions of managers.  Organizations are 
conceptualized as complicated systems that have strong limits on their flexibility and responsiveness 
(Hannan & Freeman, 1989).  Political processes, together with various kinds of costs and constraints, 
ensure that organizations are “anything but flexible and quick in collective response to changing 
opportunities and constraints in the environment” (p. xi).  Describing their models as probabilistic rather 
than deterministic, they argued that the individual actions deemed so critical by strategic management 
theorists may be important for individual organizations and their departments but are much less important 
for the population of organizations in which that organization is situated (Hannan & Freeman, 1989).   

The organizational population.  One of the most significant refinements to the Public Relations 
Process Model emerges from the ecological perspective which contends that organizations with the same 
form and bound to a common environmental setting make up a population and are affected similarly by 
changes in the environment.  Populations of organizations are not concrete and unchanging objects but 
rather abstractions useful for theoretical purposes.  Arguing that some forces affecting organizations can 
only be detected at the population level, Hannan and Carroll (1995) defined organizational populations as 
“specific time-and-space instances of organizational forms” (p. 29).  An organizational population is 
therefore not only defined by a generic label, such as investment bank or public bureaucracy, “but also by 
the specific historical period and society in which it exists” (Aldrich, 1999, p. 38).  The population 
concept is evident in public relations literature and research but is typically articulated in terms of 
industries and other organizational collectives.  By acknowledging the power of other organizations in the 
environment, the ecological perspective counters and offers correctives to public relations research that 
treats the individual organization as an actor without a setting and other actors (Cheney & Vibbert, 1987).  
In addition to providing the organizational population as a level of analysis, the ecological perspective 
challenges traditional approaches to public relations theory building.   

In this iteration of the Public Relations Process Model, the organizational, communication and 
publics subsystems are embedded in the organizational population which, in turn, exists with the multi-
dimensional environment.  To explore this refined model, the next section of this paper elaborates the 
dimensions of the issues environment as specified by Dougall (2004, 2005) and specifies a series of 
theoretic propositions to be applied to further research.   Specification of the properties of the 
legal/political and economic dimensions of the environment offer opportunities for further research 
beyond the constraints of this paper.      
The Issues Environment  

The social dimension or "court of public opinion" is modified in the refined Public Relations Process 
Model to explicitly account for the contested issues around which multiple publics organize, frequently 
involving multiple organizations in industry or other collectives (Heath, 1997).  Issues are not neatly 
bounded entities significant only to one organization and one public at any point in time but more often 
resonate within and across populations of similarly constrained organizations (Dougall, 2004).  Most 
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issues demand the attention of many organizations and a multitude of publics (Heath, 1997; Smith, 1996; 
Smith & Ferguson, 2001).  

Publics and issues are “core concepts in public relations” (Botan & Taylor, 2004, p. 654) and both are 
central to this conceptualization of the issues environment.  An issue is created when one or more human 
agents attach significance to a situation or perceived problem (Crable & Vibbert, 1987).  Issues are 
contested because they concern the self-interests of key publics, leading them to support or to oppose the 
actions and policies of organizations; organizations and their publics share concerns for these issues, even 
though their positions are often very different (Heath & Douglas, 1991).   

Although often conceptualized and described in quite singular terms, issues frequently demand the 
attention of many organizations and a multitude of publics (Heath, 1997; Smith, 1996; Smith & Ferguson, 
2001).  Dougall (2004, 2005) applied an ecological perspective to describe how issues are shared by 
organizations that occupy similar niches and are similarly constrained by a common environmental 
setting, an idea captured by the organizational population concept.  The public opinion environment of an 
organizational population is conceptualized as an aggregation or set of issues that concern organizations 
and their publics.  These issues are shared by organizations that occupy similar niches and are similarly 
constrained by a common environmental setting.  To make central role of issues more explicit, the label 
issues environment is applied here in place of the public opinion environment.  

Four dimensions of the issues environment proposed by Dougall (2004, 2005) include: stability 
(turnover of issues), complexity of issues (the number of issues in the issue set), intensity (volume of 
media coverage), and direction (favorability of media coverage for the focal population).  Organizational 
theories provide many perspectives from which to view the dimensions of organizational environments.  
The literature of public opinion also provides some important dimensions through which variations can be 
observed and measured.   While these dimensions are evident to some extent in the works from both 
disciplines, the stability and complexity dimensions of the issues environment are derived largely from 
the organizational literature.  The public opinion literature substantiates the intensity and direction 
dimensions.   

Stability. One of the primary dimensions of environments is the extent to which they are static or 
dynamic and stability or instability typically “refers to the extent of turnover of elements or parts of the 
environment” (Hall, 2002, p. 212).  Much of the literature in organization theory suggests that turnover, 
absence of pattern, and unpredictability are the best measures of environmental stability-instability (Dess 
& Beard, 1984).  If public opinion about an issue is stable, it is more likely to attract the attention of 
policymakers and organizations, whereas public opinion on an issue that changes frequently is more 
likely to be dismissed Glynn, Herbst, O’Keefe & Shapiro, 1999).  Olien, Donohue and Tichenor (1995), 
argued that the longer an issue wears on, public aversion may develop leading to the withdrawal of public 
support and a pressure to settle.  The concept of stability is applied here to describe the turnover of issues 
in the issue set comprising the issues environment of the focal organizational population.  A stable issues 
environment is evident when the turnover of issues in the issue set is very low.  Conversely, an unstable 
issues environment is characterized by high issue turnover.   

Complexity. Environmental complexity describes the number and variety of activities and situations 
with which organizations must interconnect over time (Hall, 2002).  Dess and Beard (1984) applied the 
term complexity to capture the degree to which organizational environments are heterogeneous or 
homogeneous and the extent to which they are concentrated or dispersed.  In more complex 
environments, organizations must coordinate many activities, while organizations in less complex 
situations have fewer demands placed on their resources.  Complexity is applied in this context to 
describe the heterogeneity of the issues environment that an organizational population must negotiate.  
This dimension is described by the number of issues of concern to the organizational population and is 
measured by the number of issues in the issue set at intervals over time. More issues “means greater 
difficulty in negotiation because there is more to coordinate” (Levinger & Rubin, 1994, p. 208).  As the 
issues environment becomes more complex, that is, the number of issues in the issue set increases, the 
population and its members are under increasing pressure to deal with significant concerns that have 
important and, at times, terminal implications for the organization.  An increasingly complex issues 
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environment is evident when the number of issues multiplies, competition for the organizational and other 
resources rises, and the number of relationships to negotiate increases.  

Intensity. The intensity dimension of the issues environment is derived from the public opinion 
literature and describes how strongly opinions are held by publics (Glynn et al., 1999).  Media coverage 
of an issue lends credibility and importance to that issue for the public, and media interest is a critical 
point in the development of an issue (Bridges & Nelson, 2000).  Discussions of intensity revolve around 
two related points.  First, there is consistent evidence of a relationship between the volume of media 
coverage and the level of public concern for an issue (McCombs & Shaw, 1972; Neuman, 1990). Second, 
as public attention increases and the audience grows, the opportunity for conflicting parties to resolve 
issues cooperatively decreases (Levinger & Rubin, 1994).  Intensity is applied here as an indicator of the 
extent of the issues environment confronting the organizational population and is described by the volume 
of media coverage of issues in the issue set.   Intensity describes the magnitude of the issues environment 
of the organizational population, and it is measured by the volume of media coverage of issues in the 
issue set over time.  

Direction. The direction dimension is derived from the public opinion literature and describes where 
people position themselves in relation to issues (Glynn et al., 1999). Using the favorability of media 
coverage as an indicator of public opinion, direction describes the degree to which the activities of 
organizations attract public support or favor (Deephouse, 2000).  Organizations are more likely to respond 
to unfavorable depictions in media coverage and the framing of an issue in the media as positive or 
negative both reflects public opinion and signals its importance to the public (Dearing & Rogers, 1996; 
Deephouse, 2000).  Direction is applied here to capture the favorability of the focal organizational 
population’s issues environment as described by the extent to which the media coverage of the 
organizational population is favorable.   
The Propositions 

In contending that there is a relationship between environmental variation and change over time in 
the resources allocated to public relations, these propositions emerge from some important assumptions.  
Organizational environments have many dimensions and there is a relationship between environmental 
variation over time and the structures, processes, and outcomes of organizations. This premise is common 
to the major perspectives of organization theory.  Important structures, processes, and outcomes of 
organizations can be linked to environmental variation.  Included in these structures, processes, and 
outcomes are organizations’ relationships with important publics and other stakeholders (Dougall, 2004, 
2005). 

Application of the ecological and population perspectives to the model enhances its utility in at two 
important respects. First, emerging from this paper are four theoretic propositions linking macro level 
variations in the super system to explain micro level responses, specifically, resources allocated to public 
relations departments.  Second, it enhances our understanding of the organization of specializations 
within the field of public relations. To this end we propose a fifth theoretic proposition.  

Stability and the allocation of resources.  Many of the issues of concern to organizations as a 
population persist over time and therefore, the issues environment can be very slow to shift and will 
typically settle around some dominant issues of concern (Dougall, 2004).  As the issues environment of 
an organizational population becomes more stable and the turnover of issues decreases, the attentions and 
concerns of publics settle around dominant issues of concern.  In this context, organizational decision-
makers respond to the consistent concerns of their publics by allocating resources to public relations to be 
applied to managing organizational responses to persistent issues.  However, the allocation of resources 
will not continue to increase and will taper off at some point when diminishing change in resource 
allocation is reached. 
Proposition 1.  As the issues environment of an organizational population becomes more stable (lower 
issue turnover), more resources are allocated to public relations.  

Complexity and the allocation of resources. This dimension is described by the number of issues of 
concern to the organizational population and is measured by the number of issues in the issue set at 
intervals over time. As the issues environment becomes more complex, that is, the number of issues in the 
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issue set increases, the population and its members are under increasing pressure to deal with significant 
concerns that have important and, at times, terminal implications for organizations.  In this context, we 
contend that organizational decision-makers respond to increasingly complex array of concerns by 
allocating resources to public relations to be applied to managing organizational responses to the issues.  
However, the allocation of resources will not continue to increase ad infinitum, and will taper off at some 
point when diminishing change in resource allocation is reached. 
Proposition 2. As the complexity of the issues environment of an organizational population   increases 
(more issues, more activist publics), more resources are allocated to public relations. 

Intensity and the allocation of resources. Intensity is an indicator of the extent of the issues 
environment confronting the organizational population and is described by the volume of media coverage 
of issues in the issue set.  Intensity describes the magnitude of the issues environment of the 
organizational population, and it is measured by the volume of media coverage of issues in the issue set 
over time. We contend that organizations respond to increasing volume of media coverage by allocating 
resources to public relations to be applied to managing organizational responses to media coverage of 
issues.  Again, the allocation of resources will not continue to increase ad infinitum, and will taper off at 
some point when diminishing change in resource allocation is reached. 
Proposition 3. As the intensity of the issues environment of an organizational population increases (more 
media coverage), more resources are allocated to public relations. 

Direction and the allocation of resources.  Direction is applied here to capture the favorability of the 
focal organizational population’s issues environment as described by the extent to which the media 
coverage of the organizational population is favorable.  We contend that organizations respond to 
increasingly unfavorable issues environment by allocating resources to public relations to be applied to 
managing organizational responses to media coverage of issues.  The allocation of resources will taper off 
at some point when diminishing change in resource allocation is reached. 
Proposition 4. As the direction of the issues environment of an organizational population becomes more 
favorable (more positive media coverage of the organizational population), fewer resources are allocated 
to public relations. 

Inertia and professional specialization.  Hazleton and Botan (1989) identify several functional 
criteria for evaluating theories of public relations. Two are relevant here: prediction and understanding. 
The first four propositions constitute predictions.  Testing these propositions may contribute substantially 
to the ability of public relations to predict shifts and changes in the relative importance and influence of 
public relations at both macro and micro levels of analysis. Second, as we noted earlier, the concepts 
provide a useful framework for the analysis and understanding of the development and allocation of 
specializations within the profession of public relations. This contribution is discussed below. 

That the number of specializations within public relations is increasing seems rather obvious.  A 
traditional systems explanation might focus upon rapid and continuous environmental change as the 
underlying explanation for this phenomenon.  Application of ecological perspective and the population 
level of analysis suggest a different and some what counter-intuitive explanation. When described at the 
organizational population level of analysis, Dougall (2005) argued that the issues environment was 
characterized by inertia, that is, the set of issues varied in prominence over time but was largely consistent 
rather than volatile.  When issues have emerged in the issues environment at the population level of 
analysis, they are likely to remain there, providing a hub around which publics organize and a focus for 
discussions and debates for years to come (Dougall, 2005).  Furthermore, the persistence of issues—
issue-set inertia—has important implications for the organizations’ relationships with their publics, 
especially the activist publics organized around these issues of concern.  Dougall’s concept of issue-set 
“inertia” is analogous to the “structural inertia” of organizational ecology, in which organizations are 
conceptualized as slow to adapt and “anything but flexible and quick in collective response to changing 
opportunities and constraints in the environment” (Hannan & Freeman, 1989, p. xi).  Adopting a 
population level of analysis and a longitudinal approach provides the means with which to advance a 
description of the issues environment that recognizes the overlapping and persistent nature of issues.  In 
other words, what may appear to be a turbulent public opinion environment from the perspective of the 
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single organization over a few months or years takes on an entirely different order and logic when the 
level of analysis moves to encompass more organizations over a much longer time span (Dougall, 2005).   

From our perspective, the development of more areas of specialization is a consequence of broad and 
relatively stable environmental factors influencing organizational populations over significant periods of 
time. Organizations resist the uncertainty associated with instability leads to unpredictability (Hall, 2002) 
whereas stability permits standardization (Aldrich, 1979).  Inertia enables the routinization and 
aggregation of useful research and “best practices” knowledge over time.  The accumulation of specialist 
knowledge is an important precursor to professional specialization and leads us to suggest the following 
theoretic proposition.  
Proposition 5. Professional specialization may be explained in terms of issue stability, complexity, 
intensity, and direction. 

In completing this discussion, we now summarize the primary contributions of this discussion and 
conclude with a modified definition of public relations.   

Conclusions 
Early in this essay we observed that environment was a theoretically important but neglected concept 

in public relations.  Contentions about the role of public relations in helping organizations to continuously 
adapt to their social environment underpin mainstream research and theoretic literature.  However, the 
field has paid limited attention to specifying, testing, and explicating such complex and problematic 
presuppositions.  We have addressed this shortcoming by proposing revisions to the Public Relations 
Process Model developed by Hazleton and Long and by applying the largely untried and underutilized 
ecological lens to articulate theoretical propositions linking environmental variation to the allocation of 
resources to public relations structures, functions and processes as well as the areas of specialization 
within the field.  Testing these propositions may demonstrate the theoretic value of the model as an 
agenda for public relations research.  This approach enables us to investigate one of the most persistent 
but untested assumptions of public relations theory, continuous adaptation, by focusing on explicating 
specific associations between variations in one important sector, the issues environment, and the 
resources dedicated in the pursuit of public relations goals.   

In addition to generating testable propositions from the model, it is improved in several other 
respects.  First, it is simpler and therefore a more elegant representation of the process which it models.  
Second, in redefining the social environment in terms of issues, publics become theoretically distinct from 
the environment. This has methodological (not explored here) as well as theoretical advantages. 
Theoretically, it allows for the treatment and analysis of organizations and publics as both active and 
equivalent forces in the public relations process. The model is a static description of a process that is 
actually continuous.  It reflects an instant in which organizations are the sources of public relations 
messages.  If the model was dynamic it would show that organizations and publics actually exchange 
roles.  This is the characteristic of two-way public relations.  At least at the level of the public relations 
practitioner the actions and reactions of publics are a symbolic element of the environment. The process 
of transforming symbolic input from the environment can be also be described as a decoding process. 
Theoretically organizations become publics as they transform symbolic inputs from others in their 
environment. Thus they are both sources and receivers in public relations communication. 

It is in this sense that we feel that public relations is theoretically best conceived as the 
communication function of management through which organizations establish relationships necessary to 
adapt to, alter, or maintain their environment for the purpose of achieving organizational goals. This is a 
slightly different definition of public relations than was proposed by Hazleton and Long (1985, 1988; 
Long & Hazleton, 1987). The newer definition explicitly includes and privileges relationships as a central 
feature.  While relationships were always embedded in the model in the conceptualization of 
organizational goals, we feel that it important to make them a visible element of the process for both 
theoretical and pedagogical purposes. 
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The level and sophistication of planned and appropriately executed public relations research plays a 
significant role in an organization’s ability to accurately identify key stakeholder groups and understand 
stakeholders’ perceptions, knowledge level, and reactions on a topic or issue. Ultimately, the goal of 
effective public relations campaigns is to stimulate and maintain two-way interaction with stakeholder 
groups that satisfy the goals of all: creating a win-win scenario or practicing excellent public relations. An 
intermediate custom chemical manufacturing company situated in central Pennsylvania conducted 
research to identify stakeholder groups in the community in which it operated and to assess the level of 
understanding those groups held about chemical manufacturing processes and procedures.  The results of 
the study assisted management with the design and execution of an information campaign designed to 
address an issue surrounding a clean up effort at this Superfund site. Specifically, community members 
needed additional information and education about a Superfund procedure and clean up effort.  The 
communication efforts ultimately culminated in community support for an amendment to the 
Environmental Protection Agency’s Record of Decision. 

Introduction 
Berger (2005) suggests public relations practitioners and academics, due to the constraints of the 
dominant coalition in organizations, may need to “embrace an activist’s role and combined advocacy of 
shared power with activism in the interest of shared power” (p.5). Shared power is a complex concept that 
lies at the root of effective public relations, albeit in internal and external contexts. Further, the notion of 
empowerment of stakeholder groups to participate in dialogue with organizations about their concerns 
and needs, etc. is one tenet of the foundation on which Dozier, Grunig & Grunig (1995) built their 
“excellence in public relations” formula. At the CONFERP conference in Brazil in October 2004, Jean 
Valin, APR, Fellow CPRS stated that the two-way symmetrical model is “largely a model that 
organizations aspire to use…is not a reality in most organizations…but forms the basis of the 
characteristics of an excellent organization.”  J. Grunig (2001) himself critiqued the label he selected to 
identify effective and in essence, excellent public relations.     

“Symmetry might not have been the best choice of name for the model of public relations I had in 
mind, but unfortunately, it probably is too late to change the name.  Mixed motives, collaborative 
advocacy, and cooperative antagonism all have the same meaning as does symmetry. (p.28)  

In short, Grunig supports that advocacy and antagonism are ingredients in his formula and in many 
instances symmetrical communication is most likely to resolve conflict and motivate healthy relationship. 
Thus, excellence theory champions dialogue as the strategy to promote cooperative relationships 
(J.Grunig, 1992; Dozier, 1995; L.Grunig, J. Grunig & Dozier, 2002) and those organizations making 
strides to initiate communication with external constituencies with the ultimate goal of establishing a 
relationship are en route to practicing excellent public relations; whether they reach the final destination 
requires time and constant evaluation. 

As an academic with formal education and training in public relations, my role as a consultant for an 
international Fortune 500 chemical manufacturing company sparked the need to perform the role of 
activist and advocate for conducting preliminary research before initiating any public relations efforts for 
this company. While in some contexts, the cumulative effects of practitioner, advocate, and activist may 
appear to be the formula for success; realistically, the overall goal of strategic public relations is to 
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“[O]perate with an understanding of and respect for others who coexist in their social system.  
Because the system constantly evolves, the environment can change in ways that can affect the 
organization in beneficial or detrimental ways”  
(Weintraub Austin & Pinkerton, 2001, p.275).  

Jabro (2004) explains the external environment that impacts a chemical manufacturing facility’s ability to 
communicate effectively.  She concluded that environmental scanning prompted some development of the 
Codes of Responsible Care®. 

The company with which I worked had operated predominately as a closed system or limited 
interaction with stakeholder groups. While the organization made contributions to the community via 
sponsorship of activities, financial support of select events, scholarships, internships and educational 
presentations/plant tours, etc., there was no formal mechanism in place to identify key stakeholder groups, 
the concerns of such groups, and the effectiveness of the public relations activities performed on an on-
going basis. Thus, the identification of stakeholder groups, and their perceptions, likely actions, and 
issues surrounding a situation require a plan designed to build relationships reaping such information. 
“Research based public relations practices enables managers to solve complex problems, set and achieve 
or exceed goals and objectives, track the opinions and beliefs of key publics, and employ program 
strategies with confidence they will have intended results (Weintraub Austin & Pinkleton, 2001, p. 2). 
The company agreed to conduct a multi-approach data collection effort to ascertain community awareness 
of the organization’s business practices, environmental performance, management, community 
involvement and preferred public relations activities.  

The RACE (research, analysis, communication, and evaluation) formula guides most practitioners’ 
application of public relations. While Sinickas (2004) laments that conducting research is a double-edged 
sword, it is critical to the vitality and growth of an organization. Ultimately, this foundation leads to a 
socially responsible organization or an organization focused on “win-win” outcomes.   

This manuscript reports the findings from one specific area of a larger study regarding an 
intermediate specialty chemical manufacturing plant and Superfund site in central Pennsylvania.  
Specifically, management invested in research based public relations practices to identify and track the 
opinions and beliefs of key publics. Public relations program strategies and tactics were designed that 
enabled the company to communicate and decision-make more effectively with key stakeholder groups. 
The results also served as the foundation on which the company built its two-way communication efforts 
even when determining how to manage an issue regarding a remediation effort. 
Chemical Industry Public Relations Efforts 

The American Chemistry Council (ACC), formerly the Chemical Manufacturers Association (CMA), 
was keenly aware that the American public was dubious about chemical producers, stemming from local 
incidents at manufacturing facilities and magnified by the mishaps at Love Canal and Union Carbide’s 
Bophal, India facility (Jabro, 2001). In short, the issue of trust surfaced. A public relations effort, called 
Responsible Care®was designed and implemented to alter public perceptions of the industry. A 
component of the campaign was development of the seven Care® Codes, which guide chemical industry 
practices for American Chemistry Council member companies (Jabro, 1997a). The Community 
Awareness and Emergency Response (CAER) code is multi-dimensional and suggests, but does not 
require, manufacturing facilities to communicate with community residents through the establishment of a 
community advisory council (CMA, 1996). There is no cumulative data that explicates the nature and 
function of member companies’ community advisory councils. However, commentary regarding ACC’s 
“lip” service to establishing open communication with stakeholder groups in the community in which 
chemical manufacturers conduct business has been published (Lavelle, 2000). The $5 million effort hasn’t 
been as effective as was hoped and limited evaluative research describing the campaign outcomes is 
available (Jabro, 2004). 
The local level: RŰTGERS Organics Corporation (ROC) 

RŰTGERS Organics Corporation purchased Nease Chemicals in 1978 (a privately held company 
launched by a university professor) and established the corporate headquarters just across the street from 
the manufacturing operations. When the site was built more than 45 years ago, it resided on the exterior 
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perimeter of a rural town that boasted approximately 25,000 fulltime residents. Situated down the road, a 
pristine park and lazy creek where many townspeople went to fish and enjoy the outdoors was a mainstay. 
Over the last 15 years, the sleepy university town blossomed to a population of 45,000 fulltime residents 
and counting. Nestled in a valley, the town used to be a long jaunt from the plant, four miles south. But 
university expansions and business developments coupled with start-up operations and entrepreneurs 
motivated urban sprawl and the development of industrial parks.  As the community continued to 
develop, the manufacturing facilities desolate location was now wedged between a shopping center and a 
large mall less than one mile away. Behind the 32-acre plant, a housing development has been built, 
which literally positions the company as a “neighbor” to many.  While a major highway serves as a 
border, just across the highway are several strip malls and a nursery. ROC’s management has been 
prompted to think more about the community because the community is encroaching on their business 
enterprise. This situation was one reason the company was ready to learn more about key publics and how 
to support diverse community needs. In order to create a survey instrument, I questioned key management 
in structured interviews to ascertain their perceptions of the company and community. 

  Co-orientation Theory (McLeod & Chaffee, 1972; Newcomb, 1953) posits that organizations and 
people relate successfully when they think similarly about ideas. This perspective is focused more on 
long-term successes, rather than short-term goals. The model is based on accuracy and perceived 
agreement between what the organization thinks and what the organization thinks the public thinks about 
a concern/issue.   

Based on discussions with key management and a content analysis of their responses, they perceived 
their company as contributing positively to the vitality and progress of the community by employing 
approximately 100 workers. They felt the plant was operated in a safe and environmentally conscious 
manner.  They also supported making presentations at local civic and community functions. 

Conversely, some managers were aware that certain individuals and community groups attributed all 
of the areas environmental issues to the chemical company, mainly due to the nature of the product they 
produced. Other established industrial operations and the proliferation of light industrial and retail 
enterprises sparked limited attention from the community; even when they were fined by the Department 
of Environmental Protection for exceeding their permits for releases to the environment. ROC 
management indicated that although they as the current owners were not responsible for the 1959 through 
1970’s production of two components for pesticides, Kepone and Mirex.  Their ownership of the plant, 
which earned a superfund designation in 1983, involved the company in “cradle to grave” legislation, 
which mandated that the current owners (ROC) be responsible for clean-up efforts. The clean up effort 
involves water and soil due to volatile organic compounds or the remnants of Kepone and Mirex found in 
these areas. When community residents visited the local creek, the posted “Catch-and-Release” and/or 
“no kill” zone fishing designation, a result of unsafe levels of the remnants of Mirex found in fish tissue, 
reminded them that their quality of life was different as a result of business operations. The signage along 
the local creek, which reminded visitors intent on tubing and playing that remnants of Kepone and Mirex 
were impacting their play. Unfortunately, the government and/or the company didn’t expound on 
information contained in the 1993 site assessment, “there are no current risks to human health.” This 
information fueled negative associations with ROC. Community storytellers lamented the beauty and 
serenity of the pristine site until the chemical company ruined it. 

Grunig and Huang (2000) identified shortcomings of co-orientation theory as long-term success, not 
short-term outcomes and chose to promote trust, control mutuality, relational commitment, and relational 
satisfaction as measurable long-term outcomes. An effective relationship, according to Canary and 
Stafford (1991) may be measured by relational satisfaction or the degree to which the relationship is 
fulfilling. As one can deduce from the orientation of the management to the community, they believed 
that the Superfund designation clouded the community’s ability to comprehend anything else that 
transpired at the plant that benefited the community.   

No formal or informal data collection methods were employed to determine how the community 
perceived its’ relationship with ROC. Further, the management’s interaction with the community was 
more task-orientation rather than a planned relationship-building orientation.  It took many years, key 
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management, and the Responsible Care® initiative to motivate building relationships with key publics. In 
essence, the company was transforming from a closed to open system while simultaneously learning that 
different individuals in the community need and want different things from a corporate partner. 

Method 
The other component of co-orientation theory is to understand the community’s perceptions of the 

company and how the community perceived the company perceives the community. ROC’s first effort to 
understand what the community thought of them and how they conducted business was to hire a 
consultant to conduct a community perception study to ascertain the community’s attitudes toward the 
company’s business practices, environmental performance and philanthropic activities (Jabro, 1997). 
Three data collection methods were utilized to generate a comprehensive assessment of the community’s 
perceptions. A random digits chart was used to generate the mail and telephone lists from telephone 
listings. The first method utilized mail surveys. One version of the mail survey revealed the company as 
the sponsor of the study while a different version was sent to target stakeholders using the latest 
organizations’ lists and didn’t disclose ROC as the sponsor.  The second data collection method, 
telephone surveys was the most successful, generating a 50% response rate. The third method, which 
generated the largest sample, was mall-intercept face-to-face interviews. Table 1 highlights the sample 
size of 832 community residents and response rate for each data collection method.  The mall intercept 
surveys were motivated by the placement of a prize table decorated with exceptionally desirable prizes 
near the main entrance at the mall.  After completing a survey, participants became eligible for numerous 
prizes displayed on the table. 

 
Table 1 
Perception Study Populations and Response Rates N= 832 
Method Population Respondents  Response Rate 
Mail surveys 2,000 200 10% 
Telephone 600 301 50% 
Mall Intercept   283  
Target Stakeholders 400     48    25% 
Mail survey    

 
Another section of the survey directed participants to respond to questions regarding their perceptions 

of five businesses operating in the community. Their choices were good, average, poor and no opinion or 
no knowledge. Due to the focus of this paper, the results reported in this manuscript relate to ROC solely. 
The findings reported in Table 2 suggest that the company and the community weren’t co-oriented.  Much 
work was necessary. More than 50% of respondents were not aware of ROC’s business practices, 
environmental health and safety plans, government regulations guiding the chemical business or public 
relations efforts. Those who had some knowledge of ROC’s operations tended to rate the performance in 
these areas as average to good. One of the more important pieces of information is the community’s 
perceptions of the company’s environmental performance: almost 25% of respondents indicated the 
company posed a threat to the survival of the community, while 20% indicated the company didn’t 
operate the facility in a manner that was safe to live near. While these numbers are low, they suggest 
concern about the plant. Lastly, respondents indicated the company was not working actively to protect 
the environment. Thus, the information was instrumental to ROC management in making decisions about 
what aspects of the business operation to focus and what information about their environmental 
performance needed to be communicated and enhanced. 
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Table 2 

 

Respondents Rate ROC’s Performance 
    

 Good Average Poor   No  Op.    
Provides employment opportunities 23.7 16.5 1.8 57.7 
Adds to the tax base of the community 29.2 13.3 1.8 55.8 
Support of cultural and civic activities 9.6 12.9 4.5 72.9 
Support of educational programs in the community 7.9 10.6 4.9 75.7 
Actively works to protect the environment 15.2 11.3 18.9 54.5 
Communicates w/community about health & environmental issues 10.5 13.5 15.0 60.9 
Operates facilities at which it is safe to work 14.8 13.3 4.6 66.9 
Operates facilities safe to live near 17.0 18.6 20.4 44.1 
Transports materials safely to and from its facilities 16.3 8.5 6.8 68.5 
Trustworthiness 15.3 18.3 13.5 53.0 
Poses a threat to the survival of the community 10.2 13.1 24.7 52.0 

Table 3 presents the respondents’ reactions to key statements about ROC’s performance.  Given that 
the company is a Superfund site and had not communicated openly or aggressively with the community, 
almost half of the respondents expressed concerns that the company was a danger to the community, had 
a public relations problem, and polluted the environment. Here the company and the community 
demonstrated co-orientation.  Management was aware that the Superfund designation clouded the 
community’s ability to move forward, but rather to focus on the past business practices and the impact of 
those practices on the community. Of interest, is that slightly more than one-third of the respondents 
indicated the company still has a public image problem, which suggests the company was making strides 
in altering public opinion about their business practices and environmental performance.  Almost one-
third of respondents also indicated the company was well managed and a good place to work. The reader 
needs to be cognizant of the fact that slightly less than 70% of respondents indicated they had no 
knowledge of the company’s practices, which suggests that an information campaign would be more 
effective over the long-term rather than an issues management campaign to address the Superfund 
association.  

 
 Table 3:   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Respondents Perceptions of ROC 
   

 Yes No No Know 
Considered a good place to work 28.0 4.5 67.5 
Considered well managed 26.0 5.3 68.7 
Viewed a paying best wages 15.2 4.8 80.0 
Viewed as a danger to the community 36.0 21.5 42.2 
Viewed as polluting the environment 46.3 13.9 39.3 
Viewed as being honest with the public 23.9 15.4 60.4 
Viewed as all talk and no action 17.1 21.2 61.1 
Heavily regulated by local government 17.9 13.2 69.0 
Heavily regulated by state government 17.1 5.9 47.1 
Heavily regulated by federal government 27.1 7.3 65.5 
Had a public image problem 47.5 10.4 42.1 
Has a public image problem 37.4 21.2 41.5 

Campaign Development 
Shortly after this data was collected and analyzed, the plant manager and the consultant discussed the 

implications.  The consultant was asked to make a formal presentation to the management team with an 
extensive question and answer period following. Research informed campaigns seek to define and solve 
complex problems.  In this case, image, awareness and information dissemination were defined as 
problems.  Information dissemination was determined to be a priority. The establishment of public 



 180

relations goals and objectives is the second component of research informed campaigns.  The primary 
goal would be to focus on moving from a closed system to an open system and focus on education 
stakeholders about business practices. The third component of a campaign is to determine if goals were 
achieved or exceeded.  One mechanism that was utilized was the establishment of a community advisory 
council. The community advisory council was launched and specific community outreach efforts were 
undertaken with the goal of informing the community about chemical manufacturing processes and 
procedures. This effort will be discussed in more detail shortly.  Another component of a campaign is to 
track public opinion.  During each community advisory council session, members were asked to bring 
concerns to the meetings and the management would respond so that the community would have answers 
to their questions.  In other situations, such as an odor complaint, a representative of the company visited 
the individual, sampled the air and followed up with the results. Understanding the beliefs of key publics 
is another component of informed campaigns and sometimes overlooked.  One key finding from the 
research was that the community was environmentally aware and deeply committed to preservation of the 
environment. The majority of respondents indicated they were environmentalists and practiced recycling 
and supported environmental groups either through volunteer efforts or financially.   

Ultimately, the design and implementation of program strategies that lead to success is the ultimate 
goal of a campaign.  The key strategy was to communicate openly with the public in a comfortable 
environment.  ROC in cooperation with the consultant developed a newsletter, Neighbors, which was 
distributed to households within a 2-mile radius of the plant.  Employees became involved in more 
community efforts and the company supported activities that were more desirable to the community. 
However, one of the most successful efforts to open communication with the community was the launch 
of the community advisory council. 
Community Advisory Council 

RŰTGERS Organics Corporation (ROC) launched a community advisory council (CAC) in 1995 and 
maintained the group until October of 2004, although the company closed its Pennsylvania plant on 
March 31, 2004.  Throughout the many crisis and community engagements, the company relied on the 
insights and feedback from these selected individuals, who served as representatives of key stakeholder 
groups in the community (Jabro, 1997). Members of the CAC served three-year terms, which required 
attendance at bi-monthly meetings at the plant. CAC members also responded to annual audits regarding 
the value, credibility and information presented during the two-hour meetings. Without reservation, CAC 
members indicated the experience was productive, worthwhile and educational. A majority of respondents 
expressed that serving on the CAC altered their perceptions of chemical manufacturing in general and 
ROC in particular (ROC Annual Audit Results, 2002). Many of the CAC members developed 
relationships with ROC employees.  For example, CAC members were invited to bring interested persons 
to the plant for tours, call with any questions posed by neighbors that needed to be addressed, lecture at 
classes regarding chemical processing, environment, health and safety procedures and/or judging 
students’ environmental audits. The company also teamed with other companies/community groups to 
coordinate and sponsor a community hazardous waste disposal effort.  The CAC became an integral 
feedback loop for the company, which was consulted when decisions regarding external stakeholders 
groups would be impacted. An example of the importance of this relationship can be explicated using the 
specific example of the Superfund cleanup process. What follows is an example of how co-orientation of 
the organization and the key stakeholder groups served to resolve an issue with a “win-win” approach.  
Superfund Efforts 

This Superfund site is embroiled in clean up efforts at a cost of more than $17 million and dedicated 
manpower for more than 25 years (Smeltz, 2004). The clean up involves numerous steps that are 
monitored by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). The EPA also makes decisions about the 
cleanup method and its implementation. The costs of the cleanup work, including EPA’s labor costs and 
expenses, are paid by the party(ies) responsible for the contamination. The seven steps are listed. The first 
step is a Remedial Investigation (RI) or a detailed study of the site to identify the type and extent of 
contamination, the possible threats to the environment and community and options for cleaning up the 
site. The second step is a Feasibility Study (FS), which is the screening and evaluation of potential 
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cleanup methods. The third step is the Proposed Cleanup Plan, which describes the various cleanup 
options under consideration and identifies the option EPA prefers based on the information conveyed in 
the RI/FS.  During this step the community is offered at least 30 days to comment on the Proposed Plan 
and is invited to a public meeting. The fourth step is the Record of Decision (ROD).  This is the final 
decision as to what methodologies will be employed to clean up the site articulated by the EPA. The fifth 
step is the formal agreement between the EPA and ROC and established the legal, administrative and 
technical framework for the cleanup and is called the Consent Decree, The sixth step is the Remedial or 
cleanup design, which documents the cleanup method was designed to address site conditions with 
specific work areas and methods. The final step is the Implementation or Remedial Action where the 
cleanup commences and work is executed. During all phases of this process, the public is invited to 
comment, either at public meetings or via written or oral communication with the EPA.  Further, all the 
documents compiled during each stage are available to the public via websites, libraries or local 
emergency planning committees (http://www.eap.gov/reg3hwmd/super/centcnty/menu.htm). 

The cleanup plan was implemented in two phases.  Phase 1 focused on groundwater remediation and 
phase 2 dealt with soil remediation. ROC awarded a contract to USFilter to implement the key 
components of the plan for Phase 1, which was supervised by the U.S. EPA and the PaDEP.  Phase 2 
dealt with soil remediation. ROC proposed an innovative alternate, Soil Vapor Extraction, which 
according to Pederson and Curtis (1991) is a well known clean up method that applies a vacuum to the 
unsaturated soil or soil that is groundwater free to induce the controlled flow of air and remove Volatile 
Organic Compounds (VOC) from the soil. The Soil Vapor Extraction system is typically applied to the 
soil by a vacuum blower and a system of vertical or horizontal extraction wells. The vacuum induces a 
controlled flow of air, and removes volatile and semi-volatile organic compounds. Gas leaving the soil 
containing contaminants may be treated to recover or destroy the contaminants. 

This SVE plan was not a part of the 1995 Record of Decision, which detailed soil excavation of those 
sites that exceeded EPA’s cleanup standards for Kepone and Mirex. SVE was not included in the plan 
because technology and cleanup alternatives weren’t as advanced at that time. ROC performed SVE field 
tests from 1995 through 1997 and prepared a Focused Feasibility Study (FFS) comparing the 
effectiveness of SVE vs. soil extraction. The work was reviewed and approved by the EPA, the PaDEP 
and the EPA’s Office of Research & Development. SVE was determined to be more effective and cost 
efficient. As a result of this information, ROC requested a change in the Record of Decision to allow for 
SVE and limited excavation (removal of soil) that has Kepone and Mirex concentrations exceeding the 
EPA’s cleanup standards, which does not alter the initial plan detailed in the Record of Decision. 

EPA held a public meeting on August 28, 2000 regarding the proposed change in the Record of 
Decision for Phase 2 of the cleanup activities at the plant (Centre Daily Times, 2000).  A barrage of 
negative and inaccurate feedback surfaced.  During the September 2000 meeting of the ROC Community 
Advisory Council, the CAC urged the company to more accurately explain the proposed changes. The 
feedback was identified as: 1) Kepone is the main public health threat; 2) SVE will not remove Kepone; 
3) Soil remediation standards were loosened by the EPA; 4) The proposed changes saved ROC money at 
the expense of public health; and 5) SVE will not work; other technologies would be more protective. 

The community at large perceived the cleanup efforts much differently than did the community 
advisory council and the company.  The CAC’s suggestion that the company refresh the community’s 
memory regarding the entire Superfund cleanup process was critical to the success of SVE. It became 
apparent that CAC members learned about the progress associated with the cleanup on a regular basis.  
Their “insider” on-going knowledge privileged the group to understand the entire cleanup process and ask 
follow-up questions. However, the general public was exposed to information that appeared sporadically 
in the local media, often without a historical context. Thus, the company and the CAC agreed that the five 
key concerns should be addressed using an information dissemination campaign. 
The Plan 

Four stakeholder groups were targeted: public officials, community groups (schools, universities, 
civic and environmental groups), neighbors residing within a one-mile radius of the plant, and the media.  
Three key points were addressed: 1) EPA has monitored the research and approved SVE as an acceptable 
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means to aid in the cleanup of the site.  2) Kepone and Mirex can be removed only with soil excavation, 
but volatile organic compounds can be evacuated from the ground and made airborne using SVE. The 
contaminated air flows into a burner that reaches 1,600 degrees, which releases fully cleaned air.  3) The 
site will be treated to cleanup standards required by the EPA. 

Information letters were sent to elected public officials detailing the history of the site and the present 
request for SVE as a remedial alternative. Presentations and discussions of the cleanup effort and ROC’s 
proposed SVE effort were made all over the county.  Fortunately, the manager of remediation projects, 
Rainer Domalski, Ph.D. enjoyed public speaking and welcomed any and all opportunities to discuss the 
clean up effort.  A special edition of the Neighbors newsletter was devoted to the entire clean up effort 
(December 2000).  It stated in a message to the neighbors, “The CAC has advised us that we need to 
better explain the cleanup process underway at our plant” (2000, p. 1) and presents the entire history of 
the National Priority List (Superfund) designation to the present.  The newsletter is user-friendly with 
simple explanations of the various processes and visuals to accompany the discussion of the clean up 
efforts. Members of the media were provided tours and given unlimited access to Dr. Domalski.  The 
company received a plethora of electronic and US mail recognizing them for the effort they expended to 
inform the public about the entire process.  They were thanked for clarifying the issues in an 
understandable manner. 

In March 2001, the Environmental Protection Agency issued an amendment to the 1995 Record of 
Decision, which allowed Soil Vapor Extraction as a cleanup alternative at ROC. The vacuum system was 
put in place in February of 2003 with 27 wells aerating the ground consistently and transforming the 
contaminants to the vapor state, which are then burned at 1,600 degrees.  

Discussion 
RUTGERS Organics Corporation has made great strides in progressing from a closed to open system 

and understanding the importance of defining and addressing the issues and concerns key stakeholders 
hold about the company.  From the execution of a community perception study to the application of the 
data gleaned from the effort in the day-to-day activities at the company, ROC routinely solicits and 
manages feedback from stakeholder groups.  The establishment and maintenance of the Community 
Advisory Council highlighted the significance of co-orientation.  Without understanding the concerns 
stakeholders hold on a particular issue, it is virtually impossible to gain public support and confidence for 
the company’s position. ROC empowered stakeholders to participate in discussions about business 
practices and assist with strategy development. 
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This study attempted to explore the current status, jobs, concerns, barriers and roles of Asian-American 
public relations practitioners in their respective specialized organizations. Using in-depth interviews of 
thirteen participants, this study found the influential factors most affecting their careers are educational 
background, similarities between journalism and public relations, and a barrier for becoming media 
personnel as an Asian. The participants interviewed are in positions ranging from technician to 
managerial positions and are highly satisfied with their current status. In pursuit of their careers in public 
relations, several minor stereotypes exist as well as a gender barrier that persists even higher than a racial 
barrier.  Other findings and implications are also discussed in detail. 

Introduction 
Until the middle of the 1980s, the majority of public relations practitioners were White men. Today, 

more diverse people such as women, non-White and non-Westerners are visible and working in the public 
relations industry. Organizations are now hiring more diverse people, especially minorities, and, thereby, 
reflecting more social responsibility, as well as making their organizations more effective in the principle 
of “excellence” theory, a normative theory guiding how the practice of public relations should be 
conducted in an ideal situation (J. Grunig, 1992). In the ideal public relations situation, ethnic diversity is 
an essential element because excellence and diversity are inextricably linked.  Additionally, excellent 
communications are best achieved when ethnic diversity is supported (Dozier, L. Grunig, & J. Grunig, 
1995).  

Scholars agree that ensuring ethnic diversity is a public relations responsibility (L. Grunig, Toth, & 
Hon, 2000; Hon & Brunner, 2000; Kern-Foxworth, 1989b).  In that sense, this study drew from the 
following proposition: ethnic diversity is an integral part of an excellent organization. An excellent 
organization would adopt the two-way symmetrical public relations model, which facilitates excellence, 
comparing it with the other three models, press agentry, public information, and two-way asymmetry. In 
this study, the excellence model has been refined to incorporate ethnic diversity, specifically illustrating 
Asian-American practitioners’ roles, in order to show to organizational power holders that ethnic diversity 
enhances the potential for public relations, especially in regards to excellence. Therefore, this study is 
based on three primary foundations: (a) Asian-Americans are unique because of their unique culture; (b) 
Multi-disciplinary perspectives broaden public relations theory building; (c) Public relations literature has 
not fully incorporated the perceptions of Asian-American practitioners in its roles research. 

While this study attempts to examine the current status, jobs, concerns, barriers and roles of Asian-
American public relations practitioners in their organizations, most minority studies have focused 
attention on African-American (e.g. Kern-Foxworth, Gandy, Hines, & Miller, 1994; Pompper, 2004) and 
Hispanic practitioners (Abeyta & Hackett, 2002) within the field of public relations. Whereas, Asian 
public relations practitioners have not been a focus of study, this examination is, therefore, one of the first 
to examine the current status, jobs and roles of Asian-American practitioners within their organizations. 

The result of this study may contribute to the field of public relations in several relevant ways.  First, 
these findings will bring attention to Asian-American public relations practitioners within the field of 
public relations research. Such findings have not been part of any focus before.   Second, the result of this 
study will determine how to remove barriers or concerns and better inform public relations managers to 
be aware of such barriers and concerns. Lastly, Asian- American practitioners, as well as CEOs who 
consider hiring Asian-American practitioners, may take advantage of the significance of the findings from 
this study.  

mailto:ejki@jou.ufl.edu
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Literature Review 
Public Relations Roles’ Research.  For more than a couple decades, role researchers in public 

relations have attempted to describe the different roles played by public relations practitioners. Two-role 
typologies have been discovered: the managerial role and the technician role.  

Managerial roles are closely related to the organizational decision-making environment in which the 
practitioners operate (Acharya, 1995; J. Grunig & L. Grunig, 1992). Thus, public relations professionals 
of the managerial role predominantly determine policy and are held accountable for a program’s success 
or failure.  

Technician roles primarily are located within peripheral departments inside the organization. 
According to Dozer (1984), practitioners in a technician role rarely participate in the management 
decision-making process, but they determine programs needed within the internal function of their 
departments. They also conduct lower-level communication techniques, which are implemented with 
decisions made by others. Technicians usually offer services that include writing, editing, photography, 
media contracts, and production of publications. These two-role typologies are found to be stable across 
time and among different practitioner samples within several studies (Berkowitz & Hristodoulakis, 1999; 
Dozier, 1992; J. Grunig, & L. Grunig, 1992; Lauzen, 1994).  Socialization, public relations education, 
work experience (Berkowitz & Hristodoulakis, 1999) and gender (Dozier & Broom, 1995), are other 
factors that scholars have identified for further examination. Additionally, Toth, Serini, Wright, and Emig 
(1998) further investigated the trend of public relations roles and included “agency profile,” tasks of 
counseling, research, programming, communicating with clients and co-workers, and handling 
correspondence with media.  

Other scholars such as Broom and Smith (1979) and Dozier (1992) refined the dichotomy of roles 
and proposed the existence of four roles; (a) the expert prescriber—“operates as the authority on both 
public relations problems and their solutions” (Broom, 1982, p.18),  (b) the problem-solving process 
facilitator—collaborates with other managers to define and solve problems (Cutlip, Center, & Broom, 
1994),  (c) the communication facilitator—works closely with top managers to deal with public relations 
problems in a systematic, and process-oriented manner,  (d) the communication technician—provides 
technical services including writing news releases, event planning, and graphic design. However, Dozier 
(1992) concluded that in a broad perspective, this four-role typology could be collapsed to the two-role 
typology, the manger and the technician, because the expert prescriber, the communication facilitator, and 
the problem-solving process facilitator roles all represented the managerial role. 

Other scholars challenged the dichotomy of roles for public relations professionals. For example, 
Leichty and Springston (1996) criticized the dichotomy of roles for technicians versus managers because 
they contend that these two roles are not mutually exclusive and the communication 
manager/communication technician dichotomy does not have coherent theoretical justification. They 
further examined the structure of public relations roles and identified four main practitioner roles as: (a) 
internals, (b) generalist, (c) traditional managers, and (d) externals.  
Diversity Issues in Public Relation.  Diversity is defined as “difference in ethnicity, race, gender, religious 
beliefs, sexual orientation, disability, veteran status, age, national origin, and cultural and personal 
perspectives” (Bhawuk & Triandis, 1996, p.85). Diversity issues are becoming more important as 
demographics in America and its workplaces are changing, becoming more heterogeneous, and 
continuing to support this phenomenon. According to Arndorfer (1996), the current minorities such as 
Latino, Black, and Asian will become the majority of all people by 2055 or 2060.  

Public relations scholars and professionals addressed diversity as a challenge as well as an 
opportunity (Allen, 1995; Banks, 1995; Hon & Brunner, 2000; “Communicating to a Diverse 
Workforce,” 1989; “Cosmetics Firm Targets, 1995; Multiculturalism Is Debated,” 1994; “Nowhere are 
the Implications of Gender Equality More Significant,” 1986; “Playing the Percentages,” 1995; “Valuing 
Diversity,” 1994). Discrimination and harassment in recruiting diverse employees present a challenge. 
One survey showed that only five percent of approximately 1,400 companies that participated, said their 
companies were doing a great job of managing diversity (Stoner, 1997). Besides this recruiting challenge, 
globalization of business and cultural sensitivity based on this globalization would provide opportunities.  
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As Brinkerhoff (1994) suggested, diversity is an advantage in that “the more different kinds of people that 
contribute to the team effort, the better. Different viewpoints, backgrounds and different approaches can 
lead to a better product” (p.E4). Thus, most organizations cannot afford to overlook the issue of diversity 
(Bruno, 1988; Graves, 1989).  

Minority Roles in Public Relations.  Minorities are sometimes known as “people of color” or 
“AHANA,” acronym for African-American, Hispanic, Asian, and Native American (Kern-Foxworth, 
1989a). Twenty years ago, the field of public relations infrequently gave attention to minorities in public 
relations because minorities were invisible in the industry. As Gross (1985) indicated, blacks have been 
invisible in the field of public relations because they did not have job opportunities with major public 
relations companies. The Asian Business Association, the Federation of Minority Business Associations 
and the Asian Pacific Advertising and Public Relations Council indicated there was no color blindness in 
the area of public relations (Kern-Foxworth, 1989a). Kern-Foxworth (1989b) identified three main factors 
for restricting entry of minorities into the mainstream of the public relations profession: (a) racism and 
prejudice as superficially imposed barriers,  (b) not enough opportunities to be aware of the profession of 
public relations, and (c) no access to the training and preparation for public relations jobs.  

In the middle of the 1980s, minorities were becoming more visible in the field because their market 
was growing financially and their social and economic status improved in the last decade. In the case of 
African-Americans, by 1984, their disposable income had increased to $214 billion (Blake, 1985) 
compared to $42 billion in 1973 (DeWitt, 1974). Moreover, the necessity for hiring minority public 
relations professionals was noted during the early 70’s, when several clients of the majority-owned 
agencies jumped as much as 40 percent in profits from the black community (Stein, 1972).  However, 
Kern-Foxworth (1989b) found that many organizations hired minority public relations practitioners only 
to deal with the same minority publics or just to fill a personnel quota/requirement.  

Labor statistics from 1987 revealed that only 7.3 percent of minorities worked in public relations, 
while 21 percent of the U.S. work force was part of a minority group (Kern-Foxworth, 1989b). In public 
relations, African-Americans and Hispanics represent about 6 percent and 2 percent of the public relations 
work force, respectively. Federal statistics show these minority percentages have remained constant since 
1984 (Wynter, 1994). Yet, employment projections estimate that between 1996 and the year 2006, 
management and public relations job opportunities will increase by 60 percent (Franklin, 1997).  

The field of public relations currently gives attention to the status and roles of minorities more 
fervently and overtly than ever before and agrees with the importance of ethnic diversity. Gloster and 
Cherrie (1987) indicated the increased opportunities for minorities in the industry indicate that:  

“Companies have realized that they must reach all the racial and ethnic groups in their markets 
and in their communities. That increasing awareness has led to greater opportunities in the form 
of growing numbers of minority owned advertising and public relations firms and in the form of 
aggressive recruiting of Black, Hispanic, Asian American, and Native American professionals by 
other firms.”  

Several research studies have been conducted on ethnic minorities and the public relations 
professionals. Layton (1980) conducted one of the first studies pertaining to minority activities in public 
relations, and discovered that recent research on African-Americans in public relations revealed increased 
expectations and optimism on the part of minorities. The author also indicated that optimism is a basis for 
increasing opportunities for advancement in what has been pegged ‘the last of the lily-white professions.’ 
Kern-Foxworth (1989b) examined the status and roles of minority public relations practitioners and 
revealed that the majority of the minority respondents perceived themselves within the middle-level 
management position, such as a problem solver. However, their salaries were not comparable to that level 
on the calculated analysis by Broom and Dozier (1986) nor were their salaries commensurate with their 
white counterparts. Zerbinos and Clanton (1993) surveyed 140 minority public relations practitioners and 
found while most of the respondents were satisfied with their jobs, a substantial number of them felt their 
careers were hindered because of their ethnicity.  Len-Rios (1998) explored the status of minority 
practitioners through in-depth interviews, and discovered that the minority public relations practitioners 
felt that while there had been progress toward including minorities in upper-level management positions 
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in the field, their personal experiences revealed that barriers still exist.  It is important to note, however, 
that each of these researches treated the minority as homogenous groups.  

Some research has focused on specific ethnicity such as African-American or Hispanic public 
relations practitioners. For example, Kern-Forxworth et al. (1994) examined managerial roles of black 
female public relations practitioners in Washington D.C. and showed that black women at managerial 
levels in the industry identified themselves as occupying “meaningful roles within the profession and 
interfaced quite frequently within management.” More recently, Pompper (2004) focused on ethnic 
diversity with excellence theory and revealed four unique roles female African-American practitioners 
fulfilled: pioneer, educator, mentor, and agenda-builder.  

In so far as none of these studies have given significant attention to Asian-American public relations 
practitioners, thus, this study attempts to explore the roles, current status, barriers and concerns of Asian-
American working within the public relations industry.  
Asian Americans in Public Relations.  Asian is defined as “those having origins in any of the original 
peoples of the Far East, Southeast Asia, or the Indian subcontinent including, for example, Cambodia, 
China, India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippine islands, Thailand, and Vietnam” (Reeves & 
Bennett, 2003).  In March 2002, 12.5 million Asians lived in the United States representing about four 
percent of the American population.  Additionally, Asian residents reflect the highest college degree 
attainment rate with advanced degrees, especially in law, medicine, or other doctorate degrees (Le, 2005).  
Of more than six million Asian-Americans employed in the United States, the greater portion of them 
were concentrated in managerial and professional specialty occupations (Reeves & Bennett, 2003).  

The Asian consumer market is one of fastest growing in the United States.  It is approaching $35 
billion annually according to the Los Angeles firm of Muse, Cord & Chen. Moreover, the Asian working 
population is the fastest growing work force, compared with other minority groups. During 1980 to 1990, 
African-American worker participation increased by 23 percent, while Hispanics increased 67 percent, 
American Indians, Aleuts and Eskimos by 45 percent (Bovee, 1993).  Asian worker participation, 
however, increased to 106 percent during the same time period (Bovee, 1993). This trend continued 
throughout the 1990s (Len-Rios, 1998). In addition to that, the Bureau of Labor Statistics reports 
indicated that more than 27 percent of the U.S. labor force will be comprised of ethnic minorities by the 
year of 2006 and the overall number of Asian workers will be increased by over 74 percent.  

Despite the increase and significant contribution of Asian-Americans, they have been under-
represented in the academic field of public relations. Thus, this study initially attempts to explore what 
their status, roles, barriers or concerns and contributions in public relations have been. This research 
brought forth the following five research questions which are adopted from Pompper’s 2004 study.  
Research Questions 

RQ1: What factors affect Asian -American’s decision to pursue a public relations career? 
RQ2: How do Asian -Americans characterize their role in public relations? 
RQ3: What are the primary career concerns of Asian-Americans working in public relations? 
RQ4: How do Asian-Americans working in public relations characterize these concerns? 
RQ5: How do Asian-Americans working in public relations address these concerns? 

Methodology 
In-depth interviews through the telephone were used to answer the following five research questions: 

(1) the factors affecting Asian-American’s decision to pursue a public relations career, (2) the ways 
Asian-Americans’ roles were characterized in public relations, (3) the primary career concerns of Asian-
Americans working in public relations, (4) the ways Asian-Americans characterized these concerns and 
(5) the ways Asian-Americans addressed these concerns.  

Despite the wide spread popularity of survey methods, the public relations roles research, texture and 
depth of findings are formulated by qualitative methods (L. Grunig, Toth, & Hon, 2000; Toth & Cline, 
1991). Given the exploratory nature of the five research questions, this research used qualitative 
interviewing techniques.  

Administration and Operation.  Most studies of minorities in public relations had been restricted with 
built-in methodological shortcomings because they were dependent on membership directories of 
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professional organizations for sampling resources. Validity and generalization of these results are 
somewhat questionable since only public relations professionals who can afford the membership fees are 
also the individuals more likely to join the trade organizations that participated in such research studies.  
It is further indicated that professionals working in non-profit sectors have not been fully represented in 
research studies (Grunig et al., 2000). In view of these considerations, the initial samples only were drawn 
from the PRSA Directory while the remaining samples were attempted from non-PRSA members.  

A snowball sampling technique was used to recruit in-depth interview participants, for example, 
Asian-Americans practitioners working in public relations with at least three years experience in the 
industry. The researcher relied on this sampling technique because there is no master list to identify 
potential participants as Poindexter and McCombs (2000) suggested, and the Asian-American public 
relations professionals’ population is quite small.  This technique has limitations, however.  Even though 
this is an easy process of recruitment, the selected respondents often are known to one another, and many, 
therefore, share similar points of view regarding certain issues. For the current study, Asian-Americans 
were invited via e-mail to participate in in-depth interviews over the phone and, at the end of the 
interview process, they were asked to recommend other Asian-American public relations professionals. 
While none of the participants came from the same organization, some of them did come from the same 
state.  

The 2004 Public Relations Society of America (PRSA) Blue Book Directory served as a starting point 
for the first three e-mails soliciting participation in the phone interview. Very few potential respondents 
declined participation when invited via e-mail. Efforts were made to assemble diverse respondents by age, 
organization types (agency, corporate, not-for-profit organizations), job-level (entry level to top 
management level), and years of experience.  

A total of thirteen Asian-American professionals participated in the phone interviews that ranged in 
duration from 20 minutes to 45 minutes with interviews scheduled between November 7, to December 30, 
2004. Interviews were conducted at a time and date recommended for the convenience of each 
participant. The researcher had no prior relationship with any of these participants. The participants were 
assured of utmost confidentiality, with the understanding that the research report would not reveal their 
identification by name or company affiliation. Additionally, the researcher informed all participants that 
they would be updated with research presentations and publications containing relevant findings. 
Respondents were also advised in advance that each interview would be recorded. After all interviews 
were completed, a letter of appreciation was sent to each participant. 

Participants were approached with two main questions.   First, brief questions pertaining to their 
demographic variables were asked.   Secondly, respondents were asked to describe how they came to 
have a career in public relations, to share thoughts on their roles, and to identify career concerns, 
solutions, and any of their personal contributions to the field of public relations.   

Data for analysis was derived from 87 single-spaced pages of audio-taped recordings, transcribed 
verbatim. The unit of analysis for the current study was Asian-Americans’ voices and experiences as 
described in their own words, then categorized and analyzed as data (Harding, 1986; Hon, 1995).  

Results 
Participants Profiles.  As Table 1 summarizes,  the racial representation of the thirteen participants 

was composed of two Korean-Americans, three Japanese-American, two Taiwanese-Americans, three 
Chinese-American, and one Filipino. The remaining two participants had mixed heritage such as half-
Japanese and Chinese-American or Japanese and Filipino. All of them identified themselves as Asian-
American, regardless of their birth place.  In regards to why they identify themselves as Asian-American, 
although they are U.S. citizens and were born in United States; one respondent working as director of 
marketing and public relations in Florida said,  “[W]e tend to identify ourselves, when we say Japanese-
American, Korean- American, and Filipino-American. In this way we recognize the difference in the 
cultures and in our cultural identities.”   In evaluation, therefore, culture is reflected as an important 
criterion of their identification.  
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Table 1. Participants Profile 

Education Workplace # Ethnic 
Background 

Gender 
BA MA APR C A NFP 

Age Years 
in PR 

State 

1 Korean Female O    O  24 3 Washington 
2 Taiwanese Female O O   O  25 3 Colorado 
3 Taiwanese Female O    O  21 3 New York 
4 Korean Male MBA     O 30 5 Hawaii 
5 Japanese Female O Δ O O   44 15 Florida 
6 Chinese Female O O O   O 35 8 California 
7 Japanese & Filipino  Female O  O   O 41 19 Hawaii 
8 Japanese Male O  O   O 62 28 Colorado 
9 Japanese Male O  O   O 23 6 Hawaii 

10 Japanese/Chinese Female  O    O  24 3 Hawaii 
11 Chinese Male O  O   O 47 24 Hawaii 
12 Filipino Male O O  O   50 23 New York 
13 Chinese Female O     O 25 4 Hawaii 

C-corporate, A-agency, NFP-not-for-profit, Δ-in process 
 

Eight participants among thirteen were female and five were male. The age range was between 21 
and 62 and with a mean of 34.7. The range of years in public relations experience was between three 
years and 28 years, resulting in a mean of 11.1 years.  All participants possessed a bachelors degree in 
public relations or other fields of communications, one had a MBA degree, and the other had a degree in 
music. Six participants had achieved APR (Accredited Public Relations) status.  Three had earned 
graduate degrees, while one was currently in the process of earning a graduate degree. Among the thirteen 
respondents, four were employed in public relations agencies, seven were employed by a not-for-profit 
organization, and two were working for a corporation.  Among thirteen participants, six described their 
positions as senior level.  Five other respondents described their position as middle-level and the 
remaining two participants identified their position as entry-level.  Six of thirteen participants were from 
Hawaii because of the high Asian-American population in that state. Two participants were from New 
York, two others were from Colorado and the remaining three were from Washington, California, and 
Florida.  
Research Question 1:  
What factors affect an Asian-American’s decision to pursue a public relations career?  

Factors found affecting the participants’ decision to pursue public relations clustered into the 
following five general areas:  education, preference for public relations jobs because of the exciting and 
challenging job characteristics, inflexibility of journalism jobs, opportunities to enjoy writing with 
similarities between journalism jobs and public relations, and opportunities to interact and deal with 
people.  A public relations job was the initial choice for a majority of the respondents and their 
educational background focused primarily on public relations. Additionally, their internship experiences 
during college had been in public relations.   With reference to pursuing a career in public relations for its 
exciting and challenging experiences and job characteristics, the California agency public relations 
professional said: “PR is fun… I don’t have to sit in the office all day!  I get to work on different things 
with different clients.  It is challenging because depending on which client I have, I might have to work 
and change my entire image.”   

Two respondents had different initial jobs, but they became interested in public relations after 
becoming disenchanted with news writing. One of them had an undergraduate degree in journalism and 
had worked as news writer. This respondent moved from news writing to public relations because of 
inflexibility in news writing. She described the reason for moving to public relations as follows:    

“Working in news, I wanted a job that would allow me to work basically, Monday through 
Friday, 8 to 5. When you work in news, you tend to work in the evening, weekends, or holidays. I 
wanted more structure.” (Director of Marketing and PR in FL) 
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This observation is consistent with the study of Pompper (2004) that examined the factors for 
African-American women pursuing public relations careers.  

The similarities between journalists’ work and public relations practitioners’, in terms of writing and 
deadline emphasis, were another reason given for joining the public relations field. One interviewee 
mentioned that she chose public relations as her major because she was aware of a barrier for Asian-
Americans to become a media personality.  The Colorado public relations practitioner said, “At that time 
[when she decided her major], I thought that journalism was even more culturally embedded than PR. I 
don’t see myself being an anchor with CNN, nor do I see myself writing for the New York Times.”  

In summary, Asian-American public relations practitioners who participated in the telephone 
interview consistently identified the following five factors that most affected their decision to pursue 
public relations:  1) educational background in public relations or related fields, 2) dissatisfaction with 
journalism but similarities between public relations and journalism,  3) the exciting and challenging 
nature of public relations,  4) personal and professional satisfaction from writing, and dealing with people,  
5) and the barrier for an Asian-American to enter the ranks of media personnel. 
Research Question 2:  How do Asian-Americans characterize their role in public relations? 

The three main roles characterized throughout the interviews/discussions were managerial roles, 
mixed roles of managerial and entry-level, and entry level.  One group of five respondents working in 
management level positions accepted their responsibilities in managerial roles because they were involved 
in the organizational decision-making process.  One public relations professional in New York described 
his role saying, “The main role I played was as an advisor or counselor to the senior executives, senior 
CEO and corporate executives of public relations.” Another respondent, the Florida director of Marketing 
and Public Relations, described her role as, “planning or organizing events, talking to the media, and 
involved with the employee communication side.” These participants have worked in the public relations 
industry for more than ten years and were highly satisfied with their achievements in the industry. 

The second group was comprised of thirteen respondents.  Five of the thirteen participants worked in 
mixed-level positions between managerial and entry-level positions. An interviewee working in 
California said, “It is kind of between, because I’ve performed a lot of entry- level jobs, but at the same 
time, I decide what we are going to get and what would be best for the organization or the company.” 
Most of these people were working at small or mid-size organizations.  

The two remaining respondents had worked in public relations for about three years including 
internship experiences in entry levels positions. Their everyday work pertained mainly to communication 
such as writing press releases, sending e-mails, and news releases, etc.  
Research Questions 3 &4. 
RQ3:  What are the primary career concerns of Asian-Americans working in public relations? 
RQ4: How do Asian-Americans working in public relations characterize these concerns? 

All of the respondents reported a high level of satisfaction with their public relations careers except 
one.  However, they admitted barriers that challenge full organizational integration was concerns for bias 
and stereotypes linked to race and gender, lack of networking opportunities, low salary, and inflexible 
work hours.  Concerns for unsatisfactory relationships with media or media people also emerged from the 
telephone interviews/discussions, although they agreed that these barriers are not big ones and they could 
be easily resolved.  

The Asian-American public relations professionals described several stereotypes which mainly 
focused on their physical appearances such as younger looking or shorter.  With Asian characteristics 
such as introverted personalities, and being Asian, it is sometimes assumed that they do not speak 
English. One public relations professional working in Hawaii expressed his experience as a younger 
looking stereotype, saying, “Asians tend to look younger than their true age and some people tend to treat 
them accordingly.  I was actually involved in a situation once before when I visited a client for the first 
time and they jokingly commented, ‘Jesus I didn’t know they [the agency] were sending someone who’s 
16 over here’.” One public relations professional in California said, “People have stereotypical attitudes 
because Asians tend to be introverted, and non-opinionated, which is not a personality fit for public 
relations.”   She also described another stereotype as follows: 
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“[People really assume that one person from any Asian background can communicate with all 
Asians, which isn’t true. Somebody who is Chinese-American, depending on the situation, will 
not always be able to communicate with Korea-Americans and Japanese- Americans and Filipino 
Americans.”  

With a similar observation, one respondent working in Hawaii described her experience in another state. 
She said:  

“Even though I was born in Hawaii I only speak English. I don’t speak any other language. 
People would take one look and assume that I was from Japan or that I 
don’t speak English.  So I would imagine that people would have stereotypes and preconception 
in their minds” 

Despite these outlined stereotypes, most of the respondents disagreed on the existence of a gender or 
race barrier.   A few female respondents agreed that the gender barrier is greater than  the racial barrier. 
The Washington public relations agency practitioner summarized by saying,  “I think being Asian-
American is not the barrier but being a woman is.”  However, a couple of them indicated that the two 
barriers exist at the same time.  

The California public relations agency professional said:  
“You have to be able to take criticism because there are a lot of people who are going to criticize 
you and who are going to put you down not only because of your race but also because of your 
gender... the higher you go [in the corporate ladder], the more male dominance.   

Regarding the existence of ethnic bias, one male respondent, a Marketing and Communication 
Manager in Hawaii indicated only few Asian-Americans are working in the industry.  He said, “It is a 
little more difficult [to get a job in PR] because Asian-Americans are not abundant in that profession. An 
industry with very-low volume representation from a specific ethnic group, I would assume, would have 
inherent bias there or some type of possibly unseen, unaddressed barrier.”  

A couple of respondents expressed age as a concern when working in the public relations industry. 
Additionally, Asians’ last names, which are hard to pronounce, were also described as concerns for Asian 
American public relations professionals. A Hawaiian public relations professional described concerns 
saying, “[T]hey [clients, or media people] can’t pronounce my last name. It’s hard to send out press 
releases and that sort of thing when they can’t even pronounce my name.”  

Some participants, especially males expressed concerns about unsatisfactory relationships with media 
personnel and undesirable news reporting. A Hawaiian participant expressed his concern as follows: “I 
feel like I am really trying to kiss their [media people’s] ass too much to try and get a story to run and 
they really treat you like dirt. I didn’t really like that.”  He described it in detail saying:  

“I would e-mail them and I would fax them information, like a press release, and then would 
follow-up with them via phone.  They would only tell me that they didn’t get it and ask if I would 
send it again. Then I would follow-up with them again and then they would say ‘Oh no, I didn’t 
get it.’  So then I would try to set up a meeting where I could personally give it to them, but of 
course, they don’t have the time.  They just try to avoid you. But the ironic thing is when a big 
story hatches, they [media personnel] would start calling me up and demand that I give them this 
information. There is no respect displayed by them. “  

Another concern expressed was a lack of networking opportunities, less than their American 
counterparts.  A respondent who moved to America at the age of 12 said,  “A barrier for Asian-Americans 
in the PR field is the lack of connections that American counterparts have because you were born and 
raised in different countries.  Networking is so important in PR.”   

On the whole, the interviewees expressed diverse career concerns focused primarily on ethnic 
stereotypes, unsatisfactory media relationships, and gender issues. 
Research Question 5:  How do Asian-Americans working in public relations address these concerns? 

When asked how they deal with such career concerns and barriers, the respondents took optimistic 
positions. All of them agreed that the barriers are not huge and they can break the barrier by “being more 
prepared,” “more educated,” “work harder,” “change their images,”  “being very positive,” and “being 
more experienced.” A Hawaii public relations manager said, “Education and experience are keys to 
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overcome the concerns.  And repetitiveness, you just need to keep working in the industry and people will 
get used to you, especially if you start to make a name for yourself.”  

The California public relations manager emphasized that Asian women need to change their 
traditional image to survive in the industry saying, “Asian women are looked at as a whole as material.   
You are going to marry someone who would be a good mother and good wife and stay home and not talk 
back to you.”  To change the Asian women’s image, she said, “Asian women need to be more aggressive 
like ‘warrior women’.”   Most of the female respondents stated that Asian-American public relations 
professionals are the top group among minority women.  

Conclusion & Discussions 
Previous research involving the normative theory of excellence and the two-way symmetrical public 

relations had not fully accounted for ethnic diversity as a key component of public relations potential 
except the study of Pompper (2004).   Further, scholars in feminism had not considered ethnicity as an 
important factor and those in multiculturalism primarily considered minorities as a homogenous group.  
In this study, however, a specific subset of minority public relations practitioners, Asian-American public 
relations professionals, were the focus of research while using the excellence theory.  Thus, this study 
provides several significant contributions to existing literature by redesigning Grunig’s public relations 
model in order to include ethnic diversity as a potential public relations variable.  This study brings 
additional attention to the Asian-American practitioners’ roles and the career concerns that enable them to 
practice a special brand of two-way symmetry. 

This study found that Asian American public relations practitioners were well educated as related to 
public relations with all of the participants having at least a bachelor degree in the related area of public 
relations.   Many of them have Advance Public Relations or graduate degrees.   As the census data 
reflects, Asian-Americans are in the top percentages of all those with bachelors and advanced degrees.   
In public relations, Asian-American practitioners were no exception to those findings. The influential 
factors pertaining to Asian-American practitioners’ career are education, similarities between journalism 
and public relations, barriers for Asians becoming media personnel, the characteristics of public relations 
(rewarding, challenging, and exciting), journalism’s inflexibility, and a strong preference for writing, 
interacting and dealing with people. These findings are similar and consistent with the experiences of 
African-American women who chose a career in public relations (Pompper, 2004). Almost all participants 
of Asian- American public relations professionals are working at higher than entry-level positions. The 
majority of them working at managerial-level positions are influential to an organization’s policy 
decisions and hold responsibility for a program’s success or failure.  Compared to other ethnic minorities, 
these findings indicated that Asian-American public relations practitioners are at higher levels than any 
other ethnic group in the field of public relations.  The findings of this study are inconsistent with other 
minority studies in terms of their roles because other minority studies found that Asian-Americans were 
mainly working in technician roles with lower salaries (Len-Rios, 1998). 

In their pursuit of careers in public relations, participants expressed that they are highly satisfied with 
their current careers.  However, they admitted the existence of stereotypes and bias linked to race and 
gender and that this continues to challenge full organizational integration. The stereotypes were related to 
Asians’ physical appearances such as looking younger, shorter, a presumption that Asian people speak 
poor English, and their cultural characteristics such as introverted personalities. The stereotypes found 
were more relevant to their physical appearance than their abilities. As Kern-Foxworth (1989a) pointed 
out, the existence of stereotypes is one of the major contributors to the lack of minority representation. 
More aggressive hiring of additional Asian public relations practitioners is a key solution to removing 
stereotypes as well as resolving the lack of minority representation.  Other people, especially Caucasians, 
have less opportunity to work with minorities and may never have their stereotypes challenged.  

This study also found that the gender barrier persists even higher than the racial barrier. This might be 
explained because the majority of the respondents were female.  Despite the gender barrier, all of the 
participants presented optimistic opinions saying that it is not a huge barrier and it can be overcome with 
harder work and more preparation. Furthermore, improvements in diversity can be achieved as the work 
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force of Asian-Americans in public relations continues to grow.  Ethnic bias exists largely because there 
are simply not enough Asian-Americans working in the industry.  

Other concerns were having a lack of networking opportunities, low salaries, and inflexible work 
hours coupled with unsatisfactory relationships that emerged with the media and media personnel.  They 
described these concerns as minor problems that could be easily resolved.  All of them said they would 
continue to work in the public relations industry with great pleasure.  

Public relations scholars and practitioners should take some responsibility for creating a more ethnic 
and minority-friendly environment, especially in the White centered area. Scholars or educators need to 
include cultural diversity in the classroom by using examples and choosing textbooks that include 
minorities.  It is important to make students aware that diversity is better for public relations by 
illustrating the importance of research in teaching about target audiences,  by inviting successful minority 
practitioners to share their experiences within the classroom, and  by fostering and mentoring minority 
public relations students.  As Strenski (1993) suggested, practitioners can promote diversity through 
employee communication programs, training of managers, and training of human resource personnel.  
Limitation and Future Research.  This study has revealed several limitations, which leads to future study 
within this area. First of all, several other Asian -Americans such as Indonesian, Malaysian, Pakistan-
American public relations professionals were not included. These Asian public relations professionals 
may have different perspectives from the sampled respondents. Thus, further research needs to include 
these Asian-American public relations practitioners. Secondly, comparative study with other ethnicities 
such as Hispanic-Americans, or African- Americans would be an invaluable study. Additionally, studies 
using different demographic variables are needed. For example, there may be differences in the way 
Asian-American men and women perceive their roles in public relations and the barriers within the field.  
Other variables to be considered in collecting and analyzing data are those of age, physical appearance, 
geographic regions, placement level in an organization, education, and personality type. 
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This study examined the relationship between organizational structure and internal communication. The 
result of this study showed that organizational structure is strongly associated with internal 
communication system. This result has an implication in that it was formulated at the organizational level 
of analysis. Thus far, there has been little research to examine the relationship between organizational 
structure and internal communication at the organization level even though the constructs are 
organizational-level constructs. Before conducting the correlation and regression analyses, I first 
aggregated individual-level data of the two constructs into organizational-level data after justifying the 
aggregation. Thus, this result reflects the relationship between organizational structure and internal 
communication at the organizational level.  

Introduction 
This study examined the relationship between organizational structure and internal communication. 

Prior research also has shown that the formal organizational structure could affect internal communication 
(Galbraith, 1973; Thompson, 1967, as cited in Lau, Wong, Chan, & Law, 2003). The influence of 
organizational structure on internal communication is well exemplified in the research by Holtzhausen 
(2002), J. Grunig (1992), and L. Grunig, J. Grunig, and Dozier  (2002).  

However, scholars in the rhetorical/ hermeneutic tradition in speech communication disagreed with 
the notion that communication is a product of or is constrained by organizational structure. Some 
organizational communication scholars developed theories of how people use communication in the 
structuration of an organization (e.g., Conrad & Ryan, 1985; McPhee, 1985; Poole, 1985; Poole & 
McPhee, 1983). Structuration means that people create structure as they organize, and they must 
communicate to do so. In this sense, repeated interactions are the foundation of social structure.  

In this paper, I tried to examine the relationship between organizational structure and internal 
communication at the organizational level. Thus far, there has been little research to examine the 
relationship between organizational structure and internal communication at the organization level even 
though the constructs are organizational-level constructs. Before conducting the correlation and 
regression analyses, I first aggregated individual-level data of the two constructs into organizational-level 
data after justifying the aggregation. Thus, this result reflects the relationship between organizational 
structure and internal communication at the organizational level. 

Conceptualization 
Organizational Structure 

Organizational structure can be defined as the ways in which responsibility and power are allocated 
and work procedures are carried out by organizational members (Blau, 1970; Dewar & Werbel, 1979; 
Germain, 1996; Gerwin & Kolodny, 1992). Most research on organizational structure has noted that 
organizational structure has multiple dimensions. In this study, I adopted Hage’s (1980) four structural 
variables (centralization, stratification, formalization, and complexity) because they have been shown to 
provide a reliable way to study organizational phenomena (L. Grunig, 1992).  

Centralization describes the extent to which decision making is concentrated at the top of the 
organizational hierarchy. Hage (1980) hypothesized that centralization inhibits communication in 
organizations, whereas decentralization encourages the dispersion of information and decision making in 
an organization. Stratification represents the extent to which an organization makes clear who are its 
higher level employees and who are its lower level employees. Low levels of communication are 
associated with stratification. Formalization is the extent to which an organization follows written rules 
and regulations. A pervasiveness of rules and regulations discourages both innovation and 
communication. Hage (1980) noted that communication helps an organization coordinate its members, 
whereas formalization controls them (pp. 40-42). Complexity, the fourth variable, represents the extent to 
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which an organization has educated, professionalized employees who fill specialist roles. Upward 
communication, rather than a downward flow of communication, correlates with complexity far more 
than with the other three structural variables.  

J. Grunig (1992) added a fifth structural variable – participation in decision making – which often has 
appeared in audits of employee communication and in psychological theories of leadership. J. Grunig 
claimed it a structural variable because participation strategies – such as participative management, 
quality circles, teams, or delegation of responsibility – increase the autonomy of individuals and reduce 
their constraints. Participation is particularly relevant to communication because it increases the 
symmetry of communication and increases the likelihood of organizational outcomes associated with 
communication – involvement, innovation, and job satisfaction.                    

Thus, the construct of organizational structure of this study was composed of five variables. Then, I 
combined these five variables into two general types of organizational structure. Organizations with 
mechanical structures are centralized, formalized, stratified, and less complex and do not allow 
employees to participate in decision making. Organizations with organic structures are less centralized, 
less formalized, less stratified, and more complex and facilitate participation in decision making. In 
analyzing the data, I combined the five variables into a single scale in which a high score indicated an 
organic structure and a low score a mechanical structure. I could improve the reliability of the final scale 
and simplify data analysis by combining structural items into a single scale rather than putting them into 
separate organic and mechanical scales.                                                                                                                                    
Internal Communication1

 Internal communication is a specialized sub-discipline of communication that examines how people 
communicate in organizations and the nature of effective communication systems in organizations (L. 
Grunig et al., 2002). Like organizational structure, internal communication is also a multidimensional 
construct. Employees are not merely satisfied or dissatisfied with communication in general, but they can 
express varying degrees of satisfaction about aspects of communication (Clampitt & Downs, 1993). The 
most popular concepts have been communication climate; satisfaction with communication; perceptions 
of the amount, sources, and flows of communication; and the amount and type of supervisor- subordinate 
communication. While organizational communication scholars have paid a lot of attention to the 
dimensions of internal communication, public relations researchers have focused on the roles of two types 
of communication in public relations activities: symmetrical communication and asymmetrical 
communication. J. Grunig (1992) reviewed a number of studies designed to develop instruments to audit 
the effectiveness of organizational communication. He concluded that these audits suggest the presence of 
symmetrical communication. Symmetrical communication takes place through dialogue, negotiation, 
listening, and conflict management rather than through persuasion, manipulation, and the giving of 
orders.                  

Asymmetrical communication in organizations, in contrast, is generally top-down. It is designed to 
control the behavior of employees in ways that management desires. Such a system is typical in 
mechanical type organizations with authoritarian cultures. Asymmetrical communication remains popular 
among members of dominant coalitions who strive to increase their power and to control others, rather 
than to empower employees throughout the organization. In this study I adopted J. Grunig’s (1992) two-
type typology of internal communication because of its recognized significance in public relations 
research.                                                                                      
Organizational Structure and Internal Communication                    

According to Hall (1987), “The very establishment of an organizational structure is a sign that 
communications are supposed to follow a particular path” (p. 176). Robbins (1990) mirrored this notion 
by commenting that a structure governs “who reported to whom, and the formal coordinating mechanisms 
and interaction patterns” that should be followed (p. 4). Prior research has shown that the formal 
organizational structure affects internal communication (Galbraith, 1973; Thompson, 1967, as cited in 
Lau et al., 2003).           

However, scholars in the rhetorical/hermeneutic tradition in speech communication disagreed with 
the notion that communication is a product of or is constrained by organizational structure (J. Grunig, 
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1992). For example, Tompkins (1987) argued that without communication there would be no 
organization.                 

In British social theorist Giddens’ (1979, 1984) perspective, the traditional view of social structure as 
a constraint on interaction can be expanded by the recognition that interaction creates the structure of 
constraint to which it is subjected. J. Grunig (1992) noted that some organizational communication 
scholars (e.g., Conrad & Ryan, 1985; McPhee, 1985; Poole, 1985; Poole & McPhee, 1983) developed 
theories of “how people use communication in the structuration of an organization. Structuration means 
that people create structure as they organize, and they must communicate to do so” (p. 563). In this sense, 
repeated interactions are the foundation of social structure.  

According to the structuration view, “structure is made by interacting individuals whose activities are 
constrained by structure even as they form the patterns that we then recognize as structure” (Hatch, 1997, 
p. 180). This idea is called the duality of structure. The duality of structure means that social structures 
constrain the choices that humans make about their activities, but at the same time social structures are 
created by the activities that they constrain (Cheney, Christensen, Zorn, Jr., & Ganesh, 2004).       

The theoretical dilemma, then, is that “communication helps to produce structure but that structure 
shapes and limits communication” (J. Grunig, 1992, p. 563). Communication is a tool used in creating 
these systems of constraints (structures), but once structures are in place they constrain communication 
and limit its ability to change the structures (J. Grunig, personal communication, March 3, 2004).                

According to Hatch (1997), Giddens’ (1979, 1984) work promises to revolutionize conceptions of 
social structure in organization theory. Its primary influence comes from turning our attention away from 
an understanding of social structure as a system for defining and controlling interaction and social 
relationships. It shifts our attention toward how the everyday practices in which organizational members 
participate construct the very rules of organizing that they follow. Structuration theory helps us see how 
structure and process are interdependent (Cheney et al., 2004). However, Giddens’ theory is not fully 
formulated at the organizational level of analysis as yet (Hatch, 1997), and only a small number of 
empirical studies (e.g., Ranson, Hinings, & Greenwood, 1980; Riley, 1983) using his perspectives have 
been published.          

On the other hand, more recent studies in public relations have shown that organizational structure 
has an effect on internal communication. The influence of organizational structure on organizational 
communication was well exemplified in the research by Holtzhausen (2002), J. Grunig (1992) and L. 
Grunig et al. (2002). Holtzhausen’s (2002) survey research conducted in a large South African 
organization found that structural changes in process implementation led to improved information flow 
and face-to-face communication. More specifically, the research showed that addressing the internal 
communication process from a strategic perspective with subsequent structural changes to enhance that 
strategy provided practitioners with a tool to improve information flow and change communication 
behavior in organizations.           

J. Grunig (1992) also noted that organizational structure influences internal communication. 
According to him, job satisfaction increases when an organization has an appropriate structure for its 
employees, particularly when that structure promotes autonomy. Decentralized decision making, and low 
stratification and formalization, are important determinants of job satisfaction.   

L. Grunig et al.’s (2002) recent study showed, using the structural equation modeling method, that 
organizational structure has a strong direct effect on symmetrical communication, which suggests 
communication practitioners cannot implement a system of symmetrical communication without a change 
in organizational structure. The study demonstrated that organizations with organic structures, which are 
decentralized, less formalized, less stratified, and more complex and facilitate participation in decision 
making, have symmetrical systems of internal communication. On the other hand, organizations with 
mechanical structures, which are centralized, formalized, stratified, and less complex and do not allow 
employees to participate in decision making, have asymmetrical systems of internal communication.       

Based on the above studies, I posited the following hypothesis:         
Hypothesis: Organizations with organic2 (mechanical3) structures have symmetrical (asymmetrical) 

communication systems. 
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Method 
The hypothesis posited a priori was tested using the survey method. In the method section, first, I 

examine the necessity of doing multilevel analysis for this study. Second, data collection process and 
measurement items are described. Lastly, ethical considerations are explored.  
Multilevel Research 

Recent developments in research on inside organizational phenomena call for more precise and 
elaborate statistical analysis. This is because organizations are hierarchically nested systems (House, 
Rousseau, & Thomas-Hunt, 1995). They are multilevel by nature. For example, employees work in 
groups and teams within organizations that are interrelated with other organizations (Klein, Dansereau, & 
Hall, 1994). Thus, no construct is “level free” in organizational research and researchers who examine 
organizational phenomena always encounter levels issues (Klein et al., 1994, p. 198). According to Klein 
and Kozlowski (2000), neglecting these systems’ structure in research design will “result in an incomplete 
and mis-specified model” (p. 232). It is because“findings at one level of analysis do not generalize neatly 
and exactly to other levels of analysis” (p. 213).                  

Recalling Klein et al.’s (1994) convincing argument that no construct is level free in organizational 
research, I came to realize that many public relations studies, especially the ones which deal with internal 
organizational relationships cannot avoid being the subject of multilevel analysis. This study was a typical 
example of multilevel research in that it gathered and summarized individual-level data to operationalize 
organizational-level constructs such as organizational structure and internal communication. According to 
Klein and Kozlowski (2000), when researchers collect data from individuals to research organizational 
constructs, the levels issue is unavoidable. In the absence of careful theoretical work and subsequent 
statistical analyses, higher-level findings using data gathered in lower levels are likely to be illusory 
(James, 1982). 

In this study, the two main constructs – organizational structure and internal communication – were 
shared unit constructs4. According to Klein and Kozlowski (2000), shared unit constructs “originate in 
experiences, attitudes, perceptions, values, cognitions, or behaviors that are held in common by the 
members of a unit.” I argue the two constructs are shared unit constructs because organizational members 
must feel or perceive in sufficiently similar ways about the two constructs. Employees would feel the 
same way about organizational structure and internal communication because all of them are living under 
the same influence of the same structure and internal communication. Once the organizational structure 
and internal communication system are established in organizations, it is hard to change those contexts 
and all employees would be similarly influenced by the contexts. It is not possible for the above 
organizational contexts to influence some employees more strongly. Therefore, the constructs could be 
characterized as a whole, and a single value or characteristic might be sufficient to describe the 
organization. 

The model proposed in this study was a single-level model. Single-level models “describe the 
relationship among variables at one level of theory and analysis” such as the relationship among only 
individual-level constructs or only unit-level constructs (Klein & Kozlowski, 2000, p. 218). Once the 
emergent constructs are raised to the unit level, the unit-level model is straightforward to test using 
common statistical methods such as correlation analysis and hierarchical regression according to the 
nature of construct relationships.                                                                          
Data Collection           

Data were collected by conducting a survey of Korean corporations. To gain access to Korean 
companies, I mostly used my personal acquaintances. First, I contacted companies through the Korean 
Public Relations Practitioners Association. My professional experience as a public relations practitioner 
in Korea enabled me to have personal relationships with many of the association's practitioners, which 
facilitated individual and group cooperation. One public relations practitioner in each company was a 
contact person, who was asked to distribute questionnaires and to send follow-up messages that 
encouraged non-respondents to reply.                                                          
 
 



 200

Measures       
Organizational structure and internal communication. To measure organizational structure and 

internal communication, the IABC questionnaire (L. Grunig et al., 2002) was adopted and used as the 
standardized set of questions with a little revision. The IABC questionnaire used an open-ended 
fractionation scale that contains a true zero for the complete lack of a certain characteristic and 100 as an 
average amount of any characteristic experienced by a practitioner. The scale was unbounded on the 
upper end, allowing respondents to write as high a number as they desired. Use of this scale provided 
greater numerical accuracy and greater variety in the data. However, in this study, considering the 
relatively uncommon use of the fractionation scale, I changed it into a 7-point Likert scale for all items, 
anchored by “strongly disagree” and “strongly agree.” (see Tables 2 and 3).                 

Survey wording. Klein et al. (2001) showed considerable power of survey wording in fostering 
within-group agreement and between-group variability. Considering the level of this study, each item of 
structure and internal communication constructs was worded to encourage respondents to assume the 
shared perspective of the organization in completing survey items (e.g., “we” or “employees here”).                                     
Ethical Considerations                               

For this study, ethical issues such as harm, consent, deception, privacy, and the anonymity of data 
were examined. The formal procedures of ethical standards in this study involved presenting a cover letter 
and follow-up letter to each participant. I informed participants of the scope of the study and of the 
possible risks or benefits that may result from this study. A cover letter confirmed that participation was 
voluntary and that no one in participants’ organization would ever know how (or even whether) they 
respond. It provided information by which participants could contact me with any questions. To assure 
anonymity, all responses were returned directly to me so that no one in the organization knew how 
participants responded. In questionnaires, names were not used. Only the gender, age, and work 
experience of the respondents were reported to identify participants.  

Results and Discussion 
Descriptions of Sample 

In this study, 31 companies participated (see Table 1). During the survey stage, I distributed 20 
questionnaires to each company5. 301 questionnaires returned. After an initial examination of the returned 
questionnaires, five questionnaires were deemed unusable6, which left 296 useable questionnaires. 
Response rate was 48 %. The response rate was close to the benchmark of 50 %, which was regarded as 
desirable by Babbie (1998). Thus, on average, 9.5 employees answered the questionnaire. Companies 
were diverse in industry category and size.  

Even though samples were selected with unequal probability from each company, I decided not to 
give different weightings to the companies. It is because only several big companies would have 
dominated the whole sample if I had given different weightings to the companies. As a result, the 
outcomes of this study would mainly have represented those several big companies’ characteristics (K. 
Klein, personal communication, October 12, 2004).  

The participants provided information about various demographic characteristics. Some participants 
were reluctant to give out some of the demographic information, thus demographic variables had missing 
data. Seventy five percent of participants held a bachelor’s degree. Thirty percent of the participants were 
female and seventy percent were male. Participants were 34 years old and had 8 years of tenure in their 
companies on average. 
Results of Exploratory Factor Analysis and Reliability Test 

I began the analysis of the hypothesized relationships among main variables by conducting 
preliminary statistical analyses. To assess the reliability and internal consistency of the data, Cronbach’s 
alpha test was performed. Because some of the measurement items were modified (e.g., internal 
communication), the scale reliabilities from previous studies were not generalizable to this study. I also 
conducted exploratory factor analysis, especially principal component analysis (PCA), to determine how 
well the items actually measured the latent variables they were designed to measure.  

Both of these tests were conducted with the individual-level data using SPSS 11.5 program. The 
influence of group membership (i.e., company membership) was controlled because the group 
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membership might have affected relationships among variables. To control for group membership, I first 
calculated partial correlations for each variable using company identity as a dummy variable. Based on 
the partial correlations, the exploratory factor analysis and reliability test were conducted for all the 
variables of this study.  

All measurement scales showed acceptable alpha coefficients. Also, for most of the measures, items 
revealed significant factor loadings and the pattern of eigenvalues suggested that a one-factor solution 
would best fit the data. There was a case where more than one factor was obtained (e.g., structure). 
Because I was interested in obtaining the strongest single indicator for each latent variable, only the first 
factor in the factor analysis was selected for all further analysis7.  

With respect to the construct of internal communication, it was possible to develop a continuum of 
asymmetrical-symmetrical communication. However, when I conducted the exploratory factor analysis 
after combining all internal communication items, I found that two factors were extracted. Those two 
factors clearly represented asymmetrical communication and symmetrical communication respectively. 
Also, Pearson’s correlation r between asymmetrical communication and symmetrical communication was 
-.45 at the individual level and -.68 at the organizational level. These correlation coefficients indicated 
that the two types of communication are significantly related but not at a high enough level to suggest that 
they are the same construct. I thought the two communication variables are to some degree independent 
from each other. Thus, I treated asymmetrical communication and symmetrical communication as distinct 
variables for all further analysis. Items used in the questionnaires and the results of exploratory factor 
analysis and reliability test for the items are presented in Tables 2-3.  
Justifying Aggregation of Organizational-level Variables 

Multilevel research required special statistical procedures to analyze the data (Klein & Kozlowski, 
2000). The procedure to justify the aggregation of individual-level data should be conducted. This was a 
necessary prerequisite for composing the individual-level responses to higher-level constructs, 
considering the two constructs of this study are shared unit constructs. Within-group consistency was 
assessed with rwg. The rwg is an index of the agreement or consensus across perceivers in a common 
setting. The rwg is calculated by comparing an observed group variance to an expected random variance. It 
provides a measure of agreement for each group rather than an omnibus measure for the groups as a 
whole. Generally, rwg of .70 or higher is acceptable acceptable (Klein & Kozlowski, 2000). The within-
group interrater agreement indices (rwg) for the main variables of this study are given in Table 4. The rwg 
indices were sufficiently large to justify aggregation.                    
Test of Hypothesis  

The hypothesis of this study predicted that organizations with organic (mechanical) structures would 
have symmetrical (asymmetrical) communication systems. I tested the hypothesis using correlations and 
regressions.  

Table 5 shows significant organizational-level relationships among structure, asymmetrical 
communication, and symmetrical communication. The organizational-level correlations strongly 
confirmed my theoretical anticipation. Given that a high structure score indicated an organic structure and 
a low score a mechanical structure, organizations with organic structures had symmetrical systems of 
internal communication (r = .58, p < .01) and organizations with mechanical structures had asymmetrical 
systems of internal communication (r = -.66, p < .01). Since organic and mechanical structures were 
represented at opposite ends of the same scale, this correlation means that mechanical structure and 
asymmetrical communication are positively correlated. The correlation between asymmetrical 
communication and symmetrical communication was negatively significant (r = -.68, p < .01).  

I also conducted regression analyses using the organizational-level variables. The result of this 
analysis is reported in Table 6. Because I chose to treat asymmetrical communication and symmetrical 
communication as distinctive variables at the exploratory factor analysis stage, I regressed two 
communication variables separately on the structure variable.  

The results were significant at the .01 level, showing that structure is a strong predictor of both types 
of internal communication system. The R2 score indicated that approximately 44% of the variance in 
asymmetrical communication was attributable to the variance of structure. The R2 score in the 
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symmetrical communication model showed that structure accounted for about 33% of the variance in 
symmetrical communication. Also, the predicted direction of associations was supported. Organic 
organizational structures were positively related to symmetrical communication systems (β = .58, p < .01) 
and negatively related to asymmetrical communication (β = -.66, p < .01). Thus, hypothesis 1 was 
supported. This means organizations having organic organizational structures tended to develop 
symmetrical communication systems rather than asymmetrical communication systems.  

This study replicated the result of L. Grunig et al.’s (2002) research that organizations with organic 
structures have symmetrical systems of internal communication. Also, I think the regression analysis 
results supported the argument that once structures are in place they constrain communication and limit 
its ability to change the structures (J. Grunig, personal communication, March 3, 2004). Thus, 
communication practitioners who want to implement a system of symmetrical communication will have 
to start it by establishing an organic organizational structure. 

Conclusion 
This study examined the relationship between organizational structure and internal communication. 

The hypothesis of this study predicted that organizations with organic (mechanical) structures have 
symmetrical (asymmetrical) communication systems. 

The hypothesis was supported. Correlation tests revealed significant organizational-level 
relationships among independent variables. An organic structure was significantly correlated with 
symmetrical communication positively (r = .58, p < .01) and significantly correlated with asymmetrical 
communication negatively (r = -.66, p < .01), as predicted. I also conducted regression analyses using the 
organizational-level variables. The results were significant at the .01 level, showing that structure is a 
strong predictor of both types of internal communication system. Thus, taking the theoretical assumptions 
of this study into account, I concluded that organizations with organic (mechanical) structures have 
symmetrical (asymmetrical) communication systems.  

This result is important in that it was formulated at the organizational level of analysis. Thus far, 
there has been little research to examine the relationship between organizational structure and 
communication at the organization level (Hatch, 1997) even though the constructs are organizational-
level constructs. Before conducting the correlation and regression analyses, I first aggregated individual-
level data of the structure and communication constructs into organizational-level data after justifying the 
aggregation. Thus, this result reflects the relationship between organizational structure and internal 
communication at the organizational level.  

Endnotes 
1. There are many aspects that confuse internal communication researchers. One of them is the term used to 

name internal communication. Researchers use several terms at the same time: for example, organizational 
communication, internal communication, and employee communication. In this study, I used the term 
internal communication rather than employee communication or organizational communication, following 
Holtzhausen’s (2002) argument. She argued that internal communication seems more inclusive and 
symmetrical than organizational communication or employee communication. 

2. In this study, I use the term “organic structure” to designate a structure that is decentralized, less 
formalized, less stratified, and more complex with more participation of employees in decision making. 

3. In this study, I use the term “mechanical structure” to designate a structure that is centralized, formalized, 
stratified, and less complex with less participation of employees in decision making. 

4. For more information, refer to Klein & Kozlowski (2000). 
5. In total, 620 questionnaires were distributed. 
6. These questionnaires were mostly incomplete ones. Some respondents answered only half of the 

questionnaire. Some questionnaires were discarded because respondents answered the questionnaires using 
only one scale (e.g. all items were marked on 4’s). 

7. In case of structure, items for centralization, stratification, complexity, and participation in decision making 
loaded on the first factor (eigenvalue was 3.32 with 29.73 % of the variance explained). And all 
formalization items loaded on the second factor (eigenvale was 1.86 with 16.86 % of the variance 
explained). Because my purpose was to obtain the strongest single indicator for the variable of structure, 
only the first factor was selected for all further analysis. Thus, in my further analysis, the eight-item factor 
was used and organic structures designated the structures that are less centralized, less stratified, and more 
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complex and facilitate participation in decision making. 
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Table 1 
Descriptions of Participating Organizations 

Company  No. Industry Category No. of employees No. of participants  
1 Marketing Consulting 210 9 
2 Amusement park 420 11 
3 Home security service 490 10 
4 Publishing 420 10 
5 Advertising  730 10 
6 Food manufacturing 890 10 
7 Beverage manufacturing 870 10 
8 Plastic product manufacturing 200 10 
9 Chemical manufacturing  1,100 9 

10 Electronic products manufacturing 590 10 
11 Computer equipment manufacturing 420 10 
12 Transportation 730 10 
13 Electronic equipment manufacturing 1,070 9 
14 Electrical equipment manufacturing 320 11 
15 Computer manufacturing 3,500 9 
16 Telecommunication carrier 5,500 11 
17 Computer software development 250 14 
18 Internet portal service 350 10 
19 Newspaper publisher 300 6 
20 Department Store 1,200 9 
21 Computer Network Service 1,150 10 
22 Banking 8,500 9 
23 Reinsurance  240 7 

Company No. Industry Category No. of employees No. of participants  
24 Credit card 1,800 8 
25 Petroleum refining 2,600 10 
26 Computer software development 250 9 
27 Computer system design 570 15 
28 Wholesale trade 2,300 7 
29 Financial investments 420 10 
30 Financial consulting 300 6 
31 Research institute 110 7 

Total   296 
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Table 2 
Items, Factor Loadings, and Reliability for Internal Communication (n = 296) 

 
Variables 

 
Items 

Factor 
loadings 

 
Alpha 

Most communication between managers and other employees in our 
company can be said to be two-way communication. 

 
.74 

 

Our company encourages differences of opinion. .80  
The purpose of communication in our company is to help managers 
to be responsive to the problems of other employees. 

 
.71 

 

Supervisors encourage employees to express differences of opinion.  .79  
Employees are usually informed about major changes in policy that 
affect our job before they take place.  

 
.70 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Symmetrical 
Communication 

Employees are not afraid to speak up during meetings with 
supervisors and managers. 

.76  
.83 

Eigenvalue  3.27  
% of Variance 
Explained 

  
54.49 

 

The purpose of communication in our company is to get employees 
to behave in the way top management wants us to behave. 

 
.75 

 

Most communication in our company is one-way: from management 
to other employees. 

 
.80 

 

Employees seldom get feedback when we communicate to managers. .73  
In our company, management uses communication to control 
employees. 

 
.78 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Asymmetrical 
Communication 

Managers here are not interested in hearing employee suggestions 
regarding ways to improve company performance.  

 
.78 

 
.80 

Eigenvalue  2.81  
% of Variance 
Explained 

  
56.26 

 

 
Table 3 
Items, Factor Loadings, and Reliability for Structure (n = 296) 

Factor loadings  
Variables 

 
Items 1 2 

 
Alpha 

In our company, important decisions generally are made by a 
few top managers alone rather than by people throughout the 
company. (R)                                                                                    

 
 

.77 

 
 

-.05 

  
 
 
Centralization Employees have a great deal of freedom in making decisions 

about our work without clearing those decisions with people at 
higher levels of the company. 

 
 

.72 

 
 

-.14 

 

It is difficult for a person who begins in the lower ranks of our 
company to move up to an important supervisory position within 
about 10 years. (R)                                                                           

 
.73 

 
.07 

  
 
 
 
 
Stratification 

In our company, there are clear and recognized differences 
between superiors and subordinates. These differences can be 
seen in larger offices, quality of office furniture, close-in parking 
spaces, or frequency of superiors and subordinates having lunch 
together. (R)                                                                                     

 
 
 
 

.71 

 
 
 
 

.05 

 

Our company has a printed company chart. (R)                               .27 .66  
Everyone in our company follows the company chart closely. (R)   .37 .71  

 
Formalization 

Employees’ actual work deviates from a written job description 
for our position. (R)                                                                          

 
.27 

 
.70 

 

 
 

Employees must keep reading, learning, and studying almost 
every day to do our job adequately.  

 
.72 

 
-.36 
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Complexity 

In our company, employee education is needed to do our job 
adequately. 

 
.71 

 
-.34 

 

Employees do not have personal influence on decisions and 
policies of our company  (R) 

 
.81 

 
-.07 

  
 
Participation Employees have a say in decisions that affect our jobs.  .75 -.16 .78 
Eigenvalues  3.53 1.73  
% of Variance 
Explained 

  
.67 

 
-.05 

 

Note: (R) means the items were reverse-scored to be combined as a single scale in which a high score indicated an 
organic structure and a low score a mechanical structure. 
 
 
Table 4 
Within-group Interrater Agreement 

Variables No. of items Minimum rwg Maximum rwg Average rwg

Structure  8 0.83 0.97 0.89 
Asymmetrical  
Communication 

 
5 

 
0.74 

 
0.97 

 
0.79 

Symmetrical 
Communication 

 
6 

 
0.69 

 
0.95 

 
0.87 

Note: For J parallel items assessing a variable, the interrater agreement is given by the following equation: 
rwg(J) = J[1 – (Sxj

2/σE
2)] / J[1 – (Sxj

2/σE
2)] + (Sxj

2/σE
2) 

where 
rwg(J) is the within-group interrater agreement  
Sxj

2 is the mean of the observed variance on the J parallel items  
σE

2 is the variance on xj that would be expected if all judgments were due excessively to random measurement error, 
where σE

2 = (A2 – 1) / 12 (A is the number of alternatives in the response scale for the item xj which is presumed to 
vary from 1 to A)  
 
 
Table 5  
Organizational-level Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations Among Variables (n = 31)  

Variable M SD 1 2 3 
1.Structure 3.76 .57 1.00   
2.Asymmetrical 
Communication 

3.89 .65  -.66** 1.00  

3.Symmetrical 
Communication 

3.95 .67    .58**    -.68** 1.00 

** p < .01.  

Table 6 
Regression Analysis Summary (n = 31)  

Variable 
Indepent 
Variable 

Dependent 
Variable 

 
B 

 
SEB 

 
β 

 
R2

Asymmetrical 
COMM 

-1.36 .28 -.66** .44  

Structure Symmetrical 
COMM 

1.08 .28 .58** .33 

Note. The regression equations in raw score form are respectively:  
Asymmetrical communication = -1.36 (Structure) + 8.79  
Symmetrical communication = 1.08 (Structure) + .02 
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This study uses quantitative content analysis to assess the Nigerian government’s bribery probe case 
against Texas-based transnational energy corporation Halliburton from the perspective of ‘cross-national 
conflict shifting’ (Molleda & Quinn, 2003), and the seven crisis communication strategies developed by 
Coombs (1998) for classifying public corporate responses to such types of allegations with global 
implications. 
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This study proposes a set of new measurement items for problem recognition for situational theory of 
publics (STP). J. Grunig (1997) reported a multicollinearity problem in STP when conducting multiple 
items approach in analysis (e.g., J. Grunig & Childers, 1988). J. Grunig (1997) suggests conceptual 
explication would be necessary to resolve multicollinearity issue between problem recognition and level 
of involvement. We conceptually and empirically investigate possible sources of multicollinearity and 
propose a remedial option to resolve the problem. To test remedial option we propose, we conduct a 
survey study (N = 186). We found a similar multicollinearity symptom as J. Grunig and Childers’ 
reported (1988) between problem recognition and level of involvement. However, we found no 
multicollinearity when we used new measurement items of problem recognition that we derive from 
conceptual refinement. In particular, with new measurement items of problem recognition, causal path 
modeling results in non-problematic parameter estimates unlike the previous items (i.e., standardized 
coefficients greater than 1.00). Also, the values of parameter estimates are consistent with the theoretical 
predictions by the situational theory of publics. Finally, multiple regression analysis with single best 
items of each variable in situational theory results in theoretically and empirically better or at least 
equivalent regression coefficients and R2 across different problems of study. We discuss implication of 
our finding and future study to refine our tentative measurement items for problem recognition. 
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Although strategic and integrated communication is the mantra of today’s communication firms, 
advertising and public relations research have been slow to mix. Perhaps the fields’ historically separate 
development and existence in discrete firms and their continuing competition for resources have 
contributed to the lack of theoretical integration. Or perhaps many academicians have been slow to 
respond to our multidisciplinary communications world. This study attempted to help bridge the divide 
between advertising and public relations scholarship by applying advertising theories to a media relations 
campaign. With the support of a well-known public relations firm, Chandler Chicco Associates, the 
researchers explored the effectiveness of two promotional models, drawing from the advertising theories 
of frequency/presence and recency. Two demographically and psychographically similar markets were 
identified for the study, and a product, Botox Therapeutic, was selected for promotion. Pre- and post-
media placement surveys were conducted in each of the selected markets to gauge public knowledge, 
attitudes, and projected behaviors toward the product and its “sister” product, Botox Cosmetic, as well as 
other common medicines. Although the results were not statistically significant in terms of market 
differences, there were some notable findings, especially in the frequency/presence market. However, 
complications to the study included the variability of media placement between markets, the lack of 
available data from other sources, and the type of media placements in comparison to the randomly 
selected survey participants and their expressed media preferences. The uncontrolled nature of public 
relations messages and placements, in contrast to the controlled nature of advertising messages and 
placements, makes this type of research especially challenging.  

Introduction 
In simple terms, effective reach and effective frequency have been the justification for advertising 

media budgets for more than 30 years. Advertising budgets and media plans have been formulated on 
how many people are reached and how exposures are necessary for effectiveness.   

The element of reach has never been controversial because professionals believe its effectiveness was 
determined by reaching the maximum target audience money could buy and/or the media could deliver. 
Frequency, however, has been scrutinized more in the research basically because of the lack of quality 
empirical evidence as to its effectiveness. 

It is widely accepted that the frequency debate started with Herbert Krugman in 1972, who 
determined that three exposures were necessary for successful message retention. Krugman’s frequency 
ideal was born out of his research that determined that television viewing was basically a low 
involvement activity. Thus, viewers were basically passive while watching and needed more than one 
exposure to register an advertising message. 

At about the same time of Krugman’s lab experiments, Colin McDonald, a British advertising 
researcher, was writing about media exposure and product purchase using data from a consumer panel in 
London that somewhat supported Krugman’s “three hit theory.”  By 1979, Michael Naples used 
McDonald’s research and coined the term “effective frequency” in the book Effective Frequency: The 
Relationship Between Frequency and Advertising Effectiveness. While the industry had been using the 
three exposure method, Naples’ book provided evidence of its worth, and effective frequency became the 
universal practice within the advertising industry. 

It wasn’t until 1995 that effective frequency was put to the test in research other than experimental. 
John Philip Jones’ research using single-source data (Nielsen panel data) of 142 brands showed that one 
exposure was enough to trigger a response to the advertising.  Since that research was published in When 
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Ads Work: New Proof that Advertising Triggers Sales, the notion of recency has not only challenged 
effective frequency as the media planning model, it has replaced it in many instances.  

Simply put, recency means that there is little need for repetition—that timing of the exposure is the 
key factor. Therefore, when is more important than how many. Obviously, there are times when 
advertising requires multiple exposures—predominantly within a new brand launch. But most advertising 
acts as a reminder, and recency planning is based on the relevance of the message being determined by 
what is happening in the consumer’s life, i.e. she/he is “in the market” for the product, and not by the 
number of messages the consumer is exposed to. Thus, for recency to work, the plan must reach as many 
different consumers as possible to find those who are “in the market” at any one time. 

Now reaching the right consumer at the right time with the right message is simply common sense. 
Recency planning has proven to be effective in various brand advertising campaigns and in fact does not 
eliminate frequency. Jones’ finding of a single exposure close to the purchase-triggering response does 
not suggest that the single exposure was the first exposure; it was the most recent in a series of exposures. 
The continuous series of messages creates frequency--which in recency terms is thought of as “presence.” 

The authors suspect that the same theory of timing of the message rather than the frequency or 
presence of the message may prove to be the same for public relations. Therefore, increasing the recency 
window—meaning the time frame of message exposures—may correspond to more consumer interest.  

Literature Review 
In a search for information, no public record of any such research on frequency, recency or presence 

of message exposure for public relations was found. However, related literature that helped inform this 
study follows in some detail. 

As mentioned previously, the advertising industry has relied for years on reach and frequency models 
for determining how much reach and how many exposures are necessary for effectiveness. 

Effective frequency refers to the average number of exposures to the ad, or the opportunities to see 
(OTS) the ad, needed to effectively expose the message to the consumer. Effective reach is the percentage 
of the specific target audience who is exposed at least once to the message (Cannon, Leckenby and 
Abernethy, 2001). Since the early 70s, media planning models have suggested that effective frequency 
was three exposures. More than three were considered wasteful; less than three, ineffective.  

This “three-hit” theory has caused media planners to “flight” media schedules in order to afford the 
vast amount of media space and time required to provide the effective frequency levels. Because such 
dense exposure levels are impossible to sustain over long periods of time, flighting allows for the density 
to occur during a few weeks. The advertisement is then on hiatus for a few weeks, then back on and back 
off, over the course of the quarter or the year. This means that advertisers are so concerned with the 
frequency level, that they would choose to be off-air at certain times to afford the density rather than fall 
below the targeted three exposures (von Gonten and  
Donius, 1997). 

Today, effective frequency has been put to the test and there are indications that the early research 
results were misapplied (McDonald, 1997). Nevertheless, it is important to look at the early research that 
was the foundation for effective frequency. 

As early as 1959, Hubert A. Zielske studied advertising scheduling in terms of “remembering and 
forgetting advertising,” asking the question of whether ad scheduling should be concentrated in an 
intensive ‘burst’ spread out over a longer period?” (Zielske, 1959).   

Zielske compared two groups of women, randomly selected from the Chicago telephone book, as to 
their recollection of an ad campaign of a food ingredient printed in a national newspaper and subsequently 
mailed to the women’s residences. One group received the ads once a week for the first thirteen weeks of 
the year.  The other group received the same ads over a longer time period, so that they received the same 
number of ads over the entire year.   

After conducting telephone interviews of the women, Zielske concluded that the answer to the burst 
vs. continuity question depends on the objective of the advertiser:  

If the objective is to make a maximum number of people at least temporarily 
remember the advertising, then an intensive burst of thirteen weekly exposures would 
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be preferable to spreading them out over the year . . . If the objective of the 
advertising is to obtain a maximum average weekly number of consumers 
remembering the advertising in a 52-week period, then spreading thirteen exposures 
out over the year would be preferable to an intensive burst of thirteen weekly 
exposures (Zielske, 1959). 

While Zielske’s research helped to formulate scheduling issues initially, it was, as mentioned previously, 
Herbert Krugman who in 1972 determined that three exposures were necessary. Prior to this 
time, media planners were struggling with measurement and quantitative media analysis, just as 
public relations practitioners are today. Various formulas were proposed and tested to provide 
stronger support for media decision-making. When Krugman’s research was introduced, it 
provided a theoretical foundation for which media plans could be confidently constructed.  
Krugman’s findings were consistent with previous communication research that found a certain 

level of exposure was required to break through awareness barriers and capture people’s attention 
(Cannon, Leckenby and Abernethy, 2001). Krugman’s experience as the manager of public opinion 
research at General Electric led him to study human behavior in response to repetition of message 
exposures in a laboratory setting.  He inferred from eye-movement data “that an optimal number of 
exposures seemed to be about two to three” (Krugman, 1972).  

He described the response to the first exposure as curiosity, or “What is it?”  The second exposure 
caused consumers to ask “What of it?” The response to the third exposure, he said, acts as both a 
reminder, “Ah ha, I’ve seen this before!” and the beginning of disengagement (Cannon, Leckenby and 
Abernethy, 2001). While Krugman’s findings did not explicitly state a need for a minimum of three media 
exposures, the research was the beginning of applying the three-exposure theory to media planning.  

Researchers now claim that this assumption was too simplistic and Krugman’s conclusions were 
misinterpreted (Jones, 1997; McDonald, 1977). In fact, Krugman does make some seemingly 
contradictory statements to the effective frequency idea: He writes that advertising is “powerful only 
when the viewer, the consumer, or shopper is interested,” and that the viewer can act “very quickly and 
thoroughly when the proper time comes around” (Krugman, 1972).  These ideas anticipate later studies 
regarding recency or presence. 

About the same time of Krugman’s lab experiments, Colin McDonald was writing up the results of a 
consumer panel that compared media exposure and product purchasing. McDonald, a British advertising 
researcher, used “diary data,” wherein 255 homemakers in London kept a diary of when and where they 
saw ads, as well as what brands they purchased in 50 product categories for 13 weeks (McDonald, 1971).  

Three major conclusions resulted from this study. First, the diary keepers “were 5% more likely to 
switch to rather than from a brand, when, in the interval between two purchases, they had seen two or 
more ads for the brand.”  Secondly, the first effect “was stronger for ads seen less than four days before 
the purchase” (McDonald, 1971).  Lastly, McDonald (1971) concluded “subjecting panelists to three or 
more exposures between purchases did not seem to have a stronger effect than doing so with two 
exposures.” This assertion supports Krugman’s principal claim that only a few exposures are optimal 
(Krugman, 1972).   

McDonald’s study became one of the major references in a book that confirmed the “three-hit” theory 
and spawned it as a media planning doctrine (Jones, 1997). With the release of Effective Frequency: The 
Relationship between Frequency and Advertising Effectiveness by Michael J. Naples, effective frequency 
became the source of advertising media scheduling. Naples makes many conclusions in his book that 
follow from four major studies: the Ogilvy & Mather Research Department (1965) studied “Brand 
Preference Change”; brand switching was the focus in the McDonald (1971) study; an Adtel (1974) 
scheduling study looked at purchase probability; and a 38-brand major advertiser study (1975) measured 
“unaided brand awareness change” (Naples, 1979). 

Naples reaches several important, and now controversial, conclusions regarding reach and frequency. 
First, he states that one exposure is not enough to enhance consumer purchase, and that it follows from 
this idea that emphasis should be placed on enhancing frequency rather than reach (Naples, 1979). He 
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also states that two exposures are probably at least somewhat effective, but that “optimal exposure 
frequency appears to be at least three exposures within a purchase cycle” (Naples, 1979).  

It must be noted here that there were two elements to Naples’ assertion about effective frequency.  
The one just discussed is controversial by the standards of new research. However, Naples also claimed 
that there was a certain point where there can be “too much” exposure. His theory of diminishing returns 
has not been controversial and indeed his attempt at controlling wasteful media expenditures was one of 
the principal motivations of his research (McDonald, 1997). 

In 1993, Naples gave McDonald permission to update his book, and McDonald soon found there was 
conflicting evidence in the “three-hit” theory. Most notably McDonald found “that one exposure (OTS) 
within a purchase cycle can potentially have a beneficial sales effect for most typical brands” (Naples, 
1997). McDonald discovered the response function of three exposures produced a convex curve rather 
than the expected S-shaped curve, due to a mistaken interpretation of data, and found no support that only 
one exposure in a purchase cycle was wasted (McDonald, 1997; Feldwick, 1997). Furthermore, 
McDonald had become aware of other research that was challenging the long-used three-threshold 
concept. 

John Philip Jones (1995) published When Ads Work prior to the release of McDonald’s new analysis 
of effective frequency. Jones analyzed single-source data (Nielsen Household Panel), which was the first 
attempt at comparing OTS and purchasing within the same individual. Jones’ study yielded a year’s worth 
of data from 2,000 households for 142 brands in 12 categories in which the markets are competitive and 
heavily advertised (Jones, 1997; McDonald, 1997). The study provides evidence that the short-term 
advertising effect does exist and occurs in the seven days just before purchase. Jones’ findings include 
one key assertion with regard to advertising repetition; a single exposure can strongly influence which 
brand is purchased  
(Ephron, 1997).  

Jones’ assertion enjoys some support from researchers such as Gibson (1996), who infers from a 
series of experiments conducted by General Mills that a single exposure is, in fact, effective. The GM 
experiments measure “the absolute effect of a single additional exposure of a TV commercial” (Gibson, 
1996). The key word here, however, is “additional,” i.e. the single exposure that is effective may not be 
the first exposure the consumer has had to the advertising message, but is the most recent exposure. 

Erwin Ephron (1997), a media consultant, used Jones’ research findings to develop what is now 
known as recency planning. The key to recency is understanding that the “advertising messages work 
most directly with the few consumers who are in the market at the time” (Ephron, 1997, p.62). Simply 
put, recency means that there is little need for repetition. The emphasis needs to be on the timing of the 
exposure. Therefore, when is more important than how many (Ephron, 1997).  

According to Ephron, recency challenges effective frequency as the advertising model for fast-
moving consumer products, but it does not eliminate frequency. “In media terms the ‘first exposure’ is 
reach and ‘subsequent exposures’ are frequency, so Jones’ data says reach is far more cost-effective than 
frequency during the average week of a campaign” (Ephron, 1995). Ephron also recognizes that Jones’ 
single exposure is only the most recent in a series of exposures. “This continuous series of messages 
creates frequency—which in a recency model is better thought of as ‘presence.’ Frequency is to presence 
as teaching is to reminding . . . advertising works by being present to remind” (Ephron, 1997). In general, 
the optimum interval between “reminders” seems to be no longer than a week. 

Several key points need to be made regarding effective frequency and the recent research surrounding 
it. Both Jones and McDonald believe that Krugman’s work was inadequate to be the foundation for this 
advertising planning theory because it was primarily a psychological theory that works for new stimuli 
and applies to unfamiliar advertising campaigns. In fact, Krugman makes the point that as part of an 
ongoing campaign, a single exposure can be effective (Jones, 1997). Most advertising is about reminding, 
not learning.  

Consumers are familiar with established brands and any exposure acts as a reminder (Jones, 1997; 
McDonald, 1997). Additionally, the effective frequency theory suggests that all purchase cycles are 
similar and that all consumers would purchase during the same period, and therefore matched that 
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purchase cycle to the media flights.  While there are relatively uniform cycles for repeat-packaged goods, 
the actual day of purchase will be different. “In order to reach all . . . purchasers, we shall have to 
advertise continuously—or at least as continuously as our budget will allow” (Jones, 1997, p. 15).  

Finally, it should be noted that there are several other factors to be considered when determining 
reach and frequency issues within media schedules. Carolyn A. Lin (1994) suggests “the best strategy for 
advertisers might be to precisely target different demographic/psychographic groups by closely tracking 
their unique viewing preferences, satisfaction and behavior.” Gerard J. Tellis argues that brand 
familiarity, message complexity, and message novelty all play a part in determining message exposure.  

The debate on effective frequency continues today, but all studies show the significance of the 
optimum level of exposure being relatively small, ranging from 1-3 exposures in a week (Tellis, 2004). 
Yet scheduling more than two or three exposures during a purchase cycle may be “overkill” (Feldwick, 
1997). This makes the case for continuity scheduling as suggested by Ephron rather than the bursts of 
flighting. (Feldwick, 1997). However, all of the studies dealt with exposure to the brand’s advertising 
message without considering the competitiveness of share of voice.  Therefore, if two competitive brands 
schedule campaigns at similar weights with effective executions, they may cancel each other out 
(Feldwick, 1997). The budget  behind and quality of the advertising message is important as well. 

Now the question is, can these elements of reach and frequency be applied to public relations? Is a 
“rapid fire”—or highly present message—effective in public relations, as Ephron’s recent advertising 
research propounds? Or is Tellis’ and Feldman’s recent work on the effectiveness of “flights”—or a 
“slow burn” approach—to potentially capture more people at the stage of consumer interest more apt to 
gain attention and thus influence attitudes and behaviors?  

While the public relations literature includes practically no precedent for finding either a 
frequency/presence or recency model, one recent analysis of a PR campaign did measure reach and 
frequency, but it made no effort to isolate campaign variables or to compare the effectiveness of the two. 
Instead, Millward Brown Precis (2004) analyzed the integrated marketing campaign for Volvo’s SUV 
model XC90, which lasted more than a year. As part of that study, they tracked media coverage reach and 
frequency during the campaign and compared the appearance of key messages in the media with the 
opinions of surveyed audiences. The public relations component of the campaign was credited with 
establishing positive perceptions and increased consumer inquiries and positive attitudes, saving a 
significant amount of money through their public relations efforts that otherwise would have been spent 
on additional advertising. (Note that this study was primarily conducted in the U.K. and had not been 
reported at the time of Chandler Chicco’s request for an E. W. Scripps School of Journalism research 
proposal.)   

Method 
This study was to serve as a first step in exploring the ideas of presence and recency in public 

relations. To do so meant finding a product of which awareness was low, so as to try to isolate the public 
relations activities, which were meant to increase knowledge or awareness, help spur positive attitudes 
toward the product, and ultimately, to help facilitate a purchasing behavior in the future. Several Chandler 
Chicco clients were considered, but after discussion with CCA staff, Botox therapeutic was selected 
because of the low level of awareness of its medicinal uses (although it was commonly known as a 
cosmetic treatment), the lack of other promotional activity during the study period, and because it was 
thought the client would be amenable to the study. 

Once the product was determined, two similar markets were identified in which to carry out the 
public relations activities. This was important in terms of finding similar audience demographics and 
psychographics and similar media markets that would be receptive to CCA product pitches to ensure the 
comparison conditions would be as similar as possible. (For example, southern California audiences and 
Maine residents are likely to have varying attitudes by virtue of their different cultures, and some media 
markets, e.g. Philadelphia, are more difficult ones in which to earn media coverage.)   

After coming up with possible “twin” media and audience markets in which to conduct the study and 
receiving feedback from CCA media relations staff on this project regarding media market size and 
receptivity to pitches, Kansas City and St. Louis were selected. SRDS market profiles of the two cities 
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showed similar population characteristic breakdowns, including age, education, ethnicity, and income 
(see Appendix A for SRDS data), and their common Midwestern location ensured largely similar 
psychographics (values and lifestyles).  

An ideal model of four media placements in similar media outlets during two different time frames 
was developed. Four was chosen because it seemed an ambitious but not unreasonable number of 
placements to secure in two weeks. The first media market of Kansas City was to have four media 
placements within two weeks; the second, St. Louis, to have four comparable media placements within 
double that time, or four weeks. This “rapid fire” versus “slow burn” approach would mean holding actual 
frequency consistent and reach as consistent as possible, but would create more presence in the first 
market and a greater opportunity for “immediacy,” or the “right timing,” in the second. 

The media placements in Kansas City took longer than anticipated by CCA staff, so the two-week 
media exposure period was extended to three weeks to secure the four media placements. Likewise, the 
four-week St. Louis time frame was adjusted accordingly to twice the three-week period, making it six 
weeks to demonstrate a difference in potential recency.  

Surveys were developed by the study’s authors with the assistance of the Ohio University Scripps 
Survey Research Center staff and input from CCA staff. A pre-test of 10% of the 400-respondent goal 
was conducted first to ensure the questions were understandable and appropriate. Random telephone pre– 
and post–media placement surveys were conducted in each market to gauge any difference between the 
general public’s knowledge, attitudes, and projected behaviors before the media placements and following 
them. Both surveys were random and the numbers selected were not used again, meaning that different 
residents completed the pre- and post-placement surveys to ensure residents were not “primed” to the 
exposure beforehand. To do so would likely cause them to recognize and pay more attention to any media 
coverage encountered and thus would not reflect normal attention receptivity. 

The pre-exposure surveys were conducted in successive weeks, with the first media placements in 
each market occurring immediately after their conclusion. (The pre-placement Kansas City survey was 
conducted March 7–11; pre-placement St. Louis survey, March 14–22.) The goal of 400 respondents for 
each pre- and post-survey was achieved with two exceptions, when 390 respondents were obtained for the 
pre-placement St. Louis survey and only 382 for the post-placement Kansas City survey. However, there 
was still a sufficient N to allow for a margin of error of +/- 5% with a 95% confidence interval, meaning 
that we’re confident that if the survey were conducted on this population universe 100 times, 95 of those 
times would receive the same results within the +/- 5% variance for each of the four surveys. (See 
Appendix B for the survey instrument.) Post-placement surveys were conducted immediately following 
the media placement periods: April 12–15 in Kansas City and May 16–20 in St. Louis. 

CCA staff deserve praise for achieving the four media placement goals during the three-week and 
six-week time frames, per the study’s revised design. They also are to be commended in finding a 
physician in each city who served as the expert for the placements (Dr. Dubinsky in Kansas City and Dr. 
Glaser in St. Louis), ensuring similar messages were disseminated in each market. However, it was not 
possible for the staff to obtain the same types of media placements exactly, although the placements were 
close, with Kansas City having one television placement and three radio placements; St. Louis, four radio 
placements. (See Appendix C for a list of placements.) Transcripts were to be provided for each 
placement to confirm the key messages incorporated in the coverage.  

In addition, CCA staff inquired with the expert physicians to see if they had received any inquiries 
from the coverage received. Staff also were to work with the client to secure customer service data 
(number of calls emanating from the test cities during the study time frames) and number of Botox 
therapeutic Web site hits, as no other promotion of Botox therapeutic was ongoing at the time of the 
study, making the public relations efforts the key variable in awareness, attitude, or indicated behavior 
change.  

Findings 
Overall, the authors were disappointed in the findings in terms of the study’s purpose of testing 

presence and recency in public relations. (Note that summary findings for each survey, as relayed in the 
previously submitted project update reports submitted to CCA staff, along with a complete response 
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breakdown for each survey question, are included in Appendices D through G.) However, the surveys 
indicate very consistent findings, as one would expect with a valid research instrument and random 
selection of a large enough population. Therefore, the findings provide a reliable representation of the 
large Midwestern population regarding their knowledge, attitudes, and indicated behaviors regarding 
Botox.  

Overall relevant findings by city follow below; relevant findings from the larger, combined survey 
sample (N=1,594, with a +/- 2.45% margin of error) are presented afterward. 

Kansas City. There were no apparent differences overall in the pre– and post–media placement 
surveys regarding the knowledge, attitudes, and projected behaviors of respondents regarding Botox 
among Kansas City respondents. However, further data analysis revealed some notable findings. 
Specifically, when the data were analyzed by the medium most often used to acquire news, there were 
some differences in the pre- and post-placement responses of those who use radio as their primary news 
source. This is important given that three of the four media placements were on radio. Unfortunately, 
none of the differences were significant enough for the rigor of scientific significance (meaning at the .05 
significance level or less, or that the probability the results were achieved by chance was less than 5%). 
However, there were positive indications of message reception. 

Most notably, there was a difference in the perception of safety about Botox:  
• In the pre–media placement survey, more than 27% reported it was not at all safe; in the post-

placement survey, just over 9% of respondents said this. 
• In the pre-survey, more than 31% were neutral on this question; in the post-survey, a full 50% 

were neutral.  
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There was a similar shift in predicted behavior by respondents:  
• Only 9% in the pre-placement survey felt neutral about whether they were likely to use Botox 

in the future; in the post-placement survey, more than 27% gave a neutral response, with a 
smaller number reporting it was unlikely they would use Botox. 
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Radio Users Pre-Placement KC Survey            Radio Users Post–Placement KC Survey   
How likely are you to use Botox?
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Such neutral attitudinal positions are desirable because it means these respondents can be more 
readily influenced; in other words, they are the “persuadables.” This is especially encouraging, given that 
the markets sampled are Midwestern, meaning that values are generally more conservative, as confirmed 
via our surveys, and people are often more slow to change, are pragmatic and down to earth. Although the 
number of people who reported radio as their primary news source was small overall, because three of the 
four media placements in this market were radio, these positive indicators among those who listed radio 
as their primary news source are encouraging.  

Other positive changes in this group appeared in the questions regarding awareness of strabismus 
(which increased by nearly 15% in the post-survey and was mentioned in at least one of the radio 
programs) and awareness of blepharospasm (an increase of more than 7%).  
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However, again, with this small sample size of radio news consumers, the results could be spurious. One 
indicator of this possibility is that cervical dystonia awareness did not increase according to the survey, 
although this topic made up the bulk of the discussion on at least one radio placement. (Additional radio 
transcripts have not yet been received.) 

CCA staff asked that gender analysis also be conducted. Surprisingly, very few statistically 
significant differences were found, and where they were found, the magnitude of the differences were not 
very great. Still, there were significant differences overall (combined pre- and post-Kansas City results), 
with women displaying a higher awareness of strabismus, blepharospasm, acetaminophen, Botox, and 
knowing someone who has used Botox.  

There were media differences as well:  
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• women indicated they were far more likely to get most of their news from another person or 
from television;  

• men indicated they were far more likely to get their news from the Internet/Web.  
In addition, there was a decrease in the number of people overall who reported that Botox therapeutic 
sales accounted for less than 5% of total Botox sales, from 45.9% in the pre-media placement survey to 
34.8% in the post-placement survey. There also was an increase in the number of respondents who 
reported its sales accounted for 5 to 20% of total Botox sales, from 19.6% to 26.9%. These increases 
could indicate a shift in people’s perception that Botox is used strictly for cosmetic purposes. 
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St. Louis. When accounting for the nearly 5% statistical margin of error for random surveys of this 

size, there were no apparent differences overall in the pre– and post–media placement surveys regarding 
the knowledge, attitudes, and projected behaviors of St. Louis respondents regarding Botox. However, 
there were some increases relayed in the post-placement survey report, given the caveat that none were 
statistically significant: 

• There was an increase in those who reported having heard of Botox among respondents who 
reported their main source of medical news as newspapers, radio, the Internet, or from other 
people. Specifically, newspapers users’ knowledge of Botox pre- and post-media placement 
increased by 14.5%; radio users, by 13.3%; Internet users, by 8.8%; and those who get their 
news from others, by 12.7%. (Note that although radio was the only medium used in the St. 
Louis market to promote Botox therapeutic, the USA Today article that occurred April 28 
(during the study period) could have played a factor. Also, Botox cosmetic advertising may 
have influenced the respondents; however, there were not large pre- and post-survey 
differences in TV news users.) 
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Post-Placement St. Louis Crosstab 
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• There was a 12% decrease in the percentage of people who reported Botox had been an 

approved medicine in the U.S. for fewer than 5 years.  
• As in Kansas City, there was a decrease in the percentage of respondents who indicated that 

Botox therapeutic sales consisted of less than 5% of overall Botox sales, from 48% to 37%, 
and there was a nearly 6% increase in those who indicated that therapeutic sales accounted 
for at least 20% or more of Botox sales. 
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Pre-Media Placement SL Survey       Post-Media Placement SL Survey   
Percentage of sales for therapeutic 
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When the data were analyzed by the medium most often used to acquire news, there were no 
differences in the pre- and post-placement responses of those who use radio as their primary news source 
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and few (seemingly isolated) differences among those who reported using newspapers as their primary 
news source. (This analysis was included because of the unplanned USA Today coverage that occurred 
during the study.) No statistically significant differences were found.  

However, raw changes noted between the pre- and post-media placement respondents who listed 
newspapers as their primary news source included the following: 

• There was a 13% decrease in the percentage who indicated they were highly unlikely to use 
Botox at some point in the future. 

• There was a 6.6% decrease in the percentage who reported Botox had been approved in the 
U.S. for fewer than 5 years. (Note: Botox’s years as an approved medicine was alluded to in 
the USA Today newspaper article.) 
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There were a few statistically significant differences between male and female St. Louis respondents. 
As with the Kansas City survey, St. Louis women displayed a higher awareness of strabismus, 
acetaminophen, and Botox. The St. Louis women also displayed higher levels of awareness of cervical 
dystonia and indicated they were more likely to use Botox in the future than were male respondents 
(although the number of both male and female respondents who said this was relatively small). Only one 
significant media use difference was found in the St. Louis survey: women were more likely to name 
television as their primary source of news than were men.  

Complete post–media placement survey findings are presented by city in appendices F and G. 
Combined Pre- /Post- Survey Market Comparisons. In terms of knowledge, the name Botox was 

recognized less often than penicillin but more often than acetaminophen by both Kansas City and St. 
Louis respondents. More than 77% of respondents in each market had heard of Botox, compared to about 
60% for acetaminophen and more than 94% for penicillin. This level of name recognition is striking, in 
that more than 50 percent of each market reported acetaminophen had been an approved U.S. medicine 
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for at least 15 years, as opposed to less than 3% in each market who said the same about Botox. In fact, 
more than 60% of respondents in each market reported that Botox had been an approved U.S. medicine 
for fewer than 5 years.  

As might be expected, drug name recognition was positively correlated with household income 
levels, which also correlated positively with education. Also, in both markets, respondents in the highest 
household income bracket (earning more than $80,000 per year) tended to know more people who had 
used Botox and also tended to report more often that Botox was safe. 

About 90% of respondents in each market ranked the safety of acetaminophen and penicillin as 
neutral to completely safe; about 50% of Kansas City residents said the same for Botox, while only 46% 
of St. Louis residents did.  

Overall, Kansas City respondents expressed a greater likelihood of using acetaminophen (78.7% 
indicated they were neutral to highly likely to use it vs. 71.6% of St. Louis residents). The percentages 
were nearly equal when they reported neutral to high likelihood of using penicillin (around 69%) and 
Botox (around 13.5%).  

Combined Key Findings. With the combined pre- and post-placement survey data for each city, a 
large sample (N=1,594, margin of error +/- 2.45%) was also available for analysis. Some of the relevant 
findings of the combined surveys include the following: 

• Although only 14% of respondents indicated knowing someone who has used Botox, those 
who did were 1) more apt to think Botox is safe—22% vs. 7%--and 2) more apt to report a 
likelihood of using it themselves—9% vs. 2%. 

• There is a positive correlation between perceived safety and likelihood of future use. Only 
7.6% of those who reported they were unlikely to use Botox believed it was safe, while 
27.5% of those who reported they were likely to use it believed it was a safe product.  

• There appears to be no difference in likelihood of use between those who report they are 
single and those who report they are married. 

• Only 19.2% of respondents overall identified themselves as liberal, while 42% of 
respondents identified themselves as conservative, and 31.7%,  as “middle of the road.”  
However, those who indicated they were likely to use Botox included proportionately more 
liberals (33.3%), another 20.5% of those who indicated it was likely they would use it 
identified themselves as “middle of the road,” and 43.6% as conservatives. (Note that the 
percentage of conservatives held steady for each group of Botox users: those unlikely to use 
it, neutral toward using it, and those likely to  

 use it.)  
• Nearly 85% of those who indicated they were likely to use Botox had some college education, 

and 46% had household incomes of more than $40,000. More than half were 45 or younger; 
another third were 46 to 65.  

• Proportionately more women indicated they were likely to use Botox, but part of this could 
be due to a social desirability factor, with men being more reluctant to admit possible usage. 

• 53% of those who reported they were likely to use Botox received their news primarily from 
television, while another 20% got their news from the Internet. A third reported getting most 
of their medical news online, with 26% saying they received most of their medical news from 
television. 

• About half of the respondents who reported they were likely to use Botox said they had 
children at home. 

• The vast majority of respondents (85%) indicated they were unlikely to use Botox; however, 
the “persuadables,” those who indicated they were neither likely nor unlikely to use Botox, 
made up 10% of respondents,  a sizable number when considering Midwestern pragmatism 
and how a conservative 10% can be extrapolated to the U.S. at large.  

• 45% of “persuadables” were 36 to 55 years old; another 23%, 18 to 25. 
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• Consistent with those who said they were likely to use Botox, nearly half of the persuadables 
reported household incomes of more than $40,000; another quarter of persuadables had 
incomes less than that.  

• Nearly 72% of persuadables had some college education, and the vast majority, nearly 78%, 
were neutral regarding Botox safety. 

• Regarding media use, 63% of the persuadables get most of their news from television; 41% 
report getting most of their medical news from a doctor, with 31.5% indicating they get 
medical news primarily from TV. 

• Most of our persuadables (72.4%) reported no children at home; another third did report 
having children.  

At first glance one might say the rapid fire, or more highly present, public relations strategy was most 
effective in terms of change between the pre- and post-placement surveys. However, because some 
“contaminating” coverage occurred during the study and the changes found were not enough to conform 
to research standards of certainty, we cannot make this claim. However, some valuable insights into 
possible Botox consumers were gleaned from the data. 

Limitations 
Although the idea of testing the concepts of recency and presence in public relations is a plausible 

extension of advertising theory, and CCA staff worked hard to conform to the requirements of this study, 
there were a number of limitations to this work that likely prevented the authors from obtaining the 
desired results and that became increasingly evident as the study progressed. 

First, it is well known that most people get their news from television (as this study also indicated), 
and many likely see only one—if any—television airing of any particular news story. Studies have shown 
that people generally remember little of what they see or hear in a typical news story (DeFleur, 1999), 
although new story previews (called “teasers” and “bumpers”) elicit more attention and recall (Schleuder, 
White and Cameron, 1993).  

By virtue of the successful pitches, this study incorporated primarily radio, which is demographically 
specific. Also, the random nature and sample size of the surveys mean that although the existing 
awareness, attitudes, and indicated behavior intentions are likely highly accurate, those who did hear or 
see the limited media placements may not have been phoned or may not have participated in the surveys 
if contacted.  

Another limitation with scientifically comparing two different markets with public relations efforts is 
the risk of obtaining different media placement types (television versus radio, for instance) and the 
uncertain nature of the placements secured in terms of key messages used and placement prominence. 
Although the transcripts of the Kansas City television coverage and one radio show placement were 
obtained, the other transcripts were not. Therefore, although it is known that cervical dystonia was a focus 
in one media placement in Kansas City and strabismus was a focus in another KC placement, the authors 
aren’t sure as to other foci within other placements. Obviously, key message placements and subsequent 
recall of key messages is one way to evaluate public relations effectiveness. 

Also, some unexpected media coverage also occurred during this study, which of course is a positive 
thing, but it points to the uncertainty and complexities involved in trying to study the field scientifically. 
The additional coverage occurred in Kansas City, where the last radio placement aired at 6:30 a.m. 
Sunday, but then aired “multiple times throughout the day in condensed format,” according to CCA staff. 
Additionally, after the post-placement Kansas City survey but before the post-placement St. Louis survey, 
an article about Botox therapeutic appeared in USA Today, thus compromising that market’s number of 
scheduled placements.  

Lack of additional evaluation data from the client in terms of Web site hits and customer queries also 
weakened the study. Although CCA staff did attempt to obtain this information, client willingness to 
accommodate them seemed a low, unfulfilled priority. CCA staff also talked with at least one of the 
physicians (experts) highlighted in the placement, but at that time, the physician had not knowingly 
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received feedback as a result of the coverage. In addition, CCA staff assigned to this client changed 
during the study, which may have further complicated attempts at securing client data.  

These client-based indicators may have shown increases following the media placements, although 
the apparent lack of key messages to steer audiences to these resources may have precluded such activity. 
Without the client data and complete transcripts, it can’t be known, and the authors urge CCA staff to 
emphasize to clients the importance of capturing and relaying such data to help determine campaign 
effectiveness. Likewise, a separate customer number or Web page could be developed for a specific 
campaign to more easily capture data and demonstrate promotional effectiveness. 

Theoretically speaking, some recency limitations arise when trying to apply them to public relations 
practice. Specifically, the majority of all advertising serves as a reminder to buy the brand again. In new 
brand launches, both reach and frequency are important to build awareness levels, but in general 
advertising is a reminding mechanism. The majority of public relations activities are more than that. It 
may be combining awareness, persuasion, and motivation. In particular, the strong affect some consumers 
may have toward a product such as Botox cosmetic could be too strong to allow brief, implicit safety 
messages to be effective. Such messages likely need to be repeated frequently and explicitly, even more 
so than with a new product launch, to not only educate audiences about the product, but to accomplish the 
more difficult change or neutralization of attitudes, which is required to then motivate behavior. Single 
exposure to a message can not be expected to influence receivers through all of these stages.  

In addition, there may be other constraints when applied to public relations. In advertising, all aspects 
of the message are controlled—the day, the time, the message, the delivery. Advertisers can pinpoint the 
most opportune moment when the consumer is mostly likely in the market for a particular message and 
thus most receptive to it. (For example, the 6:30 a.m. Sunday placements in this study likely would not 
have been an advertiser’s first choice.) This precise advertising placement is done with extensive 
consumer behavior research, scanning data, and purchase cycle forecasting that helps tremendously with 
these efforts. Public relations can’t fully control the message, or the placement, and cannot necessarily 
place the message in the best medium to reach its audience at the most opportune moment. (The authors 
believe this problem is also evidenced in this study in the more narrow radio audience vs. larger television 
news reach, and is perhaps compounded by evidence from studies that have shown people typically 
remember little from news stories, although print and online story recall has been found to be somewhat 
better than that of broadcast stories [DeFleur, 1999; D’Haenens and Jankowski, 2004].) 

This raises the issue of research in terms of the opportune message, time, and place to reach someone 
who may be or may become interested in Botox. This study’s data do provide a profile of Midwesterners 
who are likely to use the product and those who seem poised to be persuaded to use it. Such information 
can, of course, be helpful in identifying new ways to reach these persuadable Midwesterners, for example 
through parenting magazines or day-time talk shows. 

Because advertisers often have large budgets behind their messages, they can afford to spread the 
exposures out over a 52-week period, providing a large recency window of opportunity. They also have 
the financial power to put those messages in the best places—in-store, on television, or within 
programming, for example. Advertising budgets can support a continuous series of exposures at the same 
time as controlling those exposures.  

Again, the “share of voice” factor is key here. Public relations is dependent on the "kindness of 
strangers" if you will. Furthermore, public relations is dealing with developing "news" items. There is not 
the luxury of control or big budgets to spread out the exposures over a period of time. Nor does public 
relations necessarily have the power to place the message in the best medium. Finally, the longer time 
period for message exposure, the more the "news value" is lost and the more difficult it can become to 
revive the issue in new or different “newsworthy” ways. 

In addition, not all advertised products can benefit from recency planning. There are certainly times 
when reach becomes a factor, and new product launches are one example. Also, if a product is changing, 
or if there is a complex message, or the product is difficult to understand, these things will affect the reach 
and frequency advertising mix. The tests on recency planning have been very successful in repeat-
packaged goods, automobiles, fast food, and appliances. But it may not work in all product categories. 
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Public relations activities often deal with major issues that are sensitive and complex. Single or brief 
exposures to highly complex or emotive issues is likely not enough to influence people on high-
involvement or high-stakes issues. 

Future Research 
First, it is suggested that future public relations research ensure consistent key message development 

and dissemination and that evaluation measures are established in advance to help capture and triangulate 
results. The authors believe there is an opportunity to revisit the recency research, again with two test 
markets, but with a specific time relevant/dependent product or cause.  

Recency attempts to place advertising as close to the time of sale as possible. It is based on the 
principle that advertising works by influencing the choice of consumers who are ready to buy. Therefore, 
in public relations the message delivery needs to be as close to the time of decision or action as 
possible. This was not the case in the current study as decision or action was not an option. If we were to 
use a product or cause that required a decision or action within a certain time of the exposure, there might 
be more of a recency effect within the public relations delivery. 

As far as specific project types, CCA may want to consider funding or conducting a project that takes 
a more integrated communication approach. For instance, a sole advertising campaign, an 
advertising/public relations campaign, and a sole public relations campaign might be conducted and 
compared in terms of costs and effectiveness in three different markets for the same client. It is widely 
accepted that integrated communications can create a single image that speaks with one voice to achieve 
greater synergy among the integrated elements. However, there is much to learn from a study that would 
employ integrated communication in one market and advertising in another market. A study designed as 
such could help illuminate the differences between the two delivery systems as well as determine the 
exponential power of the integrated campaign. In addition, it’s possible that insights into recency and 
presence variables could be measured by monitoring specific evaluation outcomes, as suggested at the 
start of this section, noting from where and when the spikes of interest occur.  

As the authors have also noted above, different kinds of products carry with them different consumer 
expectations, attitudes, and habits. Therefore, additional research into specific types of products, clients, 
or issues (such as research that differentiates among these product types by identifying for each, 
successful message appeals, advertising/promotion combinations, media mixes, opinion leaders, or other 
promotional components) might be considered. 

One thing is certain: the public relations world is ripe for research, and as quantifiable results are 
demanded from clients and corporate management, the more it will be expected to deliver and to 
specifically demonstrate results. The authors commend CCA for taking a bold step into the world of 
experimental research and hope that its results—although not what was desired in terms of theoretical 
progress—will be useful and will further embolden the agency to continue these important efforts. 
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This paper will reexamine the public relations of British broadcasting activists in the light of corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) goals they desire from their targets and will use frameworks for CSR provided 
by non-governmental bodies, professional associations, and the literatures of NGOs and CSR as frames of 
reference. It will consider if these sources address how broadcasting activists may elicit greater 
accountability from their targets and if the latter are capable of implementing changes and working 
together with activists. Such collaboration may involve broader publics in dealing with compelling social 
responsibility issues of the day.   

From 1996-2003, this author studied the strategies and impact of six such British activist groups 
seeking changes in broadcasting policy and programming. These groups, the Voice of the Listener and 
Viewer (VLV), Consumers' Association (CA), Campaign for Quality Television (CQT), the Deaf 
Broadcasting Council (DBC), National Viewers and Listeners Association (NVALA), and the National 
Consumer Council (NCC), varied in their spheres of influence, tactics, and outcomes. The author (2000, 
2001, 2003, 2004) also considered which issues, relationships, and groups were the most enduring over 
time.  

More recently, in considering these groups as unofficial non-governmental organizations (NGOS), 
the author (2004) explored the “public diplomacy” aspect of their public relations—in particular, how 
they and others (e.g., Scottish [language] nationalists) moved among politicians, national and global 
broadcasters, other pressure groups, and global institutions to advance political and policy change. VLV 
and EURALVA (the pan-European group it spawned) were involved at the EC level vis-a-vis issues (e.g., 
impact of junk food advertising in children’s TV).  

NGOs, as catalysts for CSR, and professional alliances and supra-governmental organizations, as 
codifiers/agents for voluntary compliance, are the focus of this study. Even though numerous 
organizations and professional bodies across industries have banded together to discuss CSR, the two 
representative organizations that will serve as frames of reference here are the Global Alliance (2005) of 
public relations and communication professionals and the UN’s Global Compact (2005), which were 
chosen for different reasons. The Global Alliance represents cutting-edge professional practices but also 
involves academics. The Global Compact is representative of the UN’s human rights efforts and 
facilitates dialogue with and among NGOS. Global Compact members must comply with its principles 
(Stausberg, 2005).    

Background 
In this section, I will begin by distinguishing corporate social responsibility from accountability, as 

operationalized from the perspectives of broadcasters, activists, corporations, NGOs and other interested 
publics (Kovacs, 1998). I will update the original framework for accountability (Kovacs, 2001; 2001; 
2003; 2004), outlining current issues of concern to viewers, listeners, and others interested in 
broadcasting outcomes.  

For the purposes of this study, accountability will be considered coterminous with corporate social 
responsibility, although they are not quite the same. Accountability implies that some external publics 
and/or governance/regulatory bodies have called an organization to task, based on externally-imposed 
standards of propriety—a push from without. This view is further supported by Paul’s (1992) definition: 
“holding individuals and organizations responsible for performance” (p. 1047). Operationalizing 
accountability is much more difficult—as Fox and Brown (1998) suggest, the complexities begin with the 
“politically and technically contested issue of assessing performance” (p. 12). In contrast, true CSR, 
although sanctioned by society and its institutions, must needs be “organic” (for want of a better 
descriptor) to the corporation, and results from a push from within—i.e., a proactive, rather than reactive, 
impetus. Eventually, an external push must be supplanted by a drive to pursue the “greater good.”  

mailto:rkovacs@fdu.edu
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One can impose regulations with which a corporation must comply. Nevertheless, if a corporation is 
seen to be pro forma going through the motions of compliance (e.g., with environmental norms or fair 
labor practices), then it is not truly exercising CSR. The Global Compact’s Stausberg (2005) said that a 
corporation misrepresenting itself in such a way would be identified as such. Accordingly, CSR must be 
both the very fabric of a corporation’s day-to-day operations and part of its ethos. Defining CSR, its 
parameters, and the ways in which they differ from operational definitions of broadcaster accountability 
may be helpful.  
CSR and the Notion of Good Corporate Citizenship 

Despite CSR’s buzzword status, acceptance that it makes good business sense is far from universal. 
Although stakeholder, including shareholder, pressure on corporations to “do the right thing” is increasing 
worldwide, some believe that CSR may be inappropriate or even wrong. Recently, Crook (2005, writing 
in The Economist and speaking on NPR’s Marketplace) debunked CSR and, in particular, dismissed it as 
corporate philanthropy with shareholders’ assets and a rejection of capitalism. Although Crooks’ view 
was a minority one, it was clearly not singular, as Paluszek (2005) and other members of the PRSA 
Strategic Social Responsibility section (PRSA, 2005) pointed out in a vigorous e-group discussion 
provoked by Crooks’ article. “When practiced as “good management” (the predominant current variant), 
CSR protects and, sometimes, enhances long-term profits,” Paluszek asserted. He described the 30-year 
evolution of CSR as a field of study and endeavor and he pointed to Business for Social Responsibility 
and World Business Council for Sustainable Development as additional sources of momentum for CSR’s 
hold in the business world (Paluszek, 2005a) 

Given that this is not a critique of CSR but rather an exploration of its utility to activist/ NGOs and 
(broadcasting) corporations, the debate over its shortcomings will be deferred. The operational premise 
here will be that CSR is intrinsically beneficial. An organization that practices CSR is said to be a “good 
corporate citizen,” which is of equal, if not greater, importance than pure profit, particularly if profit 
compromises a corporation’s pro-social agenda. In the NGO world, corporate citizenship is synonymous 
with “sustainable development.”  

Defining CSR. Paluszek  (2005) describes the CSR phenomenon as …”triangular; its ‘sides’ are risk 
management and business opportunity –its base, the license to operate” (p. 1). The U.N’s definition is 
more mainstream: “The integration of social and environmental concerns into business policies and 
operations” (Global Compact, 2004). Broadcasting activists’ concerns  extend beyond the above to 
economic and public service issues that have political implications.  Below, I explore how CSR, 
stemming from accountability, is operationalized by various publics. 

Perspectives on Accountability 
Accountability from the Viewer/Listener/Consumer/Citizen Perspective   

Those with stakes in broadcasting policies and programming redefined accountability at varying 
points in time. Nevertheless, broadly speaking, most respondents’ expectations  were consistent with the 
Citizens’ Charter’s (1991) key principles of public service: standards, information and openness, choice 
and consultation, courtesy and helpfulness, putting things right, and value for money. “Transparency” was 
implicit, of utmost importance, and associated with openness and disclosure (particularly financial), 
consistent with the Charter (Kovacs, 1998). 

Respondents’ concerns about accountability in broadcasting had less to do with content issues (except 
for Mary Whitehouse’s NVALA, which rallied around taste and decency) and more to do with 
representation, consultation, regional concerns, redress for viewer and listener concerns, access (to policy 
makers, processes, services), and quality (linked to access and representation). These were consistent with 
media performance norms identified by McQuail [1992]), which represent expectations for broadcasting 
as a public good. “The notion of a ‘public good’ implies a commonly-accepted consensus of opinion 
within society” (Curran & Seaton, 1991, p. 322). Thus, BBC mechanisms for accountability (below) 
reflect its responsiveness to that consensus. Unfortunately, its publics’ notions of accountability often 
diverge from its own.     

Although all U.K. commercial television should operate under public service obligations, some have 
argued that the sale of Independent Television (ITV) franchises meant the removal of those obligations 
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(Sargant, 1997). Channel Four has its remit and public service obligations, so the gravest concerns about 
accountability relate to the BBC, which is supported by public funds (via a license fee on every 
television-bearing household) distributed by Parliament. The BBC’s accountability as a public service 
broadcaster has not only been tied to perceived responsiveness to its viewing and listening audiences, but 
to its adherence to its remit, to content/performance norms, and editorial independence, which are all 
formidable challenges. Respondents stated repeatedly, between 1997 and 2004, that BBC accountability 
was compromised by the Board of Governors’ role as judge and jury over its management and regulation 
(Kovacs, 1998, 2003). Recently, the Hutton Report (2003) faulted the BBC for the errors of journalist 
Andrew Gilligan.  

The respondents in the initial study reported a number of areas in which broadcasters could increase 
their accountability. These were grouped into two rubrics—the means of viewer and listener redress and 
solicitation of viewer and listener preferences. More specifically, respondents pointed to the need for: 
more extensive “audience research, a single content regulator, increasing viewer feedback programs, 
greater responsiveness to regional needs, partnerships between broadcasters and society, viewer input in 
selecting cultural and national listed events, and taste and decency” (Author, 1998. p. 149). Although 
most were ongoing concerns, areas such as universal digital access (including technical issues regarding 
the disabled) became the most striking new areas of accountability concern (Author, 2003).  
Changing industry landscapes increase the need for accountability. Viewers, listeners, and many in the 
industry expressed concern about changes in cross-ownership legislation that increased consolidation and 
reduced the number of commercial ITV franchises and their programming diversity. New broadcasting 
and electronic technologies, including (but not limited to) cable and satellite development, moved the 
formerly scarce spectra towards multi-channel proliferation. This was not seen as some new utopia—the 
“digital divide” became a rallying point for free-to-air services and universal access to listed events for 
disabled, pensioners, other marginalized and remote publics. PSB confronted market-driven competitors, 
ratings frenzy, and an overarching, raised bar for accountability. Broadcasters’ perceptions of their 
accountability appear below.   
Accountability from the BBC Corporate Perspective  

Sir John Reith, BBC’s (and public service broadcasting’s) architect, paternally transmitted his set of 
broadcasting values to not only the journalists and producers of his generation but to subsequent 
generations of broadcasters on behalf of the whole spectrum of British viewers and listeners across the 
United Kingdom. British broadcasters were to, as it were, transcend the “Do no harm” premise of the 
Hippocratic Oath and to operate on the level of “Do good.” Some have argued that Reith’s notion of good 
was elitist, class-driven, and imposed high culture as the only culture, yet the notion of broadcasters’ 
accountability to their publics and to a “greater good” in broadcasting was paramount. In a spectrum-
scarce post-Marshall Plan UK, broadcasters operated according to the same obligations as other public 
sector institutions—the BBC’s raisones d’etre (inform, educate, entertain) were embedded in core values 
for society and provided a public sphere for democratic citizen participation. The Corporation’s public 
service broadcasting (PSB) obligations were to be not only in the “public interest” but in an ephemeral 
“national interest,” terms yet to be defined to the satisfaction of all publics. As part of a diverse kingdom 
comprised of nations, the BBC was viewed as an exemplar of accuracy, integrity, impartiality, balance, 
and thorough reporting.  People remember its courageous coverage of World War II. Many nations sought 
and copied its model as their own. The BBC’s Constitution (BBC, 1992) identifies obligations to its 
audiences, but the current Charter Review may redefine its role and funding. 

During the Thatcher government of the 1970s to early 1990s, an emphasis was placed on market-
driven initiatives; thus, in broadcasting, the BBC’s resource-slashing Producer Choice (1993) was 
tempered with Extending Choice (1992), acknowledging accountability to audiences in key areas. In the 
run-up to the license fee and 1996 Charter Renewal, the BBC (see Statement of Promises, 1996) laid out 
what it would offer its audiences, whose assessment of the Beeb’s viewer and listener redress differed 
from its own. Above, I referred to the ongoing debate as to whether the BBC’s Governors, as managers 
and regulators, can function effectively, objectively, and independent of government in both jobs. The 



 230

recent controversy over the Hutton Report (2003) was a test of the BBC’s muscle against the 
Government’s, and its Director-General and Chairman of the Governors were forced to resign.   
Accountability by the Commercial Broadcasting Sector. The now-defunct Independent Television 
Commission (ITC-replaced by the Office of Communication [Ofcom] had its own terms of accountability, 
which, according to McQuail (1992), were derived from BBC practices. ITV’s Mulholland (1997) felt 
that adding other pressure groups (e.g., the deaf) to the 11 national viewer consultative councils would not 
augment their representativeness.  

In contrast, Sargant (1997) commented that Channel Four, which does not have systematic measures 
for accountability, had viewer feedback programs, such as Right to Reply. The collaboration of Right to 
Reply and organizations like the Scarman Trust, aimed at social cohesion, racial harmony, and informing 
debate about social issues, was meant to be socially inclusive. The channel’s in-depth news coverage was 
also an indication of its accountability. 

The overarching expectation was that Independent Television would meet PSB obligations, despite 
the funding differences with the public sector. Between cross-ownership/mergers of the original 15 
regional franchises into what is basically two companies and constant ratings pressures, many scholars 
and observers point to a decline in ITV’s public service commitments. Threats to PSB have been 
compounded by the current BBC Charter Review, concerning which multiple NGOs have clamored for 
greater accountability.   
The Challenge of the Charter Review: Accountability to Viewer, Listener, Government, Nation. The 
recent rallying around the BBC by broadcasting NGOs (e.g., VLV) has been direly needed and timely. 
BBC governance and the license fee on television-bearing households (by which it is funded) has been 
heavily and publicly scrutinized. Recent recommendations to Parliament by the Broadcasting Policy 
Group (Elstein, 2004) suggested that the BBC should be subscription funded rather than license-fee 
funded and free to air. Activists have objected vehemently to this proposal. Superimposed has been the 
controversy over the Hutton Report. As Smith (2005) said: 

For an organization that exists as a result of a Royal Charter, which expires every 10 years…there 
is an inevitability that everything will be looked at and that the organization is taken and shaken a 
bit by the stern in the run-up to the Charter review.  When you add to that the fact that you have a 
new chief executive and a new chairman and a serious shock to the system called Hutton, you’re 
bound to get a very serious questioning of everything the place does (p. 33). 

From this we see how calls for broadcasters’ accountability, both from activist NGOs and from 
government, are playing out in a rigorous assessment of how BBC’s serve the public. The interaction of 
British NGOs with the political system and the broadcasters over accountability issues forms a triangle 
not unlike that of the NGOs (below) seeking to achieve their goals.       
Accountability from the NGO Perspective 

Pearce (2003) defines nongovernmental organizations as “the term given to those nonprofit 
associations focused on social change via political influence, or to those providing social and 
humanitarian services in highly publicized cross-national contexts” (p. xi). He calls them formidable, yet 
because of their frequently international scope, they use “creative and innovative tactics,” and work 
towards achieving their goals through approaching businesses when governments do not respond to their 
needs. NGOs are sometimes called non-state actors (NSAs).  

National and international NGOs have a range of interests and agendas. What is common to them all 
is that they are driven to work outside their respective home governments and regulatory channels. Other 
than that, one can sometimes find more similarities between NGOs and the organizations that they are 
trying to change than to each other. This is evident when we talk about the differences in approach and 
agenda of NGOs in the Third and First Worlds, below. 
First, though, let us briefly examine why the NGO have risen to prominence. 
The rise of NGOs and their rationale for transcending the state. Factors contributing to international 
NGOs’ rise were raised by Rice and Ritchie (1995): 

These three elements - the growth of citizen organizations at all levels of society, the imperative 
need for global action on global problems, and the remarkable ease of instant communication - 
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have been major building blocks in the expansion of non-governmental organizations at the 
global level and have led to the increasing relationship between them and the UN family. (p. 254)   

Castells discussed the growth of NGOs (2000, p. 268) in an era of eroding national power.   
….the growing incapacity….to tackle the global problems ….leads civil societies to…take….the 
responsibilities of global citizenship….so many other….non-governmental organizations have 
become a major force in the international arena. 

Castells’ reference to humanitarian organizations and power sharing relares to the UK and European 
Alliance of Listeners and Viewers Associations (EURALVA) activists’ agenda, who represent a global 
‘“citizenship” lobby’ for needs undetected/unmet by governments. In addition, to Rice and Ritchie 
(1995), international non-governmental organizations are:  

the transnational manifestations of what is now increasingly called ‘civil society’ …‘the 
sphere in which social movements organize themselves around objectives, constituencies, 
and thematic interests’ (p. 254). 

Paluczek (2005) takes it a step further in describing the growth of NGOs: 
They are in large part products of a growing global populism fed by both traditional media and 
Internet communications technology.  They represent the same kind of social force that 
companies had to confront when the labor movement, here and abroad, resulted in economic 
power-sharing in the last century (p. 1).   

The size of the British broadcasting groups that were studied preclude them from consideration as major 
social movements, yet their strategies include the structured organizing Rice and Ritchie describe. In 
addition, they have played a significant role and gained considerable clout within coalitions and ad hoc 
alliances of similar and dissimilar groups (e.g., Public Voice [see below] and the Broadcasting Liaison 
Group [consisting of VLV, NCC, CA, and some individuals] which advocated in the early 1990s for a 
single broadcasting regulator).    

Doh (2003) discusses in detail the role of the NGOs as intermediaries/moderators in business-
government relations. Alternatively, he said, “In some instances, NGOs may be the vehicle through which 
the business –government relationship operates, serving as mediators of this relationship…” (p.8). 
Further, says Doh, “NGOS may serve as full-fledged participants in the business-government interface, 
assuming a role on the same basis with an equivalent (or even superior) status as business and 
government” (p.10). Although he conceded that for NGOs to play such roles is rare, he envisions that as 
NGOs legitimacy increase globally, so may this triangular relationship. Given that the role of NGOs is 
evolving, he said, “No longer will some business groups be able to dismiss NGO activism as only 
representative of a small minority of interests frustrated by aspects of modern capitalism” (p. 10). NGOs’ 
overall status may well rise. 

Even more significant is Doh’s (2003) statement that NGOs have “the potential to replace or supplant 
traditional government roles.” Doh suggests reframing business-government relations to more fully 
embrace non-state actors (NSAs) and “incorporate all relevant stakeholders in the emerging network of 
societal, organizational, and individual relationships” (p. 15). Coleman (2001), referring to the WTO, 
suggests that “greater acceptance of the advocacy activities of NSAs within such international 
organizations may only become part of a larger process aimed at introducing greater transparency in 
international policy making” (p. 112).  

The burgeoning NGO scholarship suggests their role in public interest advocacy (Arts, Noordman & 
Renalda, 2001; Suterhill 2003, Suter, 2003; Higgott, Underhill, and Bieler, 2000) and as a force in civil 
society. (See also Clark’s [2003] on the UN and Hudock [1999] on NGO frameworks.) Broadcasting 
NGOs may have significant impact on how the media serve society. 

British Broadcasting NGOs in the Fabric of Public Broadcasting Change 
Since the 1960s, British pressure groups have advocated for broadcasting policy and programming 

change to benefit diverse citizen publics with diverging definitions of “public interest” and “national 
interest” and variegated definitions of performance norms.  Thatcher’s push for advertising-led funding at 
the BBC was part of a move, under the Citizen’s Charter (1991), towards a market-driven, efficient public 
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sector that Conservatives believed served both “interests.” Broadcasters adapted John Major’s 
accountability measures to be “value for money.”  

Viewer and listener pressure groups (the earliest of which was Mary Whitehouse’s National Viewers 
and Listeners Association [NVALA]) had pursued CSR, broadly speaking, since the 1960s. Their notion 
of CSR went far beyond “value for money.” Broadcasting needed to be socially inclusive, provide 
universal access, serve the disabled/minorities, preserve cultural integrity, act transparently and ethically, 
and behave in socially responsible ways. Given changing broadcasting and electronic industry landscapes, 
activists crossed blurred political and geographic boundaries to reach out to politicians, regulators, and 
like-minded groups in Europe and globally—for example, VLV’s collaboration with other EURALVA 
nations about children’s television and junk food advertisements. VLV’s concerns took Hay to Seattle and 
WTO in 2000. 
The Global and the Local in Viewer and Listener Activism 

For VLV, Seattle was perhaps a first step towards its involvement beyond EU borders. Shortly 
afterwards, the UN asked it to train Third World viewer-and-listener groups, who days later participated 
in the VLV International Conference. UNESCO’s request for a VLV/ Commonwealth Broadcasting 
Association/Commonwealth Foundation workshop and VLV-modeled guidelines for Third World groups 
are under review; the latter must be customized.   

Adapting NGOs Activity to the Constraints of Diverse Political Systems and Cultures. Hay (2004) 
stressed |the need to adapt VLV’s guidelines to those systems’ specifications, for instance, the level of 
press freedoms afforded its citizens, which often vary from those democratic countries. Citizens in 
totalitarian, authoritarian, or oligarchic systems would be at risk if they attempt to petition, debate, lobby, 
broadcast, print, or otherwise publicly take an opposition stance. Although such public relations could be 
disastrous, developing countries (e.g. Peru, Malaya, Phillipines) chose VLV, “the leading advocate for the 
citizen as consumer” (Hay, 2004), to be their role model. 

Although the pressure groups of this study were unofficial NGOs, they behaved much like them.  
Their frustration with governmental and regulatory attempts to address broadcasting concerns prompted 
them to push for redress from outside the system and even the nation, if necessary. Their pro-social public 
relations generated debate it, and placed demands on target publics, and  expectations on citizen-
constituents. In this regard, activists’ NGO-like qualities were striking. One group of NGOs that has 
gained growing attention is the Gaelic cultural and media lobby. 

National NGO Advocacy within the UK. VLV has Directors in both Scotland and Wales. Each nation 
has its own cultural agenda, but they work in sync with VLV. Welsh-language nationalists triumphed in 
the 1980s in getting a dedicated Welsh channel, S4C. Despite their discrete cultural agendas, VLV has 
Welsh and Scottish Directors attend its meetings. Welsh programs burgeoned (although S4C’s Howells 
[2003] noted a demand for more) and far exceeded Gaelic language TV hours. Beveridge (2004), who 
stressed underlying intra-U.K. cultural and political tensions,  said that to the extent that “any policy 
[regarding broadcasting] is inflected through Westminster ….The Scottish dimension will come up….we 
have Scottish production & content.” A strong Scottish independence movement coupled with a lack of 
devolved broadcasting power was a compelling raison d’etre for cultural and local broadcasting activism 
by groups and academics.  

Scotland: Should relationships or empowerment be prioritized? Beveridge (2004) understated the 
impact of relationship building on achieving Scottish autonomy in broadcasting decisions. Perhaps he felt 
the power distance between Westminster and Scotland (see Hofstede, 1997) could have diminished or 
negated its effects, even though most scholars would suggest the value of good relationships and 
networking among targets and allies. Scottish autonomy/representation would be facilitated by outreach 
to legislators, broadcasters, and other NGOs—but this mostly occurred in the EC and Council of Europe. 
Beveridge suggested these better venues for Scottish activism, as well as the European Parliament, whose 
members were lobbied about independence.   

Scottish NGOs pursue political and cultural objectives. For Beveridge (2004), Scottish lobbying on 
media issues in Europe will only work when Scotland achieves independence from the U.K. 
Independence is a core issue for Scots groups. The limited broadcasting groups are constrained further 
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from lobbying in Brussels because of finances. The culturally-steeped Saltire Society (2004) has reached 
out to Europe. The Web site adds, “….in Europe and the Scottish Parliament - the Society is developing 
closer links with other EU countries (there is a branch in Brussels) and is conscious of the need to advise 
the new Parliament on Scottish cultural matters.” In particular, the common lineage and cultural heritage 
of the Flemish and Scots are underscored. The cultural, and perhaps political, ends can ultimately be 
served by the Saltire Society’s  presence in Brussels and the opportunity to achieve Scottish objectives in 
a European platform. VLV was one of a handful of broadcasting activist groups that maintained a 
presence in Europe.  

Core Groups’ European activism. Core group NCC, which expanded European and global lobbying 
to preserve PSB and achieve universal access, explained how 'Television without frontiers' directive 
controls the European framework for broadcasting content regulation and the importance of monitoring 
the directive. NCC conducts research into PSB at UK and EU levels, symptomatic of core groups’ pro-
PSB solidarity in the face of increasing industry consolidation and concern for EU cultural values. VLV’s 
commitment to EURALVA and Europe was clear. MediawatchUK (formerly NVALA), moved closer to 
Europe. Changing European audiovisual policy may mean that activists’ alliances and coalitions about 
EU matters may accelerate.  

Activists practiced media advocacy, submitted evidence for consultations, built strategic 
relationships, and networked across national, regional, and global borders, sometimes in coalitions, 
around goals such as universal digital access, social inclusion, Gaelic media content (as one expression of 
cultural and artistic integrity), and the mandate of the new Office of Communication (OFCOM). This ad 
hoc advocacy around shared goals sometimes united seemingly disconnected societal entities with NGOs. 
Said Josselin and Wallace (2001), “Global campaigns, often associating churches, ethnic groups, trade 
unions, NGOs, even multinational corporations, are becoming more frequent as a myriad of groups 
borrow the tactics of transnational actors, sometimes in the defence of their own narrowly-defined 
interests” (p.255). This brings to mind Public Voice’s (PV) pro-PSB coalition and self-defined regulatory 
watchdog status. PV and its constituents groups (e.g., VLV and CQT) defended the BBC after the Hutton 
report, its BBC leadership shake-up, and editorial independence challenges. Activists pursued a “greater 
good” from broadcasting organizations and industries. Most groups were non-political, but Scottish 
NGOS linked cultural goals with political autonomy.  

Broadcasting organizations are only one example of entities in society driven to be more accountable 
by external activists but, increasingly, also by those in board rooms, stakeholders, and by research 
affirming the bottom-line value of CSR. The focus on CSR reflects the extent to which corporate 
accountability is becoming an expectation rather than an option. Below, the principles of the Global 
Compact and the Global Alliance formed in 2000, will be outlined.  
Basic Principles of Corporate Social Responsibility 

Fussler, Cramer, and van der Vegt (2004) explained the ten internationally-endorsed principles of the 
Compact that correspond to fundamental human rights. These principles are inherent in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, the ILO Declaration on Rights at Work, the Rio Declaration on 
Environment, and the UN Convention Against Corruption. Four are labor-related, three are specifically 
concerned with employment practices, and the first two are devoted to the protection of human rights. 
According to the Global Alliance Web site (2005),  

Most informed observers include the following as potential elements of contemporary CSR: 
Business’ role in conflict zones; Community relations, Consumer protection; Corporate 
governance, Diversity, Economic development, Environmental sustainability, Ethical business 
practices, Health and Safety, Human rights, Labor rights, Lobbying/ political influence, Strategic 
philanthropy, Supply chain standards, Working conditions.”  

Thus, considerable overlap exists between the principles of the Compact and those of the Alliance, 
particularly if one considers the overall emphasis on human rights.  

The Compact and the Alliance have set standards/principles and encouraged networking of best 
practices in business/industry and public relations/communication management, respectively.  One of the 
Alliance’s particular interests is in setting standards, under which rubric the CSR Committee falls. A Web 

http://www.saltiresociety.org.uk/branches.htm#brussels
http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/avpolicy/regul/regul_en.htm
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search using the keywords “corporate social responsibility” produced 27 items, beginning with a position 
paper. Similarly, the Compact’s site makes available policy papers and presentations, but Fussler, Cramer, 
and van der Vegt (2004) systematically present the way it operates and its norms and expectations for its 
members.     
The NGO Perspective on Accountability and Action  

Above, I have discussed how NGOs, in many countries, have already begun to supplant state 
institutions, largely because the state is seen as incapable of addressing certain problems (see Castells, 
2000, above). The force of the triangle described by Doh (2003, above) is supported  Paluzcek (2005), 
who maintains that …”The NGOs are here to stay….smart companies are already dealing constructively 
with this force…already many other companies are now studying how triangular partnering with NGOs 
and governments around the world can, somehow, generate genuine progress in achieving 
humanitarian/business objectives in LDCs” (P.2). NGOs are also partnering with other NGOs for 
maximum effectiveness.    
NGO Coalitions. “The importance of interorganizational relations for social problem solving has become 
increasingly obvious in the last decade…Interorganizational coalitions can be critical to many activities, 
within and across the boundaries of market, state, and voluntary sectors” (Brown and Fox, pp. 440-441). 
This is consistent with the behaviors of the British and European ad hoc alliances and coalitions around 
broadcasting issues. But the difficulty in making coalitions stick, largely because of internal disputes, also 
applies to broadcasting and cultural NGOs. Brown and Fox maintain, “The potential of conflict is 
particularly high in circumstances…(where there are)… diverse ideologies, discrepancies in wealth, and 
power inequalities. These differences may be further complicated when international NGOs seek to work 
with grassroots movements” (p. 441), particularly regarding North-South issues. 
North, South, Legitimacy, and Representation. Brown and Fox go on to distinguish between the 
relationship between NGOs and grassroots organizations of the North, where there is more common 
ideological and political ground, and those of the South. In addition, the sentiment of Third World NGOs 
is that they must adjust their agendas to be in line with those of the North. Yet Brown and Fox (1998) 
underscore the difficulty of sustaining NGO-grassroots coalitions, but say that such coalitions result in 
greater legitimacy on both national and international levels.  

Although English North-South issues are not quite analogous with those of the First aand the 
developing worlds, there are still significant parallels. The “less developed” and arguably culturally 
underrepresented areas of the UK fight for greater representation. This is one area of BBC accountability 
that has been often seen, from inside and outside the institution, as wanting. According to Smith (2005), 
BBC’s COO, the BBC is attempting to deal with the pull of London: 

There has been a bit of counter-balancing against the London-centrism in the nations—Scotland, 
Wales, and Northern Island-maybe because we have had a national governor for each of those 
nations. But in the north of England, there is no such governor and we’ve tended to retreat into 
London more and more. We should serve the whole of the UK and one of the ways to achieve 
that is not to be physically based in London. (p.33).           

The BBC has become sensitized to such North-South issues, in part via its advisory boards, but largely as 
a result of feedback from viewer emails/calls to its Programme Complaints Unit (BBC, 2004) and 
complaints by U.K. national/local pressure groups. Below, I will examine the CSR frameworks of both 
the Global Alliance and Global Compact to see what British activists and their targets may find useful in 
pursuing accountability and CSR. I will also explore the extent to which broadcasters have worked to 
accommodate the needs of their publics in the name of CSR. 

Lessons for the Public from the Private Sector 
There are enormous differences in the mission, goals, and outcomes of public and private sectors 

institutions. One of the essential premises of my research is that there are essential differences between 
broadcasting and other types of goods. Broadcasting has been conceptualized in the UK, much of Europe, 
and even (in theory, if not practice) in the U.S. as a public good; nevertheless, even the PSB institutions 
of the UK are recognizing that balancing pursuit of their public service goals with will necessitate some 
adjustment, though not capitulation, to market-driven pressures. Their ability to provide not only redress, 
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but to anticipate viewers’ and listeners’ needs proactively and pro-socially, will be imperative for their 
survival as institutions with distinct mandates and funding. Therefore, I will briefly examine if there are 
norms, guidelines, or other frameworks operationalized by the Global Compact and Global Alliance that 
may be useful to the CSR goals of activist NGOs and their targets.   
Can the Global Compact/Alliance’s CSR frameworks provide a template for British activists? 
Above, I have briefly grouped the ten principles of the Global Compact into human rights,  labor 
relations, and employment practices. These do correspond to some of the categories into which the BBC’s 
CSR (2004) report is divided, Fussler, Cramer, and Van der Vegt provide much more normative detail 
about how organizational change can be stimulated. Ruggie (2004) frames the rationale for relying on 
organizations to take the giant steps towards CSR. “… there is no government at the global level to act on 
behalf of the common good as there is on the national level, and international institutions are far too weak 
to fully compensate” (p. 15). This rationale clearly echoes what Castell (2000) says are the reasons behind 
NGOs thinking. The voluntary participation of more than 1000 companies and 20 transnational NGOs is a 
dramatic response by these and other social actors to engage in a “values based platform” (Ruggie, 2004, 
p. 16).  

What the Compact achieves, says Ruggie (2004), is “a value-based platform for social capital 
formation…to seek joint solutions to the imbalances and dislocations resulting from the gap between the 
global economy and national communities. Without going further, this already sounds germane to the 
multi-culturally, economically, and technologically diverse British PSB publics who are struggling to 
comprehend and adapt to the new digital platform and analogue switchoff.      

The three ways in which these joint solutions are deliberated are through information sharing and 
learning, through policy dialogues, and partnership projects. In the first case, companies issue annual 
reports or other communication vehicles, much like the BBC does in its Corporate communications (see 
BBC’s CSR report, 2004) and VLV attempts through media education (organizing events around 
compelling issues and inviting prestigious speakers) and consultations. VLV  also engages in policy 
dialogues on its Web site, in its written consultations, and in its oral testimony. The one area where VLV 
and other activist NGOs could better embrace the methods of the Compact are in its partnership projects, 
which are implemented in developing countries. The projects involve significant support for educational 
and/or humanitarian projects. An NGO like VLV is neither financially able to underwrite such a project, 
nor is it working in a developing country, but there are plenty of worthwhile socially-relevant, media-
related projects that could be supported with VLV brainpower or effective networking in the North and 
across the nations. In about 50 nations whose corporations are members of the Compact, the government 
subsidizes programs in line with the Compact’s goals. Such funding would no doubt be helpful to an 
activist NGO, but in the event that such help is not available, the global networking among corporations 
and transnational NGOs is such that “they articulate more nearly universal human interests than are 
normally heard in intergovernmental forums” (Ruggie, p. 17).  

In addition, the Compact member corporations have undertaken some collaborative and innovative 
initiatives that form alliances with a range of stakeholders to develop a strategic plan for developing 
Melbourne and one by which all business firms in the city have chosen to abide. This collaborative 
planning is reminiscent of the racial harmony and political literacy campaigns, in part through the use of 
broadcasting, of the Scarman Trust in the UK. 

The concept behind the Global Alliance (2004) is that companies, on a voluntary basis, would 
integrate social and environmental concerns into their business plans and into their interactions with a 
range of stakeholders.  From the Alliance’s perspective, a successful CSR model involves the integration 
of public relations with other disciplines and is both multicultural and multiperspectival. The goals of the 
Alliance for business include a vital public relations role in CSR management. Public relations 
practitioner should apply core CSR principles to help a corporation “..,develop and maintain reciprocal 
relationships with the publics (or stakeholders) that can influence its future” (Global Alliance, 2004). This 
position is consistent with the strong emphasis on strategic relationship building as both an activist 
strategy and an outcome (Kovacs, 1998).  One specific area where the Alliance could be helpful to the 
activist NGOs of this study is its explicit emphasis “…in determining an appropriate role, if any, in the 
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achievement of ‘responsible globalization’….Public relations professionals the world over can contribute 
significantly to such progress. The Global Alliance, by sharing the CSR experiences and resources of its 
partners, will help the evolution of CSR even as it serve the interest of its member associations and, in 
turn, associations’ individual members (Global Alliance, 2004).  

The strengthening of information and resources across interests can be useful to broadcasting activist 
NGO inasmuch as the UK movements are quite small and niche-oriented. Although there is collaboration 
and information sharing around individual group goals, it is often sporadic/episodic and is limited by time 
constraints. Yet since there is little cost and much to be gained by stepping up the number of “caucuses” 
around shared individual interests or larger interests.   
Recent Initiatives by Viewer and Listener NGOs to Increase Broadcasting CSR.  

In anticipation as well as in reaction to the publication of the Government’s Green Paper on the future 
of public service broadcasting (2005, March), VLV launched a series of seminars around the UK that   

Responsiveness to CSR issues from broadcasters and media industries.The BBC has solicited, 
through consultation with activists and input from corporate citizenship watchdogs, independent 
assessments of CSR areas of input/need. I have previously written about BBC consultation and 
collaboration around shared goals. One example is the Statement of Promises (BBC, 1996).  

In June, 2004, I met and interviewed Michael Hastings, BBC Head of CSR. In subsequent 
correspondence, Mr. Hastings referred to the BBC’s first CSR Report (2004), which, the document 
indicates, was in part shaped by the Media CSR Forum. The Forum was the collaborative thinking of 25 
(originally 15) organizations who identified, with KPMG’s help, the key issues and the key publics in the 
CSR agenda. The goal of this has been to establish a consensus on the main issues of the media/broadcast 
sectors. The Forum pinpointed many overlapping issues for the broadcast, print, and online industries but 
also “common issues with distinct implications for the media sector e.g. informing public opinion,” (p. 2.) 
and issues that are unique for media, for example their editorial policy (p. 2). 

The way that the influence of the Media CSR Forum plays out in the BBC’s guidelines is to identify 
the main areas of BBC focus and to analyze not only what the BBC has accomplished but where the 
Corporation could exert further effort. This analysis includes not only the main content areas but also 
vehicles for implementing diversity and the Corporation’s feedback mechanisms and community relations 
activities. The CSR report was evaluated by two independent stakeholder bodies. One, Forum for the 
Future, said:  

Though this report is less transparent on these editorial decisions...One cannot help but impressed 
at the depth of intelligence and care that has gone into distilling the BBC’s approach to being a 
responsible corporate citizen…good CSR reports should embody…accountability, transparency, 
and a focus on improving performance. 

Although the above comments do not represent a definitive assessment of BBC’s CSR initiatives and 
compliance, it is worth noting that the in which the BBC has explicated its CSR objectives and activities 
in the report (2004) is far more detailed and forthcoming than one would have thought possible, given the 
level of dissatisfaction with the Beeb’s accountability as evident in many of my original interviews 
(Kovacs, 1998). It is unclear whether this BBC attentiveness to CSR is the result of viewer and listener 
NGO advocacy, government pressure, or just a sign of the self-justifying times. Below, I “tease out” what 
broadcasting CSR really means and the implications of guidelines for CSR, inclusive and exclusive of 
activist/NGO objectives.     

Discussion 
The case for CSR has been developing in the public broadcasting sector with no less urgency than in 

other sectors of society. One of the difficulties, for both British activists and their targets, of defining 
norms for and implementing programs that are consistent with CSR, is aligning the needs of broadcasting 
organizations and their publics when parameters for broadcasting, as we have known them for about 75 
years, are being turned on their head in a digitally dizzying and commercially cutthroat environment. Add 
to this a lack of clarity in defining "public interest,"  "collective good" (Berry, 1977), and “public goods” 
theory, in which connectivity and communality (Fulk, Flanagan, Kalman, Monge, & Ryan, 1996) are the 
distinguishing features of communicative public goods. Broadcasting ideally connects diverse publics and 
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provides a communal frame of reference. Connectivity and communality can only be realized if CSR is 
exercised towards the best interests and the free access of all publics that constitute civil society.  

This is not so simple. In theory, broadcasting’s supply is not diminished when multiple publics/groups 
of citizens use it (Barry & Hardin, 1982). Activists contend that technological and more so, commercial, 
profit-making considerations have the potential to undermine access of every citizen to a free-to-air “public 
good.” There are those that would consider such communicative access a fundamental human right, no less 
significant other rights and areas of CSR about which NGOs and aggrieved publics “lobby.”  

The pivotal issue of digital access is still largely unresolved and still represents one glaring gulf 
between activists and those with the power to make socially responsible broadcasting policy decisions. 
Although the CSR report (2004) appears to have somewhat skirted the full implications of digital takeup 
for the BBC’s diverse publics, it recognizes the Corporation’s responsibility to address this problem. “We 
are required to help people understand the advantages of the digital world and with the government are 
committed to insuring that no-one is left on the wrong side of the digital divide.”  

The flip side of the BBC’s obligation to inform is its mechanisms for listening to its audiences. The 
BBC acknowledges in the CSR report (2004) how it could better handle the complaints directed to its 
Programme Complaints Unit (PCU). As with the digital issue, the report’s account of viewer and listener 
regional advisory councils (in the North and the Regions) and broadcasting councils (in Wales, Scotland, 
and Northern Ireland) does not come to grips with what activist NGOs like VLV would say are the 
shortcomings of these community feedback mechanisms, but reads, “We will aim to give greater 
expression in network output to the breadth of the social output we generate locally.” The above quotes 
represent an acknowledgment by the BBC of ways in which it could exercise greater social responsibility 
and eventually work toward shared goals with activist NGOs. 

I have attempted to briefly illustrate here that both pressure groups and their targets can learn from 
the CSR principles and guidelines of private sector and professional associations such as the Global 
Compact and the Global Alliance about how best to achieve socially responsible behavior. It is clear that 
there is merit in the principles of the Global Compact and that compliance with them should make sense 
in a broadcasting environment, even if only from a perspective of effective management.  I have also 
attempted to indicate ways in which the BBC, in its CSR function, and as the clearest embodiment of 
British PSB, appears willing to open itself up to public scrutiny, independent evaluation, and movement 
towards shared goals with activists.  

The focus of this particular research and that which led up to it is critical to the future of broadcasting 
as a vehicle for civil society. Viewer and listener NGO advocacy is also a stellar illustration of public 
relations’ role not only at the table but (substantively, not spin-doctoring) also at the polls. This statement 
should not be literally interpreted as in exerting influence on election outcomes, but in the discourse and 
debate that public relations generates about policy issues and even politics. Public relations also facilitates 
consensus-building about the best uses of broadcasting to serve diverse citizen publics so they, in turn, 
can better serve their communities.  

That being said, it is important to note that British and even global viewers and listener needs and in 
particular, NGO activism in pursuit of those needs, are not the only critical areas of CSR for broadcasting 
and media institutions. The work of organizations such as the Media CSR Forum, facilitated by KPMG 
(2004), mentioned above, demonstrates how broadcasting organizations can initiate CSR in a range of 
“material impacts and responsibilities” (p. 4).    
It is optimistic, but not too starry-eyed, I believe, to suggest that through strategic relationships and 
mutual consultation, activist NGOs and broadcasting organizations can come to terms about practices that 
are best for the long-term interests of the corporation, for the viewers and listeners,  for all those 
concerned with sectoral issues, and consequently, for society. The impact of CSR on publics that exist 
beyond the boundaries of the Doh’s (2004) broadcaster-NGO-triangle is great. Hopefully, it will continue 
to be fertile ground for initiatives that will improve quality of life and enhance open communication about 
the issues that can make such improvement a reality.   
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Colleges and universities commonly view students as consumers, i.e., the education they offer is viewed 
as a product to be consumed — using a “Students First” theme that suggests that the individual student is 
the center of the academic universe and that her or his success is the primary goal of that institution. Such 
a model is not compatible, ethically or operationally, for professional education in which society is the 
primary stakeholder and the professional community, itself, is the second-most important stakeholder. At 
most, individual students are a distant third in professional education, a fact that must be remembered as 
educational standards are established. 
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The field of investor relations is rather undeveloped from the communication theoretical perspective. In 
fact, Petersen and Martin (1996) conclude that “theory building studies of investor relations as a function 
of corporate public relations are rare in the communication scholarly literature” (p. 173). Despite the fact 
that since the time of this quote, the investor relations area has caught much attention largely because of 
corporate scandals that shook the U.S. investment market (e.g., Enron, WorldCom, Global Crossings), the 
situation with the theory building in the investor relations field did not change significantly. Thus, the 
proposed study seeks to contribute to a better understanding of the theoretical foundation of the investor 
relations field of inquiry. 

Indeed, scandals with financial accounting practices at such companies as Tyco, Global Crossings, 
Williams and others called for more scrutiny of disclosure standards and investor relations in general. But 
the largest one was Enron; “The collapse of energy giant Enron is the largest bankruptcy and one of the 
most shocking failures in US corporate history” (Allen, 2002, p. 206). At the same time, Enron’s 
bankruptcy was a wake-up call for corporate America which now pays more attention to how its investor 
relations activities are conducted. “In the post-Enron era, investor relations vaults to the top of the 
corporate agenda, as companies must begin to rebuild investor confidence” (Allen, 2002, p. 206). Today 
“trust will no longer be assumed” and thus, investor relations is recognized as an activity capable of 
creating “a competitive advantage” (Allen, 2002, p. 206-207). Thus, significance of investor relations 
research today is clear as investor relations seeks not only to increase a single company’s valuation in the 
investment community but can and must also regain the trust of people in the model of corporate America 
through establishing reliable and open communication streams between corporation and investors as well 
as building mutually beneficial relationship between them. It comes as no surprise, that “after Enron, 
clarity will be valued above spin. Simple, practical communication tools for the average investor should 
be the focus” (Allen, 2002, p. 211). The communication component of the investor relations is 
emphasized. 

In fact, even the slogan of the investor relations profession is “Enhancing corporate value through 
effective communication” (NIRI, 2004) and yet communication expertise does not seem to be utilized in 
the investor relations industry very much. In fact, communication schools in the United States do not 
offer graduate or undergraduate majors or minors in investor relations, research on investor relations in 
communication academic circles is scarce, and even single courses where investor relations area is 
studied are a rare breed.  The leading professional organization, National Investor Relations Institute 
(NIRI), defines investor relations as “a strategic management responsibility that integrates finance, 
communication, marketing and securities law compliance to enable the most effective two-way 
communication between a company, the financial community, and other constituencies, which ultimately 
contributes to a company’s securities achieving fair valuation” (n.d.). This definition clearly emphasizes 
not just communication but two-way communication, a concept well-known to public relations scholars. 
Yet, communication abstracts have references to only two academic publications on investor relations 
dated 1992 and 1996.  Under such circumstances it is possible to hypothesize that investor relations 
practitioners themselves will be unlikely to have strategic communication education or expertise, will be 
likely to distinguish themselves from corporate communication or public relations functions in their 
respective organizations, and will be likely to avoid communication tasks in their day-to-day activities. 
Thus, this exploratory research seeks to learn the present state of investor relations practices in the United 
States through the survey of the investor relations officers at Fortune-500 organizations. The study claims 
that investor relations is a practice on the border of finance and communications and synergy between 
these two areas is essential. Cooperation of all parties, practitioners, educators, and professional 
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organizations, is needed to make a claim at investor relations function as a vital function for publicly 
traded corporations, promote ethical standards of accountability and transparency, and to “enhance 
corporate value through effective communication” (NIRI, 2004). 

Literature Review 
The studies of investor relations from a public relations standpoint are rare. Despite a clear emphasis 

on the communication and even two-way communication in the definitions of the investor relations, 
communication research largely ignores the area of investor relations. Communication Abstracts have 
references to only two academic publications on investor relations or shareholder relations. The search for 
academic publications in two of the EBSCO host research databases (Academic Search Premiere and 
Communication & Mass Media Complete) returns the same two publications plus two additional ones for 
the total of just four peer-reviewed articles on investor relations from the communication standpoint. 
These four articles are published in 2003, 2002, 1996 and 1992. Two most resent of these articles are 
concerned with investor relations in Great Britain (Dolphin, 2003) and in the Eastern Europe (Dragneva, 
2002). Thus, there has not been a single academic communication article on investor relations in the 
United States. in the XXI century. 

Out of the two articles concerned with the investor relations in the United States, one, “Memory for 
Investor Relations Messages: An Information-Processing Study of Grunig's Situational Theory” by Glen 
Cameron published in the Journal of Public Relations Research in 1992 is not really concerned with the 
practices of the investor relations in the industry since the article tests the theory on undergraduate 
students. The other article, however, “CEO perceptions of investor relations as a public relations function: 
An exploratory study” by Barbara Petersen and Hugh J. Martin published also in the Journal of Public 
Relations Research in 1996 is relevant to the current study. The authors survey chief executive officers 
(CEO) in Florida, non-banking public companies to learn whether senior managers of the organizations 
perceive investor relations as a public relations function at all and what departments and employees are 
involved in the supervision of the investor relations functions. The authors observe, “Conventional 
wisdom among public relations scholars and practitioners considers the two functions bound together 
under the organizational umbrella of communication management. However, corporate reality is that the 
investor relations function only infrequently reports to public relations executives” (Petersen & Martin, 
1996, p. 173). 

The study concludes that investor relations function is seldom managed by the public relations 
practitioners not because the activities are essentially different but because CEOs of the companies “do 
not perceive investor relations to be part of the public relations function” (Petersen & Martin, 1996, p. 
173). Despite several drawbacks of this study, for example sample limited to one state only, or 
questionable list of investor relations activities in the survey, the study advances an important claim – 
investor relations function is not sufficiently integrated into the strategic communication activities of the 
organizations and exists separately being managed predominantly by financial affairs departments. The 
authors summarize that investor relations is “most frequently treated as a financial function, both in terms 
of who is in charge, and what are qualifications for the job” (Petersen & Martin, 1996, p. 204). 

Since previous communication research seems to distinguish itself from the area of investor relations, 
largely ignoring the field, one might suggest that business scholars probably take the area under their 
wings. However, it turns out this is not the case either. Although, business academic literature in fact has 
slightly more studies on the investor relations, it is still far from being a well-researched area. The search 
in ProQuest1 returned eight peer-reviewed articles published in the scholarly journals after January 2000 
where investor relations is mentioned either in the title or in the abstract. These articles, however, do not 
emphasize the communication component of the investor relations and in fact treat investor relations as a 
financial function under the supervision of the Chief Financial Officer. The articles rarely discuss the 
variety of activities investor relations officers are involved; they are largely concentrated on information 
disclosure as an investor relations activity. 

In general, however, such a low volume of scholarly articles on investor relations in both business 
and communication allowed business scholars to advance a thesis that academic journals mostly ignore 
studies of investor relations (Farragher, Kleiman, & Bazaz, 1994; Brennan & Kelly, 2000). Other 
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business scholars, Marson and Straker (2001) conclude that “although there has been some academic 
research into IR carried out within the USA and UK, there have not been many studies to date” (p. 82).  

Nevertheless, the field of investor relations is linked closely to business specializations with such 
areas as finance, management, and accounting. Even more, investor relations is perceived more as a 
financial function of an organization rather than a communication function. Previously mentioned study 
of CEOs’ perceptions of the investor relations function in Florida public companies found out that in 57 
percent of cases Chief Financial Officers supervise the investor relations activities related to the 
disclosure of information affecting the stock price, while Public Relations Officers are in charge of such 
activities only in 13 percent of all cases. The study also found out that the investor relations activities are 
largely conducted by the financial affairs department – 63 percent of the total, while public relations 
departments were responsible for the investor relations activities only in 12 percent of total cases 
(Petersen & Martin, 1996). National Investor Relations Institute (NIRI) draws the origins of investor 
relations from the works of economic scholars and the involvement of American Management 
Association into the area (Morrill, 1995). 
Practice of Investor Relations 

One might suggest that investor relations appeared simultaneously with the appearance of publicly 
traded companies and thus, shareholders and investors. It is, however, not the case. The first public 
company in the United States is believed to be Boston Manufacturing Company, founded in 1814 in 
Massachusetts. When this textile manufacturer needed to finance its growth, its founder sold shares to ten 
associates (Allen, 2004). Investor relations, however, appeared much later. According to David Silver 
(2004), “Investor relations emerged into its own in the 1960s, often associated…with the so-called dog 
and pony shows for sell-side analysts and retail investors, usually held at the offices of securities 
brokerages” (p. 70). 

The major growth, however, happened in the second half of the 1980s. Indeed, National Investor 
Relations Institute (1985) conducted a research that indicated that only 16 percent of the Fortune 500 
companies had investor relations departments in 1985. However, the same study in 1989 showed that 
already 56 percent of these organizations claimed to have an investor relations department (National 
Investor Relations Institute, 1989). The sudden need in the investor relations function could be explained 
by the actions of the social activists. In fact, the study by Rao and Sivakumar (1999), who analyzed  when 
investor relation departments appeared, reveals that organizations developed their investor relations 
activities in late 1980s and early 1990s under pressure from social movement activists and financial 
analysts. “Whereas social movement activists framed shareholder rights as a problem and compelled 
organizations to uphold them, professional analysts subtly coerced organizations to signal their 
commitment to investor rights by creating boundary-spanning structures” (Rao & Sivakumar, 1999, p. 
27). In other words, not only companies increased their shareholder’s base, but social movement activists 
framed the relationship with shareholders as important and thus, called for investor relations. A study of 
investor relations practices in Japan arrives at similar conclusions when the author suggests that changes 
in the ownership structures and corporate finance practices require companies to engage in 
communicating with their investors (Yoshikawa, 2002). It is quite important because investor relations, in 
this sense, serves as a relationship management activity rather than just publishing of financial 
information and thus, has close resemblance to public relations and strategic communication practices in 
general. 

Therefore, this paper advances a claim that investor relations is deeply rooted in the area of 
communication sciences, specifically the public relations field of study. William E. Chatlos (1984) in the 
chapter on the evolution of investor relations notices that “communications became the chief ingredient in 
all investor relations activities” (p. 85). Indeed, the business discipline awards investor relation with 
specialized terms, equations, and jargon, while public relations heritage contributes strategies and tactics 
of delivering this highly specialized message. In the post-Enron era importance of communication is 
increasing. Christopher E. Allen (2002) suggests, “The communication skills of the IR specialists will be 
more important than ever” (p. 211). Thus, it becomes important for an investor relations officers not only 
to be able to know the words of the investor relations language (financial terms) but also to know the 
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grammar of this language and the proper ways to use these words (strategic communication). In other 
words, both areas of expertise, business and communication, are essential to the practice of investor 
relations and today’s practice lacks knowledge and expertise that comes from public relations research. 

Recent developments of the U.S. stock market demanded reevaluation of investor relations practices. 
Kai Hockerts and Lance Moir (2004), of the Centre for the Management of Environmental and Social 
Responsibility, explain, “Investors increasingly consider non-financial aspects in their assessment of 
companies” (p. 85). Paul Favaro (2001), a practitioner in the area of investor relations, although giving 
the responsibility for the investor relations function to the Chief Financial Officer (CFO) of a company, at 
the same time recognizes new challenges and pressures investor relations develops. He elucidates, “CFOs 
have to be able to explain not only the numbers, but also the nature of the business, its long-term strategy, 
and non-financial information, as investors have learned to incorporate these higher-level questions into 
their buy and sell decisions” (p. 7). 

It comes as no surprise that these new challenges require new approaches to the investor relations and 
new strategic skills and knowledge, which could be borrowed from public relations scholarship and 
practice. In fact, Paul Favaro (2001) continues by recognizing that today’s investor relations requires 
“possessing extraordinary public relations skills and understanding the implications of upcoming 
announcements for all of the company’s major stakeholders – including employees and the community – 
and not just the shareholders” (p. 7). Thus, investor relations practitioners and scholars recognize now the 
need for introduction of business and communication ingredients of the investor relations both in practice 
and in research. In addition, the need to integrate communications with investors into all other 
communication streams of the organizations becomes also apparent. Indeed, one can hardly isolate a 
communication stream intended for investors from other publics such as community or employees; the 
same is true for mass media or mediated communication, traditional public relations activity, which can 
be accessed by investors as well. A unified strategic approach to communication management is required 
and organizations are looking for ways to manage information flows in their best interests (Marston, 
1996). Thus, it is increasingly important for a company to speak in a unified and coordinated voice to all 
of its publics. 

David Silver (2004), founder of Silver Public Relations firm, goes further saying that “the 
convergence of IR and PR has become so important that not combining those functions could have 
negative consequences for a public company’s share price” (p. 60). Increasing influence of the individual 
investors, financial media and analysts require public relations and investor relations to work together. 
The accounting scandals, bankruptcy of corporations, and Wall Street scrutiny might, despite all their 
negative consequences, potentially benefit the market by leading it into the “golden era of investor 
relations and public relations” (Silver, 2004, p. 61). 

As a result, this is the time for the public relations to step in and provide its contribution to the 
relatively new field of investor relations. The initial step of such research should be understanding and 
describing the investor relations function at corporate organizations. Investor relations “is regarded as a 
relatively new phenomenon, which has developed most rapidly in the USA followed by the UK” 
(Marston & Stracker, 2001, p. 82). However, the United States far from being a pioneer in the research on 
the investor relations activities at its corporations; in fact, there is hardly any study done that would 
describe investor relations function in U.S. organizations either in the business or communication 
literatures. Marson and Stracker (2001) conclude, “In the USA descriptive studies of IR procedures are 
not in evidence” (p. 83). As a result, it becomes important to evaluate the state of the investor relations 
profession in the United States before one could answer the practical questions on how to improve the 
investor relations and help companies meet new challenges investors impose. Yet, corporations today 
have to make changes to gain the investors back. Gretchen Morgenson (2002) of The New York Times 
elucidates, “Everyone agrees that the quality of information by companies has to be improved if investors 
are going to regain their trust in corporate America and the capital markets.”  

Thus, it is a unique opportunity for public relations to claim its spot in the investor relations area by 
contributing its knowledge and theoretical base to improve the shaken image of investor relations. As 
public relations is more than submitting a press-release to a newspaper, investor relations should become 
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more than providing financial documents to the shareholders. Pekka Tuominen (1997) studying investor 
relations practices at Finnish stock market proclaims that “success in investor relations requires the 
companies to extend the scope of investor relations from a mere publication of obligatory annual and 
interim reports to more frequent , extensive, proactive and diversified two-way interaction and 
communication” (p. 46). Minow (2002), editor and co-founder of Corporate Library, summarizes, 
“Markets do not run on the money; they run on trust.” Investor relations is not about numbers any more, 
today’s investor relations is about building and maintaining relationships. The need for better 
communication and relationship management is clear not only in the United States but in other countries 
as well (Clarke & Murray, 2000). 

Based on the above discussion, this study attempts to call attention of communication and public 
relations scholars to the area of investor relations through an exploratory study of the major investor 
relations practices among the Fortune-500 companies. Since this is an exploratory study, the study begins 
with proposing the following research questions: 

RQ1: What specific departments manage the investor relations function? 
RQ2: What specific investor relations activities are the most common and what are the least 
common? 
RQ3: What publics do investor relations officers communicate to and what publics do investor 
relations officers communicate to the most often and the leas often? 
RQ4: What educational background do investor relations officers have? 
RQ5: What do practitioners consider to be the biggest problem facing investor relations today? 

Methodology 
The study employs survey method to reach the investor relations officers. Wimmer and Dominick 

(2003) explain that “decision makers in businesses, consumer and activist groups, politics, and the media 
use survey results as part of their daily routine” (p. 167). Such a wide applicability of surveys is attributed 
to the following advantages of survey research: realistic settings, large amount of data, no geographic 
constrains, and reasonable costs (Wimmer & Dominick, 2003). 

The investor relations function is limited to only large publicly traded companies; in other words the 
companies that have outside shareholders-investors. Thus, selecting a representative sample for the study 
of investor relations becomes important. At the same time, business academic and non-academic literature 
has dealt with the problems of studying publicly-traded companies for many years. To take advantage of 
this knowledge, the author relies on the index of publicly traded companies already existing: Fortune-500. 
The list of the Fortune-500 companies is acquired from the latest Fortune-500 index published in Fortune 
on April 5, 2004. 

Fortune-500 list includes only companies that must publish financial data and must report part or all 
of their figures to a government agency. This is a requirement largely associated with publicly traded 
companies; in other words companies that have their shares owned by outside investors and thus 
companies that have a need for the investor relations function.  In business academic publications reliance 
on Fortune-500 in studies of U.S. business practices is quite common; a variety of studies use Fortune-
500 list as a sole population for their research. For example, Forte (2004) published a study on the moral 
reasoning ability of business managers, Young and Benamati (2004) investigate transactional public web-
sites, and Larson and Brown (2004) conduct research on accounting practices.  Wimmer and Dominick 
(2003) suggest that scholars should consult previously published research in determining sampling 
procedures, thus we can conclude that if previous scholars successfully used Fortune-500 as a sample for 
their studies “regularly with reliable results” (p. 97), this study could also rely on Fortune-500 companies 
as a sample for the study of investor relations. 

2

3

The author conducts a census of Fortune-500 companies, thus avoiding the possibility of introducing 
additional sampling error into the study. In fact, “when a sample is drawn from the population, the 
procedure introduces the likelihood of sampling error (that is, the degree to which measurements of the 
units or subjects selected differ from those of the population as a whole)” (Wimmer & Dominick, 2003, p. 
85). Thus, the sampling error is restrained to the Fortune-500 sampling error. 
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The survey instrument is constructed in accordance with the purposes and methods of the current 
research. In fact, the research seeks to reach investor relations officers of Fortune-500 companies in their 
natural office environments during regular business hours. Thus, all the efforts were taken to keep the 
questionnaire short. In addition, the research was restricted by financial constraints and thus the free 
version of survey software is used, which restricts the questionnaire to ten questions. This also allows 
respondents to complete the survey in 5-10 minutes.  

The survey used both close-ended and open-ended questions. The addition of the open-ended 
questions is explained by to the exploratory nature of the research and low number of the previous studies 
in the area of investor relations. Under these circumstances, open-ended questions are valuable because 
they not only “give respondents freedom in answering questions and an opportunity to provide in-depth 
responses” but also “allow for answers that researchers did not foresee in designing the questionnaire” 
(Wimmer & Dominick, 2003, p. 166-170). Thus, at this stage of investor relations practices research 
open-ended become an important tool that can provide new insights and point into new directions for 
further investigations. Open-ended questions, however, present notable difficulties. First of all, their 
interpretations can potentially be biased. In addition, their analysis is more time-and effort-consuming, 
since their interpretation requires conducting a content analysis: identifying categories, producing a code-
book, and then grouping answers into these categories (for more details, see Wimmer & Dominick, 2003, 
pp. 169-171, and pp. 139-165). In this case, however, potential benefits outweigh the drawbacks. This 
research, for example, has a question that asks: “What is in your opinion the biggest problem facing 
Investor Relations today?” and thus allows scholars to learn from the practitioners where the current 
challenges of the profession are and what areas should research concentrate upon. 

In conclusion, the population of the study is based on the Fortune-500 list of companies as it is often 
considered a representative sample of large publicly traded U.S. businesses. The study conducts a census 
of the Fortune-500 companies to avoid bringing in a possibility of introducing an additional sampling 
error. The study first accesses the websites of all Fortune 500 companies to identify contact information 
for their investor relations departments. The invitation to participate is delivered via email mailing list to 
reach specifically-selected professional audience of investor relations officers. Their professional 
activities to an extent require them to be computer-literate and be able to use and to access email and the 
World Wide Web. Several measures are taking to increase the response rate including offering the 
respondents an access to the final report and sending email reminders.  

Results 
The initial analysis of the Fortune 500 companies’ websites reveals that investor relations function is 

valued in large corporations. In fact, out of 499 companies (one company website was not responding for 
three weeks while the research was conducted) websites visited, only 71 companies’ homepages do not 
have direct link to investor relations. The rest 428 companies have direct links to their investor relations 
information right from the title page. The link is usually labeled as “investor relations,” or “for investors,” 
or simply “investors,” in some cases the link is named “financial information” or “financials.” 

The initial period of the research took about two weeks, from October 10 to October 25, 2004. After 
that an email invitation to participate was sent to the contacts identified. The researcher was able to 
identify contacts at 292 companies. The invitation was sent via email on October 26, 2004. To increase 
the response rate the reminder email was sent on November 7, 2004. The survey was closed for 
participants on November 27, 2004. Out of these 292 contacted, 13 refused to participate in the survey. 
The most commonly cited reason was corporate policy that does not allow participation in surveys. The 
total number of respondents that completed the survey was 62, thus the response rate exceeded 21 
percent. If measured out of total 500 companies of the Fortune list the response rate, however, is about 
12.5 percent.  

The first research question, what specific departments manage the investor relations function, shows 
that Fortune 500 companies recognize the importance of investor relations function and employ a separate 
department dedicated to this function. In fact, 65 percent of respondents answer that at their organizations 
a dedicated investor relations department exists. Twenty-seven percent, however, claim that investor 
relations function at their organization is handled by the finance/treasury department. Finally, seven 
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percent of organizations have the investor relations function managed by the communications/public 
relations department. The survey also asks investor relations officers what department should ideally 
carry out the investor relations functions. The results turn out to be almost identical to the actual 
distribution of the investor relations function. One of the anonymous respondents summarizes that 
“depending on the corporate culture and the role of the investor relations officer … it can be effectively 
handled by either the finance/treasury department or corporate communications/public relations.” Several 
respondents, however, stress out the importance of the financial component of the investor relations 
function; no matter what department handles it “the IR team should have direct access to the CFO” and 
“finance should take the lead.” Once again, only seven percent of investor relations officer think that 
ideally investor relations function should be managed by the corporate communications or public 
relations department. 

The second research question asks what specific investor relations activities are the most common 
and what are the least common? The respondents are asked to rate the investor relations activities 
depending upon how often they are involved in them: most often, often, seldom or never. The most often 
participated activities are roadshows, presentations, and conferences (M=3.93) and responding to requests 
from shareholders, analysts, or stockbrokers (M=3.93). Ninety-three percent of all respondents specified 
that they are most often involved in these two activities The other activities that investor relations officers 
name among the ones they are involved in most often are: providing information to the top-management 
or other departments of the organization (M=3.79), one-on-one meetings, negotiations (M=3.61), 
ownership research and analysis (M=3.65), and report preparations (M=3.44). Activities that also score 
high are management tasks (M=3.20) and compliance with regulations and policies (M=3.14). The least 
common activity among the investor relations officers is mass media communications with mean slightly 
above 2 (M=2.09) and 19 percent of respondents claiming they never participate in mass media related 
activities.  

The situation, however, can be changed if one would introduce a controlling variable. If controlled 
for the first variable, “what department manages the investor relations function,” the responses to the 
most common activities question present a different pattern. If among all respondents the mass media 
activities have a mean of 2.09, among organizations where investor relations is managed by corporate 
communication/public relations departments investor relations officers involvement in the mass media 
communications mean grows to 3.75, in other words practiced most often or often. And at organizations 
with investor relations function managed by the finance/treasure departments mass media communication 
mean is less than 2.  

Another finding is the involvement in one-on-one meetings. Investor relations officers managed by 
the corporate communication/public relations departments are not as often involved in one-on-meetings 
(M=2.75) as officers managed by finance/treasury departments (M=3.63) or as officers from a stand alone 
investor relation department (M=3.69). Investor relations officers from communication/public relations 
departments are also more often involved in the controlled media communications and performing 
managing tasks than officers from finance/treasury departments or stand alone investor relations 
departments. 
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Next research questions asks, what publics do investor relations officers communicate to and what 

publics do investor relations officers communicate to the most often and the least often. The survey’s 
approach to this question is threefold. First, practitioners are asked what percentage of their time is 
devoted to the activities targeted at one of another public. However, this question might ignore the fact 
that communication tasks with some publics might simply be more time consuming than with others, 
while the most important public for the investor relation officer may be not the one that she has to 
communicate the most percent of his time. To take it into the account, the second question asks 
respondents to rate the importance of the same target publics for an investor relation officer. The third 
question, it its turn, asks to rate the importance once again of the same publics but now in terms of their 
influence on the stock price of the organization. The results reveal that funds and other institutional 
investors consume the most time of the investor relations officers (almost 40% on average) with stock 
analysts following closely behind consuming almost 33 percent of investor relations officers’ time. 
Despite the fact that investor relations is a heavily regulated area and in fact many of investor relations 
officers complain about complexity of regulations in this survey, activities targeted at compliance with 
various regulatory organizations consume on average only 3.4 percent of investor relations officers’ time. 

When asked to rate the importance of publics for an IRO: important, somewhat important, somewhat 
unimportant, and unimportant, the majority of respondents rate institutional investors as important 
(M=3.97), stock analysts rating is also high (M=3.88), as well as internal publics (M=3.66). The results of 
the rating publics in terms of their influence on the stock price are quite similar with institutional 
investors rated as the most important (M=3.95), and followed by stock analysts (M=3.70). However, 
internal publics’ influence of the stock price is rated low (M=2.70), which is even lower than influences 
of mass media (M=2.82). 
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The importance of various target publics as perceived by investor relations officers might also 
influence the way these officers would communicate with them, or what activities these officers are 
involved most often. Since the questions about activities is asked in this survey (discussed previously), it 
is possible to see if any significant correlations could be identified. And, in fact, several correlations could 
be identified that show significant results. IROs who value institutional investors most are more often 
involved in ownership research (r = .439, p < .001) and one-on-one meetings (r = .603, p < .001). Less 
significant correlations are identified with participating in road-shows (r = .321, p < .015) and responding 
to investors’ requests (r = .321, p < .015). The more, however, IRO values private investors the more 
likely such IRO to be involved in mass media related activities (r = .365, p < .01).  

The more important for IRO internal publics the more likely such IRO will participate in performing 
managing tasks (r = .417, p < .001). Finally, involvement in managing tasks is also positively correlated 
with the importance IROs assign to communications with regulatory organizations (r = .365, p < .01), 
although this correlation is not as significant. 

Next research question addresses educational background of investor relations officers. After all the 
previous findings it comes as no surprise that the majority of IROs have business related educations. 
Eighty-six percent of all respondents have business related education in finance, accounting, 
management, or marketing. Only 9 percent report a communication related education such as journalism 
or public relations. Almost 60 percent of all officers enjoy the luxury of graduate degree, with MBA 
being the most often mentioned degree.  

The last research question asks what do practitioners consider to be the biggest problem facing 
investor relations today. To collect these responses an open-ended option is provided to the respondents 
where they are not limited in their response options. The content analysis of the responses allows 
identifying five major categories all responses fall into. First, the majority of respondents (40%) mention 
complexity of regulatory requirements investor relations officers have to comply with. One of the 
respondents says that the biggest challenge of today’s investor relations is being aware “of all of the 
regulatory requirements.” Respondents are critical of the regulation in the area of investor relations, as 
one of the respondents explains “regulation is confusing and increasing, and does not enhance 
information but instead creates unnecessary bureaucracy.” The regulations are blamed for interfering with 
disclosure of information instead of helping it; in fact one respondent calls “balancing tougher disclosure 
requirements with market’s desire for greater transparency” as the biggest problem investor relations 
faces today. 

Twenty-six percent respondents state that the largest problem for investor relations reside within their 
respective organizations where they have to struggle for “support of senior management,” “recognition of 
investor relations as key function of the company” and “showing the value that investor relations brings to 
the table.” Respondents also complain on the lack of resources organizations assign to the investor 
relations function; IROs explain that “most IR groups are understaffed” and most of IR work is “done by 
one or two individuals.” 
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Among other problems mentioned are the dichotomy between Wall Street need for short-term profit 
and organization’s goal of creating long-term value. Investor relations officers struggle to “educate Wall 
Street on the long term strategies for value creation.” Another respondent elucidates, “A mismatch 
between management’s own horizon in running the company versus the Street’s fixation on what’s 
happening now creates challenges for IR in communicating with the Street, which often focuses on short 
term issues that really have no long term bearing on the company’s ultimate success.” Respondents also 
mention “diminishing role of sell-side analysts” (10%), “meeting informational needs of diverse group of 
investors and analysts” (6%) and other problems. 
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Conclusions 
The results of the survey presented above allow confirming that investor relations is still largely 

treated as a financial function other than a communication function of an organization. Despite 
demanding from investor relations to “enhance corporate value through effective communication” (NIRI, 
2004) there is not much communication expertise in the investor relations practice today. These findings 
are quite in line with the literature review that also reveals dominance of financial executives in the 
investor relations domain. Petersen and Martin study (1996) place the blame for this situation at CEOs of 
organizations who “do not perceive investor relations to be part of the public relations function” (p. 173). 
However, following this study, one might wonder why CEOs should treat investor relations any 
differently when majority of investor relations officers have a financial or management education and 
investor relations programs are managed by finance/treasure departments more often than by 
communication/public relations departments. It is unclear how without a background in strategic 
communications, investor relations officers are expected to carry out “effective communications” and 
enhance through them corporate value. Even more, majority of activities investor relations officers are 
involved in are part of strategic communication function. Although, IROs seldom communicate with the 
media, they are most often involved in road-shows and presentations, responding to requests, 
communicating with top-management and in one-on-one meetings, all of which are strategic 
communication activities. Thus, it becomes important for an investor relations officers not only to be able 
to know the words of the investor relations language (financial terms) but also to know the grammar of 
this language and the proper ways to use these words (strategic communication). In other words, both 
areas of expertise, business and communication, are essential to the practice of investor relations and 
today’s practice lacks knowledge and expertise that comes from the communication research. 

Consequently, this study argues that investor relations is not simply has some connections to 
communications, but is deeply rooted in the area of communication sciences. Chatlos (1984) in the 
chapter on the evolution of investor relations notices that “communications became the chief ingredient in 
all investor relations activities” (p. 85). Indeed, business discipline awards investor relation with 
specialized terms, equations, and jargon, while public relations heritage contributes strategies and tactics 
of delivering this highly specialized message. After all, it is quite common to find an MBA graduates 



 251

managing enterprises in such diverse fields as agriculture, metallurgy, banking, engineering, or tourism. 
They know how to manage a company, the details of each specific industry, its terms and peculiarities 
they learn on the job. With investor relations, however, the situation seems to be the opposite: people who 
know the financial terms and formulas are preferred over people who know how to build effective 
communication campaigns and develop beneficial relationships that companies strive for. It, however, 
presents certain problems in the way IROs manage their responsibilities. Lou Thompson, president of 
NIRI at SEC-sponsored public forum expressed concerns in communications produced by the investor 
relations departments, “Most good writers labor to ensure they are communicating clearly and precisely 
while conserving on words. Companies need to follow the same practice in writing for investors” (as cited 
in Allen, 2002, p. 209). Future studies are needed, however, to learn why such a low value placed on the 
communication expertise in the investor relations departments. 

Another conclusion that perhaps might be connected with the previous one is the reactive nature of 
the investor relations activities. Dominant majority of investor relations officers (ninety-three percent) say 
that most often they respond to request from shareholders, analysts, stockbrokers, etc. All respondents say 
they respond to requests most often or often. Thus, communications are caused by the other party, with 
IROs simply trying to cope with the requests. The proactive way of delivering information is 
underutilized. In fact, controlled media communication, such as websites, mailings lists, newsletters, or 
other company’s media that might allow investor relations officers to set an agenda, proactively deliver 
information to the interested parties is mentioned by only 30 percent of officers as the activity they are 
involved in most often. Another 30 percent say that they seldom use the controlled media 
communications. This finding is quite in line with the previous studies. For example, Hayagreeva Rao 
and Kumar Sivakumar (1999), proclaim that IROs are mostly consumed by technical rather than strategic 
activities. They conclude that even today “an exclusive emphasis on intended technical activities deflects 
attention from the symbolic nature of investor relations departments and the institutional sources of 
organizational structure” (p. 30). 

At the same time, road-shows, presentations, and conferences are the activities rated equally high 
(M=3.93), which might be either proactive or reactive activity. Thus, more research is required before any 
definite conclusions about the reactivity/proactivity of investor relations can be made. 

Another activity important to investor relations officers is providing information to the top-
management or other departments of the organization (M=3.79). Along with ownership research it might 
suggest the two-way communication is in the very nature of investor relations, when information is not 
traveling simply from organizations through IROs to target publics, but IROs also deliver information 
from these target publics back to the management of organizations, counseling management. Thus, two-
way communications, an ideal that public relations has been and still is striving for, investor relations has 
incorporated in its very nature. In fact, based on the models of public relations, “two-way symmetrical 
public relations attempts to balance the interests of the organization and its publics” (Grunig, Grunig, & 
Dozier, 2002, p. 15). Indeed, if the profession of public relation has continued struggles for two-way 
symmetrical communication, investor relations might be the area where symmetrical communications are 
quite common. It is important for the top-management to know who owns the company, who trades the 
stock, and what are their motivations; shareholder research is not uncommon in the investor relations. 
Investor relations practitioners are required not only to deliver the company’s message to the 
shareholders, but also to learn the shareholders position and present it to the company’ top-management. 
National Investor Relations Institute recommends, “The company’s investor relations officer…should be 
required to meet with an independent committee of the board…to report feedback from investors and 
analysts” (Thompson, 2002). 

The job of the investor relations officer is more than providing information about investors to the 
organization; IROs also need to serve investors, analysts and so on and provide them with the information 
they need to make an informed decision. It seems quite similar to the “mixed motives” model (Grunig et 
al., 2002), or in other words, IROs become loyal both to their employers and to the target publics. In 
today’s investment market responsibilities of investor relations officers to the investment community at 
large are growing. “Investor relations officers should heed marketplace rumblings about earnings 
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measurers and understand exactly what analysts and investors of the company want, but may not be 
getting, from financial disclosures,” Allen writes (2002, p. 210). Indeed, serving investors is the exact 
work that corporations’ management requires from the IROs. Lou Thompson, President of the National 
Investor Relations Institute, elucidates, 

The role of investor relations is to minimize investor risk by assuring that the company is 
providing information that is clear and understandable through means that achieve full and fair 
disclosure. The lower the perceived risk in investing in a company, the lower the company’s cost 
of capital. There is a true bottom line benefit of full and fair disclosure. (as cited in Allen, 2002, p. 
209). 

In other words, the more IROs serves the public, the investment community, the better it is for the 
organization because it decreases investor’s risk and thus decreases the cost of capital for the company. 
The “mixed-motive” and “two-way communications” appear to be at the very heart of the investor 
relations profession. Several other studies also link the effective investor relations and expanded 
informative disclosure with increased demands for the corporation’s shares and lower risk premium, and 
thus, lower cost of capital (Gelb, 2000; Fishman & Hagerty, 1989; Benston, 1986). Additional research, 
however, is desired to learn the specific nature and content of these information streams, and strategic 
intentions behind them. 

Another finding of this research that confirms the literature review is the unclear and undefined 
functions of the investor relations departments at organizations. As the analysis of the current survey 
reveals, depending upon what department is managing the investor relations function the essence of the 
function can change quite significantly. In fact, communications with the mass media are almost never 
done by investor relations officers under the supervision of finance/treasure department, but investor 
relations officers under the supervision of communication/public relations departments label mass media 
associated activities as the ones they are involved in most often or often. The means are also quite 
different for controlled media activities, or one-on-one meetings depending upon who supervises the 
investor relations function at an organization. Thus, investor relations jobs at various organizations may 
have differences in activities and responsibilities. In fact, further research should be done to attempt to 
create a typology of investor relations functions, with the ultimate goal of creating an ideal investor 
relations function or set of functions depending upon the organizational needs.  

Similarly, personal preferences of the investor relations officers influence what activities he will 
participate in. In fact, if she values institutional investors over private, she is more likely to engage in 
activities targeted at such investors: roadshows or one-on-one meetings. If investor relations officer 
believes in the importance of internal publics (employees, management), he is more likely to be involved 
in performing managing tasks. In other words, not only the department that oversees investor relations 
activities is important, but personal preferences and beliefs of the investor relations officer are important 
because they might influence what activities such officer will perform more often and what publics such 
officer will be dealing with more often. 

Two final conclusions are concerned with the changing role of the investor relations activities. As one 
of the respondents explains, investor relations today is getting “more responsibilities, fewer resources.” 
Investor relations officers are struggling for “support of senior management.” However, these struggles 
could be quite different: in some cases, IROs have to fight for recognition of importance of the IR 
function, while in other cases, IROs have to struggle against overestimation of capabilities of the IR 
department. One respondent elucidates that “internal executives think that we (investor relations officers) 
can manage the stock price.” Additional research is needed to evaluate the role and assigned importance 
of the investor relations function at the organizations, their influence on the stock price, and estimation of 
resources and responsibilities of investor relations departments. 

Changing regulatory environment and compliance with these regulations is the biggest problem 
facing investor relations today as claimed by the majority of respondents. Yet, only 29 percent of the very 
same respondents say that activities associated with compliance with regulations and policies are the 
activities they are involved in most often. Only 3.4 percent of their time investor relations officers spend 
in activities associated with regulatory organizations. Additional research is required to explain this 
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dilemma, yet, one might propose that compliance and regulatory activities could be outsourced by the 
investor relations officers either to legal departments of the organizations or to the third party outside of 
their respective organizations. In this case, the importance of such activities is recognized (outside 
specialists are brought in to deal with these issues), yet they do not consume much time of the investor 
relations officers. 

This study should not be used to make overall conclusions and generalizations because it serves as an 
initial exploratory research limited in its scope and methodology. Yet, this study attempts to break the 
silence surrounding the investor relations in the academic circles and call attention to this important area 
of research both for business and for communication fields. Additional research on investor relations is 
required to successfully define the profession, its role, importance, responsibilities, and entry 
requirements. Strategic communication expertise is not utilized much in today’s investor relations both in 
practice and in research, thus this study calls for more communication involvement in the area of investor 
relations. Investor relations is a practice on the border of finance and communications and synergy 
between these two areas is essential. Cooperation of all parties, practitioners, educators, and professional 
organizations, is needed to make a claim at investor relations function as a vital function for public 
corporations that in fact can “enhance corporate value through effective communication” (NIRI, 2004). 

Endnotes 
1. ProQuest is a database that contains business publications and combines content from ABI/INFORM 

Global, ABI/INFORM Trade & Industry, ABI/INFORM Dateline and the ABI/INFORM Archive. 
2. Although it is largely true, some companies, for example with number of employees over 500, also have to 

publish their financial data even if they do not have any outside shareholders. For more details on Fortune-
500 and its methodologies see http://www.fortune.com/fortune/fortune500 or consult the most recent 
publication of Fortune-500 ratings in Fortune 149(7), April 5, 2004. 

3. The search in ProQuest (a database that contains business publications and combines content from 
ABI/INFORM Global, ABI/INFORM Trade & Industry, ABI/INFORM Dateline and the ABI/INFORM 
Archive) returned 393 peer-reviewed articles published in the scholarly journals where Fortune-500 was 
mentioned either in the title or in the abstract. 
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The purpose of this study is to propose a theoretical framework of international public relations of other 
countries’ governments in a target country, and to test the relationships among key variables.  Based on 
literatures on public diplomacy, international newsworthiness, and international public relations, this 
study identified three dimensions of relational significance between two countries—economic, political, 
and cultural significance—to affect the level of international public relations activities of other countries 
in a target country.  It tested how these three dimensions are related to the number and dollar amount of 
public relations contracts of 157 countries in the U.S., based on the FARA (Foreign Agency Registration 
Act) report by the U.S. Department of Justice.  This study found that the more economic and political 
significance a country has with the U.S., the more public relations activities (money) the country performs 
(spends) in the U.S.  Cultural significance had mixed findings. Suggestions for future study as well as 
several implications on theory and methodology are discussed, drawing on the experience of this study.  
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This paper explores the linkage between and among these concepts: organizational strategic management; 
public relations/communication (PR/C) function strategic management; corporate deliberate strategy; 
corporate and business line emergent strategy; strategy execution and change management programs; and 
stakeholder relations management. 

In Excellent Public Relations and Effective Organizations: A Study of Communication Management 
in Three Countries, Larissa Grunig, James Grunig and Davis Dozier discuss the need to link the PR/C 
department to the strategic management of the organization and to manage the department strategically. 
They provide an excellent model, the Model of Strategic Management of Public Relations (FIG. 5.1, 
P.145). At a high level, the model ‘describes’, or illustrates visually, the linkage between the strategic 
management of PR/C and the strategic management of the organization itself.  

The model limits the concept of the strategic management of the organization to one box labelled 
“Management Decisions.” That is, the model provides little detail on actual strategic management: the 
development and the execution of corporate and business level strategy. In particular, the model does not 
differentiate between two different types of strategy development, what Henry Mintzberg, Bruce 
Ahlstrand and Joseph Lampel in Strategy Safari: A Guided Tour Through the Wilds of Strategic 
Management call strategy formulation and strategy formation. Nor does the model offer detail on strategy 
execution, especially on change management programs. While the model offers an excellent overall 
conceptualization of PR/C strategic management, it has less utility as an applied model – one that can 
describe the actual management of strategy at the corporate, business line and PR/C department levels. 

The need, it seems, is to open up and rethink the conceptualization of two specific boxes in the Model 
of Strategic Management of Public Relations. These boxes are Management Decisions and 
Communication Programs. The first refers to the corporate and business line management of strategy and 
the second to the PR/C department’s management of strategy. Five factors support an examination of 
these two boxes: (1) strategy development and execution is increasingly becoming more decentralized 
than centralized yet the box Management Decisions appears to suggests a high-level centralized activity; 
(2) various authors on strategy - from Henry Mintzberg to Tom Peters to Michael Porter - state than less 
than 10% of formulated strategies and their stated goals in corporate strategic plans are ever realized; (3) 
execution of formulated and formed strategies (deliberate and emergent according to Henry Mintzberg) is 
viewed as more important than strategy development; (4) given its typical decentralized organizational 
structure, PR/C, potentially, can contribute more to emergent strategy than to deliberate strategy 
development; and (5) also given its typical decentralized organizational structure, PR/C,  potentially, can 
contribute more through assistance in the execution of emergent strategy, notably with change 
management programs. 

The above discussion leads to creation of seven propositions on which the paper is based: 
 That the common professional wisdom of linking PR/Communication (PR/C) strategy and 

goals to deliberate corporate strategy and goals is flawed; 
 That few formulated corporate strategies are implemented fully; 
 That the implementation or execution of corporate strategy is more important than the 

strategy itself; 
 That strategy execution is strategic change (change in stakeholder behaviour), and is 

conducted at the business line (BL) or central staff function (CSF) sub-system level – with 
the stakeholders each “owns”; 
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 That the strategic role of PR/C is to represent the effects of discontinuity from and on 
stakeholders in relation to deliberate and emergent strategy execution; 

 That PR/C management is disintegrated and decentralized, mirroring sub-system stakeholder 
management in organizations; and 

 That PR/C performance management is about actions and activities enacted to smooth the 
interplay of strategy execution and stakeholders’ behaviours. 

Given that an organization’s strategic management is less centralized, less concerned with elaborate 
and detailed strategy development (strategic plans) and more concerned with the execution of emergent 
strategy, one can conclude that the strategic management of the PR/C function, to be successful, must 
mirror that of the organization. The PR/C function, therefore, should be organized to support strategy 
where it emerges and is executed. 
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Current models for teaching international public relations performance have related to use of available 
textbooks combined with study of the media, performance requirements, and cultures in selected areas of 
the world or travel abroad experiences in which visitation is made to countries, public relations firms, and 
government agencies. 

With the availability of PolyCom equipment enabling visual communication via the Internet, Ball 
State began to experiment with a concept of combining students in two parts of the world in learning 
theory and performance together. Michael Morley provides credence for the concept when he notes that 
the top jobs of the future will be reserved for those who have worked in more than one global market 
(Morley, 2002, 8) 

The educational partner selected by Ball State University was the Pontifical Catholic University of 
Rio Grande do Sul due to the strength of its public relations program under the direction of Dr. Roberto 
Simoes, one of South America’s leading public relations educators. A second factor for the selection 
related to an existing “Partners of the Americas” relationship between the State of Indiana and the State of 
Rio Grande do Sul in Brazil. Partners, a program sanctioned and supported by the United States 
Department of State, has provided a way of making contacts within the State of Rio Grande do Sul and 
some limited travel support for exchanges of students and faculty between countries. 

Another factor contributing to the selection was a two-hour time difference that has allowed classes 
to be scheduled for the same time period each week in both countries. 

The international class concept was initiated in the 2003 with the Red Cross defined as clients in both 
Muncie, Indiana and in the city of Porto Alegre, Brazil. Students in each class prepared a campaign for 
application in each other’s country. Students in both countries were required to counsel each other in 
planning and to conduct target audience research needed by their international counterpart. The concept 
proved successful and was repeated in the following year with the Partners of America organizations on 
both countries identified as clients. Again, students prepared international campaigns working with 
respective international clients and using each other for counsel and for conducting needed target 
audience research. Client meetings and final campaign presentations were made using PolyCom visual 
communication and telephone conference equipment. Lectures provided at the beginning of terms by both 
Ball State and Catholic University public relations faculty covered key theory and methodologies. Student 
account teams met weekly after clients had meet in sessions with both classes. 

In the fall (U.S.) and spring (Brazil) of 2004, a term where the semesters overlap better than other 
time periods, Eli Lilly agreed to provide the students with a project that would involve the conduct of a 
survey to learn Brazilian public perception of pharmaceutical companies. Lilly was particularly interested 
in learning whether its branding messages were achieving public awareness in comparison to other 
pharmaceutical companies. 

 The task presented new challenges that instructors recognized were similar to the challenges faced by 
working professionals. The two student groups first had to learn the extent of their communication 
limitations, differences in the understanding and performance of public relations, differences in 
knowledge levels of methodology, and limitations of communication created by cultural differences. 
Because the American students, all of whom were graduating seniors, were working for the first time with 
entry level Brazilian students in directing the research activities, United States students, in addition to 
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cultural differences, also had to learn the problems they would encounter in working with colleagues with 
a different level of experience and educational development. They also had their first experience in 
working directly with an international client. 

  Brazilian students, on the other hand, had to work with U.S. students with expectations based on 
their knowledge levels and cultural orientation gained through internships, summer jobs, observation of 
parents, and, in some cases, student public relations agency involvement. 

The result was that through visual communication and the sharing of what proved to be limited 
cultural understanding of each other’s cultures, students in both classes made assumptions about their 
similarities based more on physical appearance than on assurance of common understanding. As a result, 
differences developed in the way each group would understand the importance of research methodology 
and the way they would view deadlines needs. The communication problems also related to lack of 
common understanding of research objectives and methodology determination as to how a sample could 
be selected for statistical significance. Resulting quality control concerns created additional relationship 
difficulties. 

Review of Literature 
The literature and research related to teaching internationally and to international public relations 

performance remains limited. While four books now exist with value to instructors as textbooks for 
teaching international public relations courses (Culbertson and Chen, 1996; Moss and DeSanto, 2002, 
Sriramesh and Verac, 2003, Tilson and Alozie, 2004), and growing content in journals since 2000 has 
outlined cultural differences by countries, only two contributions have addressed the actual teaching of 
international public relations (Sallott and DeSanto, 2003). 

The fast globalization of today’s market place and public relations arena has increased the need for 
international public relations practitioner working relationships. According to Kumar, “The impact of the 
globalization of business is so profound that it has been described as the second Industrial Revolution.” 
He points out that globalization not only means bigger businesses, but also more complex businesses 
(Kumar, 1999, 3).  The increasing complexity and foreign market growth opportunities are adding to the 
educational complexity of preparing students with knowledge for international public relations 
performance.    

Globalization in public relations has become crucial as more “American public relations firms 
increasingly represent international organizations and interests, and deal with an American reality 
affected by international events” (Acosta-Alzuru, 2003, 401). 

 This compressing of the world into a “‘smaller’ and more diverse” (Moss & DeSanto, 2002) place, 
sets the agenda and creates a sense of urgency to “place more culture and multiculturalism at the center of 
international studies” (Acosta-Alzuru, 2003, 401) and research. 

 Educators recognize the impact that the world’s struggle between “uniformity and differentiation” 
(Barber, 1995) process will have in the career of the future international professionals, that will find 
themselves in need of constant interaction with other “cultures, societies, political structures, and 
[different] ways of thinking and leaving” (DeSanto, 2003, 389). 

It is important to increase the awareness of educators, practitioners, and students for the need of 
understanding of the world beyond the U.S. borders. The international experience will not only contribute 
to students’ professional and academic development, but also will add to student’s understanding of their 
own identity. (Acosta-Alzuru, 401). In this instance, students would be gaining not only “academic” 
knowledge, but also “learning how to function with people from backgrounds different from their own” 
(DeSanto, 2003, 395). 

Common difficulties found when teaching in the international setting are students’ lack of knowledge 
of their own culture, vague or almost no sense of geography, history, and cultures, and, very little 
exposure to a foreign language. Also in many instances, instructors will encounter “few students that have 
traveled abroad, many have never even been outside their own state, and the majority is only aware of 
those regions in which the U.S. foreign policy has interest” (Acosta-Alzuru, 2003, 402). While the 
literature does not substantiate similar experience and knowledge for international students, it can be 
assumed that many international public relations students will share these same limitations. 
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Instructors must share their own international views and experiences, and fill in the gaps in their 
students’ cultural ignorance of geographical, historical, political, socio-cultural, and stereotypical views 
of the world to help overcome these deficiencies. Above all, it is crucial that instructors foster a learning 
environment that promotes respect and mutual learning (Acosta-Alzuru, 2003, 402). 

Because of America’s dominance and excellence in public relations, American instructors will learn 
that foreign students and their instructors may use America’s public relations as a role model. Therefore, 
in teaching international performance, it is important to emphasize differences in media regulation, 
financial regulation, and law among nations. Otherwise students may attempt to implement domestic 
models into an international campaign with the erroneous view that what works in America will work 
everywhere. 

Cross-cultural interaction places students in an uncomfortable situation, where change in perception 
and chaos in communication can occur in the performance of even the simplest tasks. DeSanto defined 
the problem by explaining that at least once during her travel abroad teaching course model, “...students 
will experience the exhilaration or frustration of the “American” moment. That is when they truly feel 
American when interacting with another culture” (DeSanto, 2003, 394). 

 When teaching Americans abroad, DeSanto suggests asking students to remember that moment so 
they can identify how they felt and to think about how that translates into the global world of business and 
future public relations practice. 

 It is clear from the literature that authors agree that international interaction requires adaptation. It is 
expected that challenges will occur beyond the use of a common language by at least one of the groups. 
Cultural blend and attitude engagement appeared to be the most difficult tasks for the students’ interaction 
during the public relations campaigns course taught between Ball State University (BSU) in Muncie, 
Indiana and Pontifical Universidad Catolica (PUC) in Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil. 

 Instructors recognized that the problems experienced in student interaction would in all probability 
exist in the development of working relationships between international practitioners. 

Therefore, the following research questions were identified: 
Based on the observation of student interaction in Porto Alegre, Brazil, and in Muncie, Indiana, 

U.S.A., and international teaching experience of the instructors, could the primary areas of expected 
cultural misunderstanding be identified for international public relations performance? 

Could exercises be developed that could be recommended for teaching and for professional 
performance that would reduce miscommunication and help assure harmonious international partnership 
in achieving effective public relations performance? 

Methodology   Student observation was the primary method of analysis used in this behavioral study. All three 
authors joined in their analysis of communication and relationship difficulties and teaching needs, as well 
as the identification of solutions. 

In addition, an examination of information needs was based on the actual travel experience and 
research of public relations performance differences between the United States and Latin American 
countries. 

 One of the authors also examined the cross cultural literature for exercises designed to increase 
cultural understanding and took advantage of the visitation of the head of the “Partners” program in Rio 
Grande do Sul to discuss possible cultural exercises. 

Findings 
Observation of student behavior and communication showed that students quickly responded to 

appearance of each other. The lack of differences in dress, style, and classroom appearance and what 
appeared to be similar understanding of what public relations is caused students to see each other as 
having common experience without recognition of their dissimilarities.  

An assignment in which each student group was to research what they could learn about each other’s 
culture and then explain what they had learned to the other student group for correction of their 
perceptions, fell short of instructor expectations. As DeSanto has noted, students had a limited 
understanding of their own cultures in terms of their cultures shaped work performance attitudes, attitudes 
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toward the media, views of organizations and government, and ethical frames of reference. Instead, 
students presented geographical, racial, and some religious understanding, but it tended to be superficial 
without explanation of how the factors contribute to public opinion and behaviors. 

Sessions in which strategic planning methodologies were presented and in which theories such as 
situation, diffusion, communication and public relations theory were discussed resulted in questions about 
the theories rather than cross cultural differences. While it was acknowledged by instructors that 
international work experience might have aided in student knowledge of what questions should be asked, 
the recognition was that exercises were needed to help students identify their differences. 

Language was a known barrier. While all students and instructors were reasonably fluent in English, 
it was apparent that not all students in both cultures (and the U.S. and Brazilian Lilly managers) fully 
understood public relations terminology, performance differences, or cultural factors that would impact 
working relationships and communication. A disadvantage was that instructors as well as interpreter 
assistants were unable to quickly recognize when miscommunication had occurred because of lack of 
knowledge of Portuguese or a thorough knowledge of English or simply because of the time limitations in 
learning individual student misunderstanding. Client communication class time limitations and the design 
of the course within weekly class periods and meetings requiring students to move rapidly in completing 
research, planning and their creativity were recognized as contributing factors to misunderstandings. 

With one author active in the International Section of PRSA and the International Public Relations 
Association, knowledge of American practitioner problems in identifying what they view as international 
practitioners with their shared understanding of public relations performance needs was known. The 
knowledge enabled the authors to recognize that while international miscommunication would be greater 
among inexperienced students, the same problems would be present when two international groups 
combine to address public relations tasks. 

Based on three years of experience in working with students in the strategic planning for three 
different types of clients, instructors were able to identify the following knowledge areas as those where 
students had information needs about their own cultures in order to effectively counsel international 
colleagues:  

• Full understanding of public relations terminology as related to performance in their own country. 
This was a requirement in order to accurately explain use and meaning of terminology to an 
international colleague. 

• How public relations is performed; performance requirements; and how public relations 
performance and professionals relate to advertising, marketing, publicity, lobbying, and 
journalism and the professionals in each area. 

• How people in their own society want to receive information; how they communicate both 
formally and informally; literacy levels; existing artificial barriers to communication within target 
audiences: data on telephone/cell phone users, televisions/radios/computers in homes, cable 
subscribers, satellite subscribers, viewing and listening information. 

• Facts on media within their area: number of newspapers, radio stations, television stations, 
magazines, restrictions and requirements of media. 

• Cultural conditioning relating to the following: attitudes towards work deadlines, priorities for 
family and work, work periods, social activity preferences, attitudes toward religion, important 
holidays and reasons for the holiday observance in the society, attitudes relating to work 
relationships: gender, racial, social; attitudes toward service. 

• Business Performance: annual report requirements, any laws requiring business to make 
information available to the public, product recalls reported in media in past year.  

• Government laws and regulations impacting public relations performance: Lobbying 
requirements and restrictions; open record laws; laws relating to consumer rights; laws limiting 
political gifts and requiring that a public record be made of the gift; libel laws and laws relating to 
freedom of the press, laws relating to discrimination. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 
In a cross-cultural taught campaigns course, it is essential to teach not only performance needs and 

differences, but also the attitude and the behavior required to work with those with whom you must 
associate in an unfamiliar culture.  

Problems in miscommunication in this observation were found to increase with visual 
communication. An immediate affinity developed between participants based on the similarity of 
appearance and surroundings giving both international groups a false sense of the lack of need to learn 
and probe differences in common understanding. As a result, participants were inclined to assume their 
international work partners shared common understanding of public relations and of its performance 
needs. The reasons were that in group discussions, the differences were not identified while similarities 
were and there was a natural desire on the part of all participants to communicate their capability of 
handling the task at hand.  The result was that needed exchange of information did not occur until 
misunderstanding became apparent. The need among public relations practitioners working 
internationally is to identify differences in understanding prior to engagement in client activities. 
Needed public relations knowledge before beginning International performance. 

The goal in the following interaction exercises is to familiarize international student groups with an 
understanding of the communication needs they have before entering into problem solving and 
methodology application in working with clients or for organizations. The exercises have intentionally 
been prepared to serve the needs of both students learning to work internationally as well as professional 
groups, particularly those who have not previously worked with each other.  

The exercises, therefore, are recommended for use in international campaign classes and other 
international courses where actual international interaction is a part of the course as well as for use by 
professionals working for the first time with international counterparts. 
Key Public Relations Terms 

While many terms could be added to the following exercise and it is recognized that the need for 
inclusion of terms may even differ by country. Ten basic terms are suggested to facilitate dialogue and to 
all the identification of differences in understanding that must be commonly understood before engaging 
in public relations activity. 
Exercise 1: Definitions 
First individually, then as a group, define the following definitions as they are performed or have meaning 
in your country. Prepare your answers so that you are prepared to explain them to you international 
colleagues. 
Public Relations (Provide a concise definition. Then define in terms of its role in organizations. Conclude 
by describing it in terms of the responsibilities professionals will perform in your country.) 
Advertising  
Marketing 
Publicity 
Propaganda 
Focus Group 
Statistical significance 
Simple random survey 
Strategic planning 
Crisis Management 
Social Responsibility 
Public relations performance 

Public relations is not performed uniformly worldwide.  The need is for an international work group 
to understand needs for the accomplishment of public relations tasks and the restrictions they may have as 
to how they must work in working together to accomplish needed goals and objectives.  
Exercise 2: Public Relations Performance 
Both students and professionals should identify the educational requirements, licensing, professional 
membership affiliations desirable, and ethic code requirements for public relations performance in their 
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countries. This will contribute to the understanding of work force needs, time needs, and performance 
parameters. 

In the case of students, it is recommended that they combine what they learn through interviews of 
actual professionals showing a variety of workplace performance in their area. The purpose is to provide a 
window showing some of the different performance activities and to allow their international colleagues 
see what the work place looks like in different organizational positions. They should then share their 
videos and explain what they observed and learned in talking with working professionals. 
Communication  

The need is to share information that will allow understanding of differences. Practitioners tend to 
make recommendations and suggest solutions based on experience they have had in working in their own 
countries. An understanding of differences will help create awareness of differences in strategies and 
tactics. 

Groups should develop a Communication Fact Sheet about the communication process in their 
countries. The purpose will be to build understanding for recommendations and aid in the understanding 
for differences in communication methodology. 
Exercise 3: Public/Target Audience Communication 

The fact sheet should include: (May be related to national data or by city or regions depending on 
needs) 

Literacy levels 
Televisions sets per home 
Number of Cell telephones in use 
Number of fixed home telephones 
Number of cable subscribers 
Satellite communication access 
Number of home computers with Internet access 
Demographic profile by age, education, race, gender, economic level etc. 
Where secondary research exists, information should be provided as to how audiences prefer to 
receive information. 
Where secondary research information is not available, a video is recommended with informal 
surveying of people at a local mall or event where a mix of people can be asked how they like to 
receive information about products or programs. 

Media 
Because every country has differences in the development of its media, the need is to provide a broad 

understanding o Students and professionals should prepare and share media fact sheets appropriate for the 
public relations task they will need to perform. 

The sharing process again helps build understanding of differences so that each international group 
understands their communication needs and each other’s orientation. 
Exercise 4: Media Fact Sheet 
Prepare a list of the following mass media with explanations of the audiences for each media. 
Newspapers 
e-newspapers 
Magazines 
Televisions stations 
Radio stations 
Define any existing restrictions on gifts to journalists or payment for placement of what will appear to be 
editorial content? Describe penalties and the enforcement agencies. 
Define the libel laws in your country. 
Identify any existing laws relating to freedom of the press. 

Cultural differences 
Cultural differences can create major problems for international partners unless they are aware of the 

differences and have discussed them in advance so that later misunderstandings do not occur. The 
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following exercise is designed to identify cultural differences that may affect working relationships in the 
performance of public relations activities. 
Exercise 5: Key Cultural Differences 
Please identify the daily work schedule of public relations practitioners in your country: 
How do you identify the importance of deadlines in your culture? (Please describe what you are always 
willing to do to meet a business deadline: work all weekends, on holidays, give up vacation time, miss 
family birthdays, etc. Describe what is normal in your society.) 
What are the important holidays in your society and the reasons? 
What are the most important things to know about religion in your society? (Identify dos and don’ts.) 
What are the attitudes toward gender, race, etc. (Define in terms of working and communication 
relations)? 
What are the preferred social activities in your culture? (Define in terms of social group involvement and 
spectator events.) 
What are the most important foods in your culture for which an international visitor will gain respect in 
trying? What food events would be important in planning public relations activities? 
What are some of the most important ethical values relating to business relationships and performance 
that an international partner should know about?  
How do you see the importance of public service in your society? 

Business performance differences 
An understanding of business performance differences will help international teams work more 

comfortably with each other and aid in understanding of national orientations. 
Exercise 6: Key Business Performance  
How would you describe the prevailing attitudes of managers toward social responsibility? 
Cite a recent example of corruption in your society and explain why this situation developed? Expand by 
citing steps that you feel would prevent or that have been taken to prevent the abuse cited. 
Identify and define the requirements of all laws requiring the public communication of business 
transactions. (Annual report requirements, laws relating to business disclosure, laws and penalties for 
personal gain from knowledge gained from inside information. 

Government Performance Differences and Reasons 
 One of the major factors influencing the way public relations will be performed within countries will 
relate to the existence or lack of open record laws, consumer protection laws. And laws relating to 
lobbying and political gifts. The reason is that such laws determine the degree of information the public 
will have access to within countries and the degree to which public opinion has been empowered in 
relation to the influence of wealthy organizations. While the following questions may need to be 
expanded based on the clients or organizations with whom practitioners or students are working. An effort 
has been made to identify some of the most important areas of exploration. 
Exercise: 7: Key Government Legal Requirements Relating to Public Relations Performance 
 Identify and describe the existing laws in your country relating to lobbyist. 

Identify and describe the requirements of “open record” laws in your country and how they 
impact organizations at the national and local level? 
Identify laws relating restricting gifts made to politicians. 
Identify laws relating to the ethics of government officials. 
Identify consumer rights laws and define the impact this is having on your country. Example: 
identify the product recalls made by businesses in past year. 
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“Both man and nature could end up big losers if we don't act now to turn back the tide of coastal land 
loss. It's destroying delicate habitat for marine and animal species...and jeopardizing our energy, 
maritime, commercial fisheries, and transportation centers.”  
--Governor Kathleen Babineaux Blanco, Louisiana 
 
This study applies the integration of the situational theory of publics with the elaboration likelihood 
model in order to segment publics and understand their information processing with regards to wetlands 
conservation communication efforts in Louisiana in order to equip coastal conservation organizations to 
communicate more strategically. 

Introduction  
Central to teaching and scholarship in public relations is the concept of a public.  A public may 

include actual or potential audiences, market segments, a group of people who share certain 
characteristics, or a community with common experiences or values.  In the planning of public relations 
campaigns, determining which target publics are likely to actually process the messages we disseminate is 
of paramount importance to the successful execution of any communication program.  Organizations are 
increasingly sophisticated in developing unique messages for specific publics and much of the current 
research in public relations in focuses on the management of relationships with key publics (Bridges & 
Nelson, 2000).    

Wetlands conservation groups in Louisiana share concern for the protection and restoration of the 
Louisiana coastal wetlands.  Since the 1930s, Louisiana has lost 1,900 square miles of coastal land 
(Barras et al., 2003).  Numerous scientific efforts are ongoing to preserve and restore the wetlands.  
Various conservation groups are involved in communicating to a variety of publics to maintain and 
increase public awareness and support for these costly efforts. 
While these conservation groups may differ in mission and organization, they have shared publics to 
whom they are communicating.  Identification of these shared publics may increase opportunity for more 
strategic communication.  According to Belsten (1996), community collaboration in environmental 
communication is inclusive and “participation of a wide variety of stakeholder interests is sought and 
actively encouraged” (p. 37).   

Literature Review 
The situational theory of publics argues that information-processing and information-seeking 

behaviors result from a combination of three variables: problem recognition, level of involvement, and 
constraint recognition (J. Grunig, 1997).  These variables influence the degree to which an individual 
engages in information processing (passively receiving information) or information seeking (deliberately 
searching for information on a particular issue).   

According to Hallahan (2000), public relations theory often focuses on engaged or active publics 
who, according to Grunig (1997) are engaged in information seeking.  Research often overlooks inactive 
or passive publics whose behavior Grunig characterizes as information processing.  In this age of 
information overload, information-processing represents a more realistic communication goal for 
campaign planners than information-seeking, so a more serious theoretical examination of information-
processing is in order. 

Sha and Lundy (2005) explored the conceptual connections between the situational theory and a 
theory of information-processing, the elaboration likelihood model (ELM). The ELM offers a framework 
for investigating factors that may increase or decrease the likelihood of a message receiving thoughtful 
consideration. The utility of the ELM, according to its developers, is to provide a “general framework for 
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organizing, categorizing, and understanding the basic processes underlying the effectiveness of 
communications” (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986, p. 125).   

Sha and Lundy (2005) argue that the integration of the ELM with the situational theory of publics 
produces an elegant theory with very strong explanatory power for elucidating information-processing in 
organizational publics. This integration offers a way for public relations program planners to predict 
information-processing in target publics, as well as an improved conceptualization of information-
processing for future use by public relations scholars. 

The purpose of this study is to apply this integration of the situational theory of publics with the 
elaboration likelihood model in order to segment publics and understand their information processing 
with regards to wetlands conservation communication efforts in Louisiana in order to equip coastal 
conservation organizations to communicate more strategically. 

Survey Administration 
This study uses the situational theory of publics in conjunction with the elaboration likelihood model 

of persuasion to determine the extent to which residents of Louisiana care about wetlands conservation.  
A survey will be conducted of randomly-selected Louisiana residents.  A professional research 
organization will be contracted to assist with respondent tracking, survey distribution, and data entry.    

The survey will measure communication predictors (problem recognition, level of involvement, and 
constraint recognition) asking respondents to indicate the extent to which they agree with various 
statements, with 1 being “least agree” and 5 being “most agree.”  The survey will also measure 
communication behaviors.   To measure information processing, respondents will be presented with the 
lead of a news story and asked whether they would give it a great deal of attention (4), some attention (3), 
a little attention (2), or almost no attention (1). To determine levels of information seeking, respondents 
will be presented with various booklet titles and asked whether they would definitely (4), probably (3), 
maybe (2) or never (1) call or send for the material.   

Respondents will be asked where they get information about wetlands conservation in Louisiana in 
order to determine whether relationships between media exposure and communication predictors 
(problem recognition, level of involvement, or constraint recognition) or communication behaviors 
(information processing or information seeking) contribute to the development of active publics.  Finally 
demographic and psychographic information will be collected in order to describe the characteristics 
which divide the publics.   

Cluster analysis will be used to analyze the data and segment the respondents into publics to be 
targeted.  This approach is used frequently in marketing (Bartholomew, Steele, Moustaki, and Galbraith, 
2002) for segmentation.   
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This paper examined the organization-public relationship of a state tourism office and its industry partners 
by adopting an identity-centered model in assessing and managing reputation.  Iowa Tourism Office and 
its industry partners were used as an example.  Managerial and theoretical implications of this new kind 
of relationship management were also discussed.  

Introduction 
A solid reputation provides any organization with a long-term franchise to operate because supportive 

groups and publics pave the way for future development.  A solid reputation among industry partners of a 
state tourism office is especially valuable for tourism industry because they are the “ambassadors” to help 
promote a state as a tourist destination.  As well, a good reputation – built on solid performance and past 
behavior – is an insurance policy that helps to limit the downside risk when crises hit.  For instance, a 
very recent study (Lyon & Cameron, 2004) reinforces the notion that reputation is a powerful force in 
subsequent judgments about a company, especially in the way a company responds to a crisis. 

Reputation is, therefore, regarded as a top priority of topics on which public relations researchers 
should focus.  And yet, very few studies have examined the interrelationships among different key 
stakeholder groups in defining the reputation of an organization.  Even though there is little empirical 
research in quantifying these abstract, subjective personal judgments (Fombrun and Van Riel, 1997; 
Hammond and Slocum, 1996; Ihlen, 2002; Lee, 2004; Morley, 1998), the way researchers define 
reputation is often mixed up with other related concepts such as corporate image and corporate identity.  
Reputation, unlike corporate image, is owned by the publics.  Image (or corporate identity), on the other 
hand, is an “inside-out” proposition, and concerns how the way the company wants to be viewed 
(Caudron, 1997).  

A lot of these studies focused on investigating the relationship between an organization with its 
external audiences, such as customers, general public and the media.  A unique type of external 
audiences, industry partner, has not been fully examined in the relationship management studies.  The 
American Heritage Dictionary defines a partner as “a person associated with another or others in some 
activity of common interest.”  Unlike a business partnership, the industry partner is not equally liable for 
debts nor has equal share of responsibility for the company’s profits and losses, nor its debts and 
liabilities in an industry partnership.  It is solely based on the quality of the relationships. 

To show the management function of public relations in an organization, it is necessary for public 
relations researchers to know what the organization stands for as well as how its separate key stakeholders 
think and feel about the organization.  To investigate this organization-public relationship, we cannot 
merely study reputation without considering other related constructs.  Similar to public relations practice, 
we cannot manage reputation through the corporate communication department alone without cooperation 
from other organizational units, such as marketing, public affairs, human resources and legal.  To excel 
our profession, we should use a relational approach (i.e. the study of identity, reputation, and 
identification) to broaden our understanding on the role and function of reputation in an organizational 
setting. 
Purpose of Study 

This paper aims to examine the organization-public relationship of a state tourism office and its 
industry partners by adopting an identity-centered model in assessing and managing reputation.  Iowa 
Tourism Office and its industry partners were used as an example to investigate the relationship between 
identity, identification and reputation.  Results of this study not only attempts to determine what 
reputational items/issues are important to the future success of the Iowa travel industry but also to provide 
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theoretical implications of adopting an identity-centered model of reputation management.  
Recommendations for managing reputation in an organization-partner relationship were also discussed. 

Conceptualization 
For almost a decade, public relations professionals, trade editors and scholars have been proposing 

the umbrella term “reputation management” as the distinctive focus for public relations work.  Hutton, 
Goodman, Alexander and Genest (2001), for example, asked the practitioners to identify directly the most 
important role of corporate communication in their organization.  Results showed that “reputation 
management” was the leading vote-getter, with about a third of the votes.  Respondents also ranked it as 
the leading philosophy of the overall role of the function with their organization, followed by “managing 
image.”  

Although both academic scholars and practitioners see the value of reputation management in public 
relations practice, there is no clear understanding about its actual role and function, particularly with other 
organizational units such as marketing, human resources, finance and legal.  Davies and Miles (1998), in 
fact, found little or no “reputation management” terminology in job titles or departments, and very little 
connection between reputation management theory and the reality of organization.  It, therefore, calls for 
a serious look at the theoretical underpinnings of reputation management theory in organizational public 
relations practice. 
The Reputation Controversy 

Many public relations scholars and corporate communication practitioners have attempted to identify 
and define the value of reputation, in relation to other similar concepts such as image, brand, brand 
equity, identity, and corporate identity (Gedulig 1999; Huey 2002; Jeffries-Fox Associates 2000; Vercic 
2000; see also Argenti 2003).  Some of these terms are used interchangeably in professional periodicals as 
well as academic literature of business and society, marketing, and communication scholars.  Jeffries-Fox 
Associates (2000), for instance, conducted a content analysis of 1,149 articles in 94 trade and academic 
publications to compare the use of the terms reputation, brand equity, and good will and found that 
reputation and brand equity were the most frequently used terms.  They concluded that “the same 
component ideas are associated with brand equity and corporate reputation” and that the terms are “used 
interchangeably” (p. 6).   

In addition, Lee (2004) attempted to develop a Corporate Image Scale to provide empirical evidence 
about the importance of the reputation component in corporate image.  The scale consists of seven factors 
– (1) Perceived Corporate Dynamism, (2) Perceived Quality of Products and Services, (3) Perceived 
Corporate Management, (4) Perceived Financial Prospect, (5) Perceived Advertising and Marketing 
Activities, (6) Perceived Treatment of Employees, and (7) Perceived Social Responsibility.  This scale, 
however, does not distinguish itself from the existing reputational indexes or clearly explains why a 
corporate image should include “reputation” component.   

Vercic (2000), in fact, criticized the attempt to position corporate reputation as the main value of 
public relations: 

For nearly a century, the public relations profession has been trying to dissociate itself 
from the image of being a profession about image-making.  It is therefore a pity that it 
tries to redefine itself as reputation management – which is basically the same as image-
making. (p. 4) 

Gedulig (1999), moreover, commented that “brand is more tangible, measurable, and manageable” 
(p. 36) than reputation.  Hatch and Schultz (2000) defined image as “the impression and perceptions of 
the organization formed and held by external stakeholders” (p. 20).  Jeffries-Fox Associates (2000) 
concluded that public relations managers are more likely to use the term reputation and marketing 
managers to use brand equity.  They recommended public relations practitioners use the term reputation 
to distinguish their work from the marketing practitioners.   

Huey (2002) made the distinction ever more clear.  Reputation is based more on performance 
whereas brand image is based more on communication effects than on actual performance.   Such an 
assessment was in line with findings from the International Association of Business Communicators 
sponsored Excellence Study (L. Grunig, J. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002) showing that what an organization 
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does (more than what it says) has a strong influence on what people think and say about it (its reputation), 
and the relationship they have with the organization. 

As well, this marketing or brand formulation of reputation favors publics most common to marketers 
including customers, suppliers, and shareholders.  Seen this way, the purpose of the “brand” is to create 
image of the product, service, or organization for these “marketing” publics.  Marketing scholars often 
take it for granted that the brand image is seen as some one-size-fits-all ideal umbrella attributes 
identifying the organization and will trickle down to employees, community members and opinion 
leaders, government regulators, the media, activist groups, volunteers and others.  For instance, on the 
website of the Reputation Institute (n.d.), Fombrun (the founder of the Institute) points out that a brand 
describes the label that a company uses to distinguish itself from rivals with its customers.  A company 
has many different images and can have many brands.  In contrast, a corporate reputation signals the 
overall attractiveness of the company to all of its constituents, including employees, customers, investors, 
reporters, and the general public.  A corporate reputation therefore reconciles the many images people 
have of a company, and conveys the relative prestige and status of the company vis-à-vis rivals 
(Reputation Institute, n.d.).  The reconciliation of having an overall reputation among all publics is 
questionable because each stakeholder group has its own relationship with the company. 
Defining Reputation 

The marketing and branding orientation to reputation management has never really been regarded as 
the last word.  In fact, that was clearly the case when the journal Corporate Reputation Review began 
publication in 1997.  In the lead article entitled “The Reputational Landscape” of the inaugural issue, 
Fombrun and Van Riel (1997) began with the definition in the American Heritage Dictionary 
(“reputation” is the general estimation in which one is held by the public”) and reviewed how six 
disciplines have defined and conceptualized reputation:   

1. Economists view reputations as either traits or signals.  For game theorists, then, reputations are 
functional: they generate perceptions among employees, customers, investors, competitors, and 
the general public about what a company is, what it does, what it stands for.  These perceptions 
stabilize interactions between a firm and its publics. (p. 6) 

2. To strategists, reputations are both assets and mobility barriers.  Reputations are difficult to 
duplicate because they derive from unique internal features of firms.  Reputations are also 
externally perceived, and so are largely outside the direct control of firms’ managers (p. 7) 

3. In marketing research “reputation” (often labeled “brand image”) focuses on the nature of 
information processing, resulting in “pictures in heads” of external subjects, attributing cognitive 
and affective meaning to cues received about an object they were directly or indirectly confronted 
with. (p. 7) 

4. To organizational scholars, corporate reputations are rooted in the sense-making experiences of 
employees.  A company’s culture and identity shape a firm’s business practices, as well as the 
kinds of relationships that managers establish with key stakeholders.  (p. 8) 

5. Organizational sociologists point out that reputational rankings are social constructions that come 
into being through the relationships that a focal firm has with its stakeholders in a shared 
institutional environment.  Corporate reputations come to represent aggregated assessments of 
firms’ institutional prestige and describe the stratification of the social system surrounding firms 
and industries. (p. 9)   

6. Many accounting researchers are now calling for a broad-based effort to develop better measures 
of how investments in branding, training, and research build important stocks of intangible assets 
(i.e. reputation) not presently recorded in financial statements. (p. 9) 

Fombrun and Van Riel (1997), however, criticized that these six distinct literatures emphasizing on 
corporate reputations relatively neglect features of companies and their environments.  They concluded by 
proposing a definition developed by Fombrun and Rindova (1996) to provide an integrative view on 
corporate reputation: 

A corporate reputation is a collective representation of a firm’s past actions that describes the 
firm’s ability to deliver valued outcomes to multiple stakeholders.  It gauges a firm’s relative 
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standing both internally with employees and externally with its stakeholders, in both its 
competitive and institutional environments (Fombrun & Van Riel, 1997, p. 10). 

Charles Fombrun (1996), the editor of CRR, offered a slightly different definition in his book 
“Reputation: Realizing Value from the Corporate Image”: 

A corporate reputation is the overall estimation in which a company is held by its 
constituents.  A corporate reputation represents the “net” affective or emotional reaction – 
good or bad, weak or strong – of customers, investors, employees, and the general public to 
the company’s name (p. 37). 

Waddock (2000) proposed, 
Reputation is essentially the external assessment of a company or any other organization held by 
external stakeholders.  Reputation includes several dimensions, including an organization’s 
perceived capacity to meet those stakeholders expectations, the rational attachments that a 
stakeholder forms with an organization, and the overall “net image” that stakeholders have of the 
organization (p. 323).  

Sandberg (2002:3) stated, 
Corporate reputation is the consensus of perceptions about how a firm will behave in any given 
situation, based on what people know about it, including financial performance…But corporate 
reputation is not about likeability; it’s about the predictability of behavior and the likelihood that 
a company will meet expectations (p. 3).  

Grunig and Hung (2002) described, 
The distribution of cognitive representations that members of a collectivity hold about an 
organization, representations that may, but do not always, include evaluative components. 
Reputations may be first order (based on experience), second order (based on what others say 
about the organization), or a combination of the two (p. 20). 

Bromley (1993), however, argued that these opinions, expressed about an entity in a particular 
community, are shared to a greater or lesser extent.  He further explained that “an industrial firm is likely 
to generate interest in many sections of the public.  These interest groups include owners or shareholders, 
employees, subsidiary and dependent organizations, customers, suppliers, financial institutions, and 
possibly the media, the local authority and pressure groups of one sort or another.  Consequently, the 
firm’s reputation can be defined in several ways.  It can be defined as the set of reputations in these 
interest groups, or as the intersection of these reputations (Bromley, 1993, p.162).  Seen in this way, 
before using the “overall” reputation for a company, there is a need to first find out how reputation is held 
in each of the stakeholder groups.  It can also provide public relations practitioners a better way to 
manage reputation among both internal and external stakeholders. 

In this study, reputation is defined as the overall cognitive and affective evaluations of a company’s 
past performance and predictions about its future actions.  The evaluations are shared greater or lesser 
extent among different internal and external stakeholders depending on their own expectations and 
relationships with the company. 
Reputation in Relationship Management and Organization-Public Relationship 

Recently, Grunig and Hung (2002) took a decidedly critical view of reputation as defined for the 
Fortune (magazine) Reputation Index.  They noted that public relations scholars have identified 
relationships as the critical value that public relations produces for an organization whereas practicing 
professionals have embraced reputation as the critical concept showing the value of the communication 
function.  Public relations scholars argue that neither a single brand image nor a composite reputation 
image accounts for differences in the nature and strength of relationships among various stakeholder 
groups.  Instead, the marketing-oriented reputation index assumes that reputation indicators for marketing 
publics (customers, suppliers, shareholders, etc.) somehow apply as well to all other stakeholders.     

Public relations scholars, like Grunig and Hung (2002), see the value of a strong organizational 
reputation not as a direct correlate with financial performance but, instead, more indirectly through the 
“quality of the relationships” that organizations maintain with different publics or stakeholder groups.  
This interpretation is in line with a now well-developed line of public relations scholarship holding that 
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public relations principally the management of relationships between organizations and publics (Bruning 
& Ledingham, 1999; Hon & Grunig, 1999). 

Ledingham (2001) offered four pivotal points about the emergence of relational perspective as a 
framework for public relations study, teaching, and practice: (1) Recognition of the central role of 
relationship in public relations; (2) Reconceptualizing public relations as a management function; (3) 
Identification of components and types of organization-public relationships, their linkages to public 
attitudes, perceptions, knowledge and behavior, and relationship measurement strategies; and (4) 
Construction of organization-public relationship models that accommodate relationship antecedents, 
process, and consequences (p. 286).  The relational concept of organization-public relationships, 
therefore, is very important in studying reputation management at public relations vantage point. 

Hon and Grunig’s (1999) normative theory or organization-public relations (OPR) holds that the 
quality of the relationships between organizations and their stakeholders can be envisioned along a 
continuum of exchange and communal relationships with the latter almost always being the preferred or 
normative condition.  Communal relationships, these theorists believe, are bottom-up ones between 
organizations and constituencies whereas exchange relationships are more top-down beginning and 
ending with organizational goals and business strategies.   

With exchange relationships one party gives benefits to the other based either on previous exchanges 
or the expectation of future successful exchanges.  Both parties are obligated to return each other’s favors.  
Exchange, Hon and Grunig (1999) said, is the essence of marketing relationships between organizations 
and customers.    

In communal relationships, both parties provide benefits to the other because they are concerned for 
the welfare of the other or accept their mutual interdependence.  Public relations practitioners must, say 
Hon and Grunig (1999), convince management that it also needs communal relations with publics such as 
employees, the community opinion leaders, government regulators, media, volunteers, donors as well as 
exchange relationships with paying customers, suppliers, and shareholders.   

The OPR theory follows the logic of principal interpersonal communication theories. That is, the 
desired outcome of relationship development is to have both the organization and the stakeholder group 
score high on each of the following four variables:  

Control mutuality—the degree to which parties agree on who has rightful power to influence one 
another. 
Trust—one party’s level of confidence in and willingness to open oneself to the other party. 
Satisfaction—the extent to which one party feels favorably toward the other because positive 
expectations about the relationship are reinforced. 
Commitment—the extent to which one party believes and feels that the relationship is worth 
spending energy to maintain and promote. 

Hon and Grunig (1999) noted that public relations practitioners are trained to build relationships with 
this wider range of publics. They acknowledged that different kinds of relationships may be needed with 
different publics at different time as the nature of the desired relationship is somewhat situation-specific. 
However, the initial test of this argument did not involve different stakeholder groups in different 
situational and theory-specific contexts.   

Grunig and Hung (2002) tried to theorize the notion that “reputation is a direct product of 
organization-public relationships and that relationships should be the focal variable for measuring the 
value of public relations.” (p. 1).  However, the generalizability of their findings (i.e. using “general 
population” as the sample of their study) to various stakeholder groups of an organization is questionable.  
In addition, they defined reputation as a cognitive representation idea, which is incomplete and does not 
assess specific strength and dimensions of the relationship that are needed for planning and programming 
purposes.  Ledingham (2004) suggested that organization-public relationship types include symbolic and 
behavioral, as well as personal, professional, and community-related (p. 188).  Other approaches, such as 
attitude/value instrumentality, can be more justified in terms of organizational culture literature.  It speaks 
to relationships between individual attitudes and underlying personal values (Van Leuven, 1980). 
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Identity-Centered Model of Reputation 
To date, these public relations scholars have discounted identity models of organizational behavior as 

being top-down whereas the kinds of relationships they seek to build with various stakeholder groups, 
including activists, are bottom-up.  For instance, Grunig and Hung (2002) pointed out that “public 
relations professionals and scholars are more likely to think of the role of public relations in influencing 
the behavior of management through the strategic management process than to think of behavior as a 
component of an organization’s identity that must be desirable before public relations can communicate 
strategic messages about the identity to publics.” (p. 26).  Public relations researchers used the OPR 
framework to measure reputation as a stand-alone concept, on the other hand, Fombrun and Rindova 
(2000) maintained that companies with the most resilient reputations appeared to follow an identity 
centered model of reputation building rather than the more reactive impression management view of the 
world characteristic of some corporate communication programs at the time.    

I believe that there exists a more fundamental need to begin the reputation discussion with a 
conceptualization of organizational identity that stems from research literatures advanced by 
organizational behavior and business/society scholars over the past decade.  Van Leuven (2004) explained 
that public relations practitioners represent their organization and that the relationships they foster and 
promote must serve the organization’s interests.  He further argued that “organizational-public 
relationships are not interpersonal relationships based on sentiments.  Instead, relationships with 
organizational stakeholders are based on reconciling competing interests.” (p. 11).  In doing this, I am 
attempting to build and apply organizational identity theory that extends to a broader scope of managerial 
decision-making than the OPR theory facilitates up to this point.  I am particularly interested in looking at 
the organizational contexts in which the desired outcomes of OPR apply to decisions regarding 
organizational goals, business directions and strategies.  In doing this, this study aims to incorporate the 
study of identity as the explanation (or the cause) of reputation as well as the study of identification as the 
justification (or the effect) of reputation (Whetten & Mackey, 2002). 
The Tower of Babel: Corporate Identity Vs. Organizational Identity 

While public relations scholars search for their Holy Grail (i.e. reputation vs. image vs. branding) 
to define the value of public relations, Hatch and Schulz (2000) use the Babel image to acknowledge the 
frustration identity researchers feel whenever the problem of defining their terms is confronted.  In 
particular, they have two different schools of thought in the study of identity – corporate identity and 
organizational identity. 

 
Figure 1: Contrasts between corporate and organizational identity that need to be deconstructed 

(Hatch & Schulz, 2000:17) 
Dimensions of identity Corporate identity Organizational identity 
Perspective Managerial: top managers 

and their advisers 
Organizational: all members 
of the organization 

Recipients External stakeholders or 
audiences 

Organization members or 
internal stakeholders 

Communication channels Mediated Interpersonal 
 

Figure 1 compares the differences between corporate identity and organizational identity by three 
dimensions.  Corporate identity is viewed as truly a top-down approach, in which top marketing managers 
and their advisors try to identify the key messages that they want to deliver to promote image of their 
products or services, whereas organizational identity is held by all members of the organization.  Because 
it aims to project image, corporate identity focuses on external stakeholders such as customers and 
analysts through mediated communication channels (i.e. advertising and public relations).  The recipients 
of organizational identity are mainly within the organization such as employees and shareholders.  

The marketing model of corporate identity is not so much theoretical as it is an understanding that all 
the elements of graphic design (logos, brand images) and marketing communication tools (publicity, 
advertising, sales promotion, sponsorships, direct mail, events, direct marketing) need to be synchronized 
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in order to project consistent and synergistic messages.  Hatch and Schultz (2000) pointed out that 
“originally, corporate identity programs were targeted to external stakeholders (e.g. customers, investors, 
the public), but recently the target has been expanded to include employees (i.e. internal stakeholders).” 
(p.13).  Marketers and strategists argue that as products and services become increasingly 
indistinguishable, corporate identity carries a bigger share of the responsibility for sustaining margins 
(Hatch & Schultz, 2002:13).   

If organizational identity models cannot be supported by both organizational behavior, business and 
society, as well as marketing scholars, it is little wonder that organizational identity model has not been 
routinely applied to public relations practice or any other specific communication or marketing function.  
Van Leuven (2004) explained that corporate identity or marketing model proponents often see the 
organizational behavior and business/identity models of organizational identity as almost always 
reconciling the present to the past.  In contrast, they see the corporate identity or marketing model as more 
dynamic in viewing identity not only as “who we are” but “who we want to become”.  In opposition, 
organizational identity scholars believe that corporate identity models are more geared to short-term 
maximization of sales and earnings at the expense of the long-term franchise or reputation.  Short-term 
gains, they allege, are not particularly sensitive to societal expectations including corporate social 
responsibility programs and relationship building among very different kinds of stakeholder groups at 
home and abroad. 

Corporate identity set forth here is similar to what public relations researchers define the concept 
corporate image or corporate brand.  To have a deeper understanding of corporate reputation, public 
relations researchers should not study corporate reputation within itself.  Rather, it is more important to 
study the relationships with other related concepts such as organizational identity, image, and 
identification, if we regard reputation as a long-term asset for a company’s business success.  
Organizational identity is revealed in mission statement and values, organizational goals and initiatives, 
the corporate culture and related normative influences (Albert & Whetten, 1985).  Image is the expressed 
identity that leaves impression on others (Hatch & Schultz, 2000).  Identification is the degree to which 
an organizational member defines himself or herself by the same attributes that he or she believes define 
the organization (Dutton, Dukerich & Harquail, 1994).  To adopt this relational approach, the assessment 
on corporate reputation will be more measurable, and ways to improve the corporate reputation will 
become more manageable in building and maintaining organization-public relationships. 
Organizational Identity Theory 

In general, the concept of organizational identity refers to how organizational members perceive and 
understand “who we are” and/or “what we stand for” as an organization.  Albert and Whetten (1985: 292) 
defined organizational identity as the organization’s “central, distinctive and enduring aspects”.  This 
definition has been reiterated throughout much of the organizational identity literature (e.g. Asforth & 
Mael 1989; Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Fiol & Huff 1992; Dutton et al. 1994; Reger et al. 1994; Gioia et 
al. 1998). 

At a doctoral student workshop, Whetten (personal conversation, 2004) commented that many of the 
organizational identity scholars did not fully adopt the definition in their studies.  These scholars, instead, 
define identity as most central, enduring, or distinctive about an organization. An identity comprises the 
shared beliefs concerning the identity of an organization.  It serves as the guiding principle for 
organizational behavior and practice.  Further, the more these beliefs reflect organizational goals and the 
actual work, the more likely it is that members will identify with the organization.   

Ashforth and Mael (1989) wrote that the distinctiveness of the groups’ values and practices in 
relation to those of comparable groups may also increase members’ tendency to identity with the 
organization.   Whetten and Mackey (2002) added some specificity to this definition in calling for a 
conception of organizational identity that is unique to identity and uniquely organizational.  This 
elaboration conceives of identity as the categorical self-descriptors used by social actors or organizational 
leaders to satisfy their identity requirements, to distinguish the self both from the other and in distinctive 
comparisons.  The two identity requirements are continuity and distinctiveness.     
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Organizational Identification 
To examine the level of involvement of an organizational member, organizational identity scholars 

often times study the concept of organizational identification.  Organizational identification is the degree 
to which a member defines herself or himself by the same attributes that he or she believes define the 
organization (Dutton et al., 1994).  Organizational identification is one form of psychological attachment 
that occurs when members adopt the defining characteristics of the organization as defining 
characteristics for themselves (Dutton et al., 1994:242).  The strength of a member’s organizational 
identification reflects the degree to which the content of the member’s self-concept is tied to his or her 
organizational membership.  When organizational identification is strong, a member’s self concept has 
incorporated a large part of what he or she believes is distinctive, central, and enduring about the 
organization into what he or she believes is distinctive, central and enduring about him/herself.     

Now, consider the following sample propositions regarding identification posed by Dutton et al. 
(1994): 

1. The greater the strength of organizational identification, the more a member will seek contact 
with the organization. (p. 244)  

2. The stronger the organizational identification, the greater a member’s cooperation with other 
members of the organization. (p. 245) 

3. The greater the strength of organizational identification, the greater a member’s competitive 
behavior directed toward out-group members. (p.246) 

4. The stronger the organizational identification, the more often a member exhibits organizational 
citizenship behaviors. (p.247) 

5. The greater the strength of organizational identification, the more members will evaluate the 
perceived organizational identity and construed external image as attractive. (p. 248) 

Recent research Dukerich, Golden and Shortell (2002) further suggests that the extent to which 
identification by inside stakeholders leads to a range of cognitive, attitudinal and behavioral effects is also 
mitigated by how insiders believe outsiders view their organization.  They demonstrated that physicians 
were more willing to engage in cooperative organizational citizenship behaviors when their relatively 
strong senses of identification were bolstered by a strong construed external image, i.e., the assessment 
that outside stakeholders, including the media, were generally favorably disposed toward their hospital or 
health care facility. 

When applied to public relations study and practice, two derived communication behaviors consist of:  
(1) internal stakeholder groups (employees, management, volunteers, board members, donors, contractors, 
etc.) are more likely than external ones to identify with organizations than are external ones.  This is 
because internal stakeholders understand routine organizational communication and participate daily in 
the organizational culture including rituals, symbols, ceremonies, and stories that share organizational 
patterns of behavior and interpretation. 

Conversely, (2) external stakeholder groups are less likely to identify with the organization than are 
internal ones.  This is because the organizational information they receive is more indirect, muted, and 
often framed within the context of short-term and immediately pressing community and societal issues. 
Identity and Identification among Industry Partners 

When applied to the tourism industry context, the study of identity congruency/dissonance and 
identification among industry partners is crucial to manage a state tourism’s reputation.  The industry 
partners represent a very unique stakeholder group because they function as both internal and external 
audiences of a state tourism office.  They form a large part of the tourism industry body.   They are the 
ambassadors and opinion leaders to help promote the Iowa as a tourist destination.  They are the 
customers of the Office’s co-op advertising.  They also serve as members of the local community.  Since 
industry partners perform both internal and external stakeholder communication behaviors, we need to 
first examine their identity congruency/dissonance and strength of identification with a state tourism 
office when assessing and managing reputation. 
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Social Actor Vs. Social Collectivism in Identity, Image and Reputation 
Recently, Whetten and Mackey (2002) have linked the identity construct to reputation and image 

ones using a social actor framework.  Social actors are an organization’s senior management.  They share 
certain beliefs about an organization’s identity claims and they represent the organization’s public posture 
as the principal carriers of organizational culture. They are empowered to advance or project its desired 
images, and, in turn, to help their organizations adjust to stakeholder assessments of organizational 
reputation.  The social actor construct makes it possible to anchor identity, image, and reputation concepts 
within a single identity theory derived from self-identity theory (Whetten & Mackey, 2002).  Within this 
self-other framework, the organization is the self and the stakeholders are the other.    
 
Figure 2: The Self-Management Project Consisting of Identity, Image, and Reputation (Whetten & 
Mackey, 2002: 401) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Self Identity Other 

Image 

Reputation 

 
Whetten and Mackey (2002) explain that the principal value of identity as a point of reference in both 

the study and the management of image and reputation is that it provides a single, compelling answer to a 
variety of related organizational questions such as “what should our image be”, “what feedback from our 
constituents is the most valuable” and “what aren’t we willing to change in response to stakeholder 
demands.”  According to Whetten and Mackey’s (2002) self-management project (as shown in Figure 2), 
identity, image and reputation operate as a single system beginning with identity claims that get projected 
image to stakeholders who, in turn, draw their own assessment (reputation), to which social actors 
respond.  That response may include adjusting identity claims as the system is viewed as a self-managed 
one.  Seen this way, image and reputation are treated as components of a symmetrical communication 
process between the organization (the self) and relevant stakeholders (other).  The two-way 
communication interchange is used as the regulative mechanism to maintain an acceptable level of 
congruence between organizational activities and identity claims.  

In his presentation entitled In Search of the “O” in OMT to a group of doctoral students at the 
University of Oregon, Whetten (2004) was trying to distinguish the social actor perspective from the 
traditional social collective perspective.  He commented that most of his colleagues are studying identity 
in organizations, rather than of organizations.  The locus of self-concept of their studies is individual, 
instead of organizations.  Their domain is about shared perceptions than shared beliefs.  To incorporate 
the identity concept in studying reputation, I believe public relations scholars should examine both social 
actor and social collective perspectives.  It is because we are managing communication between an 
organization and its publics.  The combined approach can give us a well-grounded relational approach in 
studying reputation. 

As set forth by Whetten and Mackey (2002), identity is the backbone of reputation.  Identity claims 
are the standards from which managers consider stakeholder interests.  Conceptions of organizational 
image and organizational reputation, they argue, should proceed from the premise that effective social 
actors must maintain suitable alignment between their identity claims, their projected images, and their 
acquired reputation.” 
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Within the self-management model, organizational image is conceived of as identity-congruent 
messages that organizational agents use to present themselves to outsiders (Dukerich et al., 2002).  
Projected images are what we want others to understand and believe about us.     

The image concept places a premium on the quality of public relations messages sent from the 
organization and reported in the media, use of controlled media, and the first-hand experiences that 
employees, managers, and other stakeholders have with the organization.  Obviously, communication 
requirements and tactics vary by stakeholder group.   

Consider now the kinds of postulates that organizational behavior scholars (Dukerich et al., 2002) 
advance regarding image:   

1. The greater the distinctiveness of an organizational image relative to other organizations, the 
stronger a member’s organizational identification.   

2. The more an organizational image enhances a member’s self esteem, the stronger his or her 
organizational identification. 

3. The greater the consistency between the attributes members use to define an organizational image 
(perceived organizational identity), the stronger a member’s organizational identification. 
In trying to assess images or projected images within the social actor model, Van Leuven (2004) 

suggested investigators ask if the stated identity claims are adequately represented in the messages the 
organization projects to stakeholders.  For example, do messages represent an appropriate balance of 
short-term and long-term goals? Do projected messages speak to the overall organization identity as well 
as the values underpinning that identity? 
The five Facets of Identity Management 
I believe Soenen and Moingeon’s (2002) Dynamics of the Identities of Organizations Model best 
summarizes the interrelationships between identity, image, reputation, and identification in an 
organizational public relations setting.  They first defined the five facets of identity management (p. 17).  
The equivalent terms of identity, image/corporate identity, and reputation are indicated in the bolded 
brackets below: 

1. Manifested identity – a specific set of more or less tightly coupled elements that have 
characterized the organization over a period of time.  (Historical Identity) 

2. Projected identity – the elements an organization uses, in more or less controlled ways, to present 
itself to specific audiences.  It notably consists of communications, behaviors, and symbols.  The 
key distinction between the professed and the projected identity is that the latter is mediated. 
(Projected Image or Corporate Identity) 

3. Professed identity – the elements an organization professes about itself.  It is the answer, the 
statement(s) or the claim(s) that organizational members use to define their (collective) identity. 
(Identity Claims or Social Actor Organizational Identity) 

4. Experienced identity – to what organizational members experience, more or less consciously, 
with regard to their organization.  It consists of a collective representation held by members 
(Perceived Identity or Social Collective Organizational identity) 

5. Attributed identity – the attributes that are ascribed to the organization by its various audiences.  
It differs from the experienced identity which is self-attributed. (Reputation) 

In Figure 3, solid arrows indicate strong (or automatic) influences, while dashed arrows indicate weak (or 
potential) influences.  Soenen and Moingeon (2002) identified 10 relationships among the related 
constructs: 

1) The projected identity (image) can be an expression of the professed identity (identity claims). 
2) The projected identity (image) is also influenced by the experienced identity (perceived 

identity). 
3) The experienced identity (perceived identity) and the manifested identity (historical identity) 

influence each other mutually. 
4) The experienced identity (perceived identity) can also be shaped by the projected identity 

(image). 
5) The attributed identity (reputation) is influenced by the projected identity (image). 
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6) The attributed identity (reputation) can be directly influenced by the manifested identity 
(historical identity). 

7) The professed identity (identity claims) and the experienced identity (perceived identity) may 
influence each other. 

8) The experienced identity (perceived identity) plays a central role in identity dynamics. 
9) The projected identity (image) is influenced by the experienced identity (perceived identity). 
10) The projected identity (image) is also influenced by the manifested identity (historical identity). 

 
Figure 3: The dynamics of identities of an organization (Soenen and Moingeon, 2002: 27) 
 

 
 
Research Questions 

Grounded on the above theoretical framework, this study explores the five facets of identity in 
relation to reputation management in a tourism organization-partner relationship context.  Specific 
research questions posited are: 
 RQ1: What are the five facets of a state tourism’s identity? 
 RQ2: Are there any differences in a state tourism industry partners’ experienced identity in 

relation to their (a) industry section, (b) number of years living in Iowa, and (c) strength 
of identification with the Iowa tourism industry? 

 RQ3: How big is the gap between the experienced identity and attributed identity among the 
industry partners? 

 RQ4: How do the other four facets of a state tourism’s identity shape the experienced identity 
among the industry partners? 

Method 
In this study, I utilized a case study approach to examine the relationships among the variables.  It 

offers the prospect of new insights into the connections among the pertinent variables (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967; Yin, 1989).   
Case Selection - Iowa Tourism Office 

The subject of this study was Iowa Tourism Office.  It is a government unit under the Iowa Economic 
Development Department in which it aims to promote the state of Iowa as a tourist destination. The target 
markets of Iowa tourism industry are from the Midwest, for instance, Iowa (41.5%), Illinois (12.4%), and 
Minnesota (7.5%) (Travelscope, 2004).  According to Nancy Landess, Iowa Tourism Office Manager, 
tourism is a $4.6 billion industry in Iowa but the Iowa Tourism Office has a very limited advertising and 
promotion budget (i.e. $3.5 million in FY05) compared to the surrounding states (elite interview, 2004).  
The Office, therefore, needs its industry partners’ support heavily.  In terms of Iowa’s tourism industry, 
the industry partners refer to people who work or run their businesses in hotels, motels, bed and breakfast 
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inns, restaurants, attractions as well as members of Chamber of Commerce and Convention and Visitor 
Bureau in the State of Iowa (elite interview, 2004).   
Qualitative Content Analysis and Elite Interview 
 To find out the manifested identity, professed identity, and projected identity of the Iowa tourism 
industry, I first content analyzed the 2004 Iowa Travel Guide published by the Office and the newest 
released Iowa state quarter.  I then asked the office manager specifically about her job in promoting Iowa 
tourism.   
 An official travel guide is similar to an annual report of an organization where the statement(s) or the 
claim(s) that organizational members use to define their professed identity.  It also serves as a tool to 
communicate the projected identity to the external audiences.  The design of the Iowa state quarter best 
represents the manifested identity of the state of Iowa (i.e. the historical identity).  According to the 
United States Mint website (n.d.), the 50 States Commemorative Coin Program Act provides for design to 
be submitted in accordance with the design selection and approval process developed by and in sole 
discretion of the Treasury Secretary.  Guidelines for the design criteria can be found in Appendix A.  In 
addition, the interview with the Office Manager allowed me to compare and contrast the identity claims 
and projected image embedded in the travel guide and the advertising and promotional effort of the 
Office. 
Telephone Survey 
 Data Collection.  A random stratified sampling was used to draw a sample of 200 telephone numbers 
of the industry partners listed on the 2004 travel guide contact pages.  The four selected industry sections 
were (1) lodging, (2) attraction, (3) restaurant, and (4) business organizations (including chambers of 
commerce and convention and visitors bureau of the 99 counties). 
 Questionnaire Design.  Based on the results from the content analyses, key professed identity 
attributes were then identified and used in the questionnaire.   Respondents were asked to list the 
items/issues came to mind when they thought of the state of Iowa (i.e. the attributed identity) and rate to 
see if those listed items/issues were important to the success of the Iowa tourism industry (yes, so-so, or 
not at all).  They were then asked to rate whether the key identity attributes best described the state of 
Iowa (i.e. the experienced identity) on a 7-point Likert scale (1=least describe; 7=best describe) and their 
strength of the identification with the Iowa tourism industry on a 5-point Likert scale (1=strongly 
disagree; 5=strongly agree).  Some demographic information was also collected. 
 Data coding, Inter-coder Reliability, and Data Analysis.  A coding scheme was created to 
categorize the attributed identity (reputational) items/issues.  Eight themes were found – (1) farming, (2) 
small town, (3) values, (4) education, (5) tourism, and (6) other.  A detailed list of the reputational 
item/issue examples can be found in Appendix B.  I also asked my research assistant who is a native 
Iowan and has worked in the advertising industry to be the second coder.  The inter-coder reliability was 
95%, which was very satisfactory.  Statistical analyses were employed to examine the phone survey data. 

Findings 
The Five Facets of Iowa tourism’s Identity 

Manifested Identity.  The newest released Iowa quarter in 2004 (in Figure 3) best summarized the 
manifested identity of the state of Iowa – “Iowa's design will focus on education that is inspired by a 
painting by Iowa native Grant Wood. The design is based on a painting titled "Arbor Day." It shows a 
one-room schoolhouse on the prairie with children and adults planting trees. The text Foundation in 
Education appears to the left of the schoolhouse while the name of the artist Grant Wood appears just 
below the tree-planting scene.” (CoinWorld.com, 2005) In other words, foundation in education and 
strong family values were the “historical” identity according to the Act’s recommendation. 
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Figure 4: Iowa Quarter 2004 as an example of historical identity 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Professed Identity and Projected Identity.  After analyzing the written text and visual images of 

the 2004 Iowa official travel guide as well as the interview transcript, four key professed identity 
attributes were reflected: 

1) Agricultural/dairy industry – “Iowa tops the nation in food production.  With more than 93,000 
farms, Iowa harvests more grain than any other state.  In production, it ranks: First in egg 
production, corn, soybeans, hogs, eighth in cattle and calves, as well as twelfth in milk 
production.” (p. 7) 

2) Small town living environment – “The small towns in our 99 counties attract a lot of people from 
the metropolitan areas of our surrounding states to get away from their city life in a weekend 
trip.” (personal conversation, 2004) 

3) Strong family values and good hospitality – “Travelers experience the warmth of Iowa’s welcome 
regardless of the season.” (p. 6).  In addition, lots of family and young children pictures were 
used in the travel guide. 

4) Pride in education – “Iowa takes pride in education.  Three world-class state universities, more 
than 30 private colleges and universities, and 15 community colleges offer excellence in 
education as well as public, cultural and sports events.” (p. 7) 

These identity attributes shape the directions on how the Iowa Tourism Office promotes the state.  
Come Be Our Guest was the projected identity (i.e. the big idea) in 2004.  The attraction highlights were 
usually about eating, shopping and enjoying the festivals in small town areas, particularly in the western 
and eastern parts of the state. 
Phone Survey Results 

Survey Respondents.  In a sample of 200 industry partners, 144 of them responded and fully 
completed the survey on the phone.  The response rate was 72%, which was highly acceptable.  Among 
the respondents, 41.7% of them were men (n=60) and 58.3% of them were women (n=84).  They 
represented the three tourism regions in Iowa in which 30.6% were from Western Iowa (n=44), 31.3% of 
them were from Central Iowa (n=45), and 38.3% of them were from Eastern Iowa (n=55).  In addition, 
57.6% of them (n=83) were holding managerial positions.  Tables 1-4 summarized the demographic 
characteristics of the respondents, such as industry section (Lodging 37.5%, Attraction 23.6%, Restaurant 
20.1%, and Business 18.8%), age distribution (18-24: 18.1%, 25-34: 15.3%, 35-44: 17.4%, 45-54: 31.3%, 
and over 55 18.1%), number of years living in Iowa (less than 5 years 6.9%, 6-10 years 5.6%, 11-15 years 
9.0%, 16-20 years 16.0%, and over 20 years 62.5%), and number of years associated with the Iowa 
tourism industry (less than 5 years 42.4%, 6-10 years 21.5%, 11-15 years 18.8%, 16-20 years 5.6%, and 
over 20 years 11.8%). 
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Table 1: Industry section among the respondents 
 

 

 

Industry n Percent 
Lodging 54 37.5 
Attraction 34 23.6 
Restaurant 29 20.1 
Business 27 18.8 
Total 144 100.0 

Table 2: Age distribution 
 Age group   n Percent 

18-24 26 18.1 
25-34 22 15.3 
35-44 25 17.4 
45-54 45 31.3 
> 55 26 18.1 
Total 144 100.0 

 

 
Table 3: Number of years living in Iowa among the respondents 
 Length   n Percent 

< 5 years 10 6.9 
6-10 years 8 5.6 
11-15 years 13 9.0 
16-20 years 23 16.0 
> 20 years 90 62.5 
Total 144 100.0 

 

 
Table 4: Number of years associated with Iowa tourism industry among the respondents 
 Length n Percent 

< 5 years 61 42.4 
6-10 years 31 21.5 
11-15 years 27 18.8 
16-20 years 8 5.6 
> 20 years 17 11.8 
Total 144 100.0 

 

 
Attributed Identity.  What came to their mind when they thought of the state of Iowa, interestingly, 

were closely related to the professed identity and the industry environment.  Reputational items/issues are 
reported in Table 5.  Nearly 54% of the items/issues were about the professed identity attributes of the 
state (farming 28.4%, small town 7.4%, strong values 10.6, and education 7.7%).  About 30% the 
items/issues related to the tourism industry (n=91), such as attraction and natural beauty.   
 
Table 5: Frequencies on reputational items/issues 

Items/Issues n Percent 
Farming 88 28.4 
Small town 23 7.4 
Values 33 10.6 
Education 24 7.7 
Tourism 91 29.4 
Others 51 16.5 
Total 310 100.0 
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 Experienced Identity.  Overall, the experienced identity among the respondents was very consistent 
with the professed identity of the Iowa tourism industry.  That is because most respondents regarded the 
four key professed identity attributes as highly characteristic (see Table 6).  For example, on a 7-point 
scale, they gave high ratings on agricultural/diary industry (M=6.27; SD=.90), small town living 
environment (M=6.00; SD=1.02), as well as strong family values and good hospitality (M=6.17; SD=.97).  
Pride in education was rated slightly lower than the other three attributes (M=5.67; SD=1.23). 
 
Table 6: Frequencies on the experienced identities (1=least describe; 7=best describe) 

Identity attributes M SD n 
Agricultural/dairy industry 6.27 .90 144 
Small town living environment 6.00 1.02 144 
Strong family values & good hospitality 6.17 .97 144 
Pride in education 5.67 1.23 144 

  
Industry Sections 

One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to see if there were any differences on the 
experienced identity among the respondents in different industry sections.  The four key identity attributes 
were used to represent the dependent variable – experienced identity.  The independent variable of the 
ANOVA test was industry sections.  No differences were found in the agricultural/diary industry identity 
attribute, F(3, 134)=1.70, p=.170 and the small town living identity attribute F(3, 134)=.70, p=.555.  It is 
because most respondents from various industry sections evaluated these identity attributes very 
positively (see Table 7). 

 
Table 7: Mean differences between industry sections in the experienced identity 

Identity Industry n M SD 
Farming Lodging 54 6.31 .80 
 Attraction 34 6.29 .91 
 Restaurant 29 6.55 .63 
 Business 21 6.00 1.14 
Small town Lodging 54 5.91 .98 
 Attraction 34 6.06 1.10 
 Restaurant 29 6.24 .74 
 Business 21 6.05 1.25 
Values Lodging 54 6.43 .77 
 Attraction 34 6.35 .95 
 Restaurant 29 5.76 .83 
 Business 21 6.19 1.17 
Education Lodging 54 5.96 1.05 
 Attraction 34 5.85 1.26 
 Restaurant 29 5.03 1.48 
 Business 21 5.62 1.02 

 
A significant difference was found in their experienced identity attribute on the strong family values 

and good hospitality attribute, F(3, 134)=3.77, p=.012.  A post hoc test (LSD) showed that restaurant 
partners had lower mean (M=5.76, SD=83) than lodging partners (M=6.43; SD=.77).  A significant 
difference was also found in their experienced identity attribute on the pride in education attribute, F(3, 
134)=4.07, p=.008.  A post hoc test (LSD) showed that restaurant partners had lower mean (M=5.03, 
SD=1.48) than lodging partners (M=5.96; SD=1.05) and attraction partners (M=5.85; SD=1.26).  
Short- Vs. Long-Term Iowan living 

One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to see if there were any differences on the 
experienced identity among the respondents with short- and long-term Iowan living (less than 20 years 
Vs. more than 20 years).  The four key identity attributes were used to represent the dependent variable – 
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experienced identity.  The independent variable of the ANOVA test was Iowan living.  No differences 
were found in the agricultural/diary industry identity attribute, F(3, 142)=1.30, p=.257 and the small town 
living identity attribute F(3, 142)=1.05, p=.308.   Significant differences were, however, found in their 
professed identity attributes on the family values and good hospitality, F(1, 142)=9.77, p=.002, and the 
pride in education attribute, F(1, 142)=3.94, p=.049.  Post hoc tests (LSD) showed that short-term Iowans 
had lower means when evaluating these attributes than long-term Iowans.  Table 8 summarizes the mean 
differences: 

 
Table 8: Mean differences between short- and long-time Iowan living in the experienced identities  

Identity Iowan living n M SD 
Values < 20 years 92 5.99 1.03 
 > 20 years 52 6.50 .75 
 Total 144 6.17 .97 
Education < 20 years 92 5.52 1.24 
 > 20 years 52 5.94 1.18 
 Total 144 5.67 1.23 

  
Strength of Identification.  Table 9 summarizes the means and standard deviations of each of the 

items of the organizational identification scale.  The scale had a Cronbach’s alpha of .80, which is 
considered very reliable.  The six items of the scale were summed to create an index of “identification.” 
The mean score is 3.67 (SD=.77). 

 
Table 9: Frequencies on the organizational identification (1=strongly disagree; 5=strongly agree) 

Identification Statement M SD 
a. When someone criticizes the state of Iowa, it feels like a personal insult. 3.71 1.06 
b. I am very interested in what others think about Iowa tourism industry. 3.76 1.06 
c. When I talk about Iowa tourism, I usually say ‘we’ rather than ‘they.’ 3.67 1.19 
d. Iowa tourism industry’s successes are my successes. 3.67 1.14 
e. When someone praises Iowa tourism, it feels like a personal compliment. 3.73 .98 
f. If a story in the media criticized Iowa, I would feel embarrassed. 3.45 1.13 

 
One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to see if there were any differences on the 

experienced identity among the respondents who had strong or weak identification with Iowa tourism 
industry.  The “identification” index had a mean range from 1.33 to 5.00 and respondents were divided 
into low and high identification groups.  Among the respondents, 53.1% of them (n=76) belonged to the 
low identification group and 46.9% of them (n=67) belonged to the high identification group.  The four 
key identity attributes were used to represent the dependent variable – experienced identity.  The 
independent variable of the ANOVA test was strength of identification.   

No differences were found in the agricultural/diary industry identity attribute, F(1, 142)=.055, p=.815 
and the small town living identity attribute F(1, 142)=1.81, p=.181.   Significant differences were, 
however, found in the family values and good hospitality, F(1, 142)=14.00, p=.000, and the pride in 
education attributes, F(1, 142)=5.59, p=.019.  Post hoc tests (LSD) showed that those who had weaker 
identification with the Iowa tourism industry had lower means when evaluating these attributes than those 
who had stronger identification.  Table 10 summarizes the mean differences: 

The identity dissonance found in strong family values and good hospitality as well as pride in 
education identity attributes may be partially explained through the demographic characteristics of the 
respondents in relation to their strength of identification with the Iowa tourism industry.  Significant 
differences were found in industry partner, F(3, 133)=3.15, p=0.27, short- and long-term Iowan living, 
F(1,141)=4.32, p=0.49, and short- and long-term working in Iowa tourism industry, F(1, 141)=6.23, 
p=0.14.  In terms of strength of identification, restaurant partners had a lower mean (M=3.29; SD=.83) 
than lodging (M=3.80; SD=.64) and attraction partners (M=3.80; SD=.76).  Short-term Iowans had a 
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lower mean (M=3.51; SD=.77) than long-term Iowans (M=3.76; SD=.76).  Respondents with short-term 
Iowa tourism working experience (i.e. less than 10 years) had a lower mean (M=3.55; SD=.82) than those 
who had longer experience (M=3.88; SD=.63).  The results are consistent with the previous findings in 
identity congruency/dissonance among the respondents, regarding their industry sections and number of 
years living in Iowa. 

 
Table 10: Mean differences between strong and weak identification industry partners in the 
perceived identity 

Identity Identification M SD 
Farming Weak 6.29 .81 
 Strong 6.25 1.01 
Small town Weak 5.91 1.06 
 Strong 6.13 .94 
Values Weak 5.89 1.01 
 Strong 6.48 .82 
Education Weak 5.46 1.26 
 Strong 5.94 1.15 

 
Professed Identity Vs. Attributed Identity 
 To compare the identity claims from the Iowa Tourism Office and its reputation held among the 
industry partners, respondents were asked to rate whether those reputational items/issues were important 
to the growth of the industry.  A significant difference was found, F(5)=42.95, p=.000.  Table 11 shows 
that many respondents believed that strong family values and good hospitality (68.8%) were the most 
relevant identity attribute for the tourism industry, besides those tourism-related items/issues.  Small town 
living environment (57.9%) came the second.  More than half of them (54.5%) agreed that pride in 
education was an important factor to the growth of Iowa tourism industry.  Almost 70% of them believed 
that agricultural/diary industry was not attractive to tourists. 
 
Table 11: Reputational items/issues toward the growth of Iowa tourism industry 

 Farming Small town Values Education Tourism Other 
Yes 25 

30.9% 
11 

57.9% 
22 

68.8% 
12 

54.5% 
68 

75.6% 
37 

74.0% 
So-so/No 56 

69.1% 
8 

42.1% 
10 

31.3% 
10 

45.5% 
22 

24.4% 
13 

26.0% 
Total 81 

100.0% 
19 

100.0% 
32 

100.0% 
22 

100.0% 
90 

100.0% 
50 

100.0% 
 
Identity Dynamics 

The above results indicate some strong dynamic relationships among identity, image, reputation, and 
identification.  Here I use Soenen and Moingeon’s (2002) model to illustrate the linkages in the Iowa 
tourism industry-partner relationship (see also Figure 3): 

1) Come Be Our Guest is an expression of the strong family values and good hospitality identity 
claims.  

2) Small town living environment, strong family values and good hospitality, and pride in education 
were the key messages projected to tourists.  

3) The Iowa state quarter reflected the small town living environment, strong family values, and 
pride in education identity attributes of the state.  Since the state of Iowa decided not to 
emphasize Iowa as a farming state (based on their decision on the new quarter design), it might 
gradually influence Iowans to detach their strong association with the agricultural/diary industry.  

4) Although agricultural/diary industry was the top-of-the-mind association among the respondents, 
the other three identity attributes were also considered as part of the collective identity among the 
industry partners.  The exposure to the promotional materials provided by the Iowa Tourism 
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Office through newsletters and seminar talks reinforced the importance of these attributes to the 
growth of the tourism industry.  

5) More than half of the respondents believed that agricultural/diary industry was not an attractive 
attribute to promote the state’s tourism.  The Iowa Tourism Office downplayed the “farming” 
image a lot in all their promotional effort.  At present, it is hard to find any license plate or state-
level promotional materials using “the corn state” as a catch line. 

6) The historical identity of small town living environment, strong family values and good 
hospitality, and pride in education was consistent with the reputation held by the industry 
partners.  

7) Overall, results show that the identity dissonance between the identity claims and the perceived 
identity held by the respondents was low.  However, those who lived in Iowa for a shorter period 
of time, had weak identification with the Iowa tourism industry, and worked in restaurants had a 
bigger identity gap in strong family values and good hospitality and pride in education identity 
attributes. 

8) The perceived identity did play a central role in identity dynamics according to this study.  It is 
especially important to consider it as the focal point because of the unique characteristics of the 
industry partners to the Iowa Tourism Office.  

9) Because industry partners did not favor the farming image in promoting tourism industry, the 
Office put less focus on formulating its branding strategy.   

10)  Many photos in the travel guide were about science and technology education, which was 
relevant to the “foundation in education” theme of the new quarter design. 

Discussion 
 This study illustrates the dynamic relationships between identity, image, reputation, and identification 
by using Iowa Tourism Office and its industry partners as an example.  Industry partners form a unique 
stakeholder group in this particular industry environment.  The way they think and feel about the Iowa 
tourism industry is similar to the organizational members working for the Iowa Tourism Office.   

Iowa tourism industry partners believed the four key identity attributes – (1) agricultural/diary 
industry, (2) small town living environment, (3) strong family values and good hospitality, and (4) pride 
in education were highly characteristic.  Many of them identified themselves with the Iowa tourism 
industry, except those who lived/worked in Iowa for a shorter period of time and those who worked in 
restaurants.  This is very relevant to the Iowa tourism industry because what they promote about the state 
is the place, people and values.  The longer an industry partner stays in Iowa, the higher sense of 
belonging he or she will have.  In return, the greater the strength of organizational identification an 
industry partner holds, the more he or she will evaluate the perceived organizational identity and 
construed (projected) image as attractive (Dutton et al., 1994).  The identity congruency will then be 
shown in evaluating the Iowa tourism’s reputation. 
Significance to Theory Building 

This study attempted to adopt an identity-centered model from the organizational management as 
well as business and society literature to take a deeper look at how to manage and measure reputation.  
Specifically, it sought to further contribute to the theoretical development of relationship management 
literature. 

Moreover, examining the efficacy of public relations practice from the inside out provides a rationale 
for building and maintaining more durable stakeholder relationships of all kinds.  That is, the more that 
external stakeholder groups begin to identify with organizations utilizing the criteria that employees and 
other internal audiences do, the more their communication and their transactions with organizations move 
from exchange-type behavior to communal behavior (Van Leuven and Mak, 2005).  This framework may 
indeed add specification and explanatory scope to Hon and Grunig’s (1999) exchange/communal 
relationship continuum. 

The identity-centered model of reputation puts public relations and corporate communication 
functions to be seen as more unified central management functions.  It helps position organization 
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strategic planning at the center of public relations and corporate communication work to the achievement 
of organizational goals and enhancement of the long-term franchise.  
Practical Implications 

Van Leuven (2004) suggested at least four ways that an organization’s identity claims guide public 
relations practice: 

1. Identity claims provide the substantive points of reference from which organizations respond to 
societal expectations when gaps between organization and societal values need to be reconciled. 

2. Knowledge of identity claims positions public relations people in stronger positions to determine 
and implement changes to an organization’s culture because identity claims make up the 
substantive context within which culture develops. 

3. Understanding conflicts, tradeoffs, and the relative importance among identity claims equips 
public relations practitioners with more expertise and justification for participating in strategic 
planning at corporate, business unit, and functional department levels. 

4. A thorough knowledge of identity claims provides public relations practitioners with the expertise 
to plan communication programs when identity claims change in response to mergers, 
acquisitions, intensive competitive pressures, cultural and environmental challenges. (p. 7). 

In addition, it appear to be at least three reasons for giving more or at least equal weight to measures 
of identity and identification when studying reputation (Mak, 2004): 

1. The identity construct should be especially useful in discerning the stance that organizations 
should take when dealing with issues of corporate communication.  That is, gaps between identity 
claims and stakeholders’ acceptance of those claims (i.e. identity perception and identity 
expectation) set a framework for negotiation and adaptation.  Which claims should the 
organization adjust or re-conceptualize in order to receive stakeholders’ support? That is, with 
which groups of identity claims are so unacceptable as to require reconsideration? What areas call 
for new corporate behavior and how can those changed behaviors be benchmarked against 
identity congruence measures? At present, the public relations practitioners typically are charged 
with planning at the campaign or project level.  Beyond that, the desire management to solicit 
suggestions on how different stakeholder groups are likely to react to this or that policy or 
program change.  This generally takes place at the level of the brand, the subsidiary, or when 
entering a culturally different market.  What doesn’t typically happen – or at least hasn’t 
happened – is for public relations expertise to be implicated in the selection of core business 
goals, marketing strategies, etc.  Identity measures of organizational performance especially when 
coupled with reputational ones, provide public relations practitioners with tools for making more 
central contributions to strategic planning in organizations.   

2. For public relations campaign and program planning purposes, skilled public relations 
practitioners should understand that perceptually based measures of reputational congruence 
serve as useful program design research underpinnings especially when gauging message 
strategies for various stakeholder groups whereas measures of identity congruence may be more 
usefully employed in selecting target publics or stakeholder groups and in setting attainable and 
cost-effective objectives. 

3. Identification measures of organizational members can help public relations practitioners justify 
their important role in managing reputation.  An organization’s reputation will give an impact on 
the strength of the identification of its members because reputation is assessed by both external 
and internal members.  The strength of the identification can lead to other positive organizational 
performance such as increase members’ commitment, loyalty, trust and satisfaction. 

Limitations and Future Studies 
This is an exploratory study trying to look at the relationship between identity, reputation, and 

identification when public relations practitioners want to find newer ways to manage reputations.  One 
concern with this research design and analysis is that it is based on both qualitative and quantitative 
methods.  In this study, the linkages between identity, image, reputation, and identification were partially 
tested through statistical analyses and then explained through the interpretation of the results in a holistic 
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way.  Reliability of the results still remains questionable.  Future research might consider developing a 
survey instrument that can measure all the five facets of identities of an organization, although it is 
difficult to achieve.   
 One might argue that the interchangeably use of “Iowa Tourism Office” and “Iowa tourism industry” 
in this study was invalid to measure identity and identification.  All the industry partners are within the 
system and sub-systems of the Iowa tourism industry.  Iowa Tourism Office does not “produce” Iowa as a 
tourist place.  Its role functions as a liaison between the state government and its industry partners.  So, it 
is justifiable. 
 The inclusion of both local and chained restaurants might affect the results of this study.  Future 
studies should consider focusing on “local” restaurants only.  It is because people working in those 
restaurants are more often asked to suggest places to visit by tourists.  Also, people who work in local, 
small restaurants are usually born and raised in the same town.  Their strength of identification is usually 
stronger than those who are not. 
 This study represents a state’s tourism industry in which the main target market is the state itself.  
Future studies can compare and contrast other states where they rely heavily on out-of-states and 
international visitors.  In addition, Iowa Department of Economic Development has recently launched a 
two-year campaign with a radical change of Iowa’s identity.  The new theme, Iowa Life Changing, also 
applies to the Iowa tourism industry.  It would be interesting to do a longitudinal study to see the 
adaptation of change among the industry partners (i.e. do they really want a change…or not?). 
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Appendix A: The United States Mint Guidelines for the 50 States Commemorative Coin Program 
Act Design Criteria 

1) Designs shall maintain a dignity befitting the nation’s coinage. 
2) Designs shall have broad appeal to the citizens of the state and avoid controversial subjects or symbols that 

are likely to offend. 
3) Suitable subject matter for designs include state landmarks (natural and man-made), landscapes, 

historically significant buildings, symbols of state resources or industries, official state flora and fauna, 
state icons, and outlines of the state. 

4) State flags and state seals are not considered suitable for designs. 
5) Consistent with the authorizing legislation, the states are encouraged to submit designs that promote the 

diffusion of knowledge among the youth of the United States about the state, its history and geography, 
and the rich diversity of our national heritage. 

6) Priority consideration will be given to designs that are enduring representations of the state.  Coins have a 
commercial life span of at least 30 years and are collected for generations. 

7) Inappropriate design concepts include, but are not limited to logos or depictions of specific commercials, 
private, educational, civic, religious, sports, or other organizations whose membership or ownership is not 
universal. 

 
Appendix B: Attributed Identity Items/Issues Coding scheme 

1=farming (agriculture/dairy industry/fields/farmers) 
2=small town (small town living/tranquility/simple life/peaceful/relaxing) 
3=values (strong values/family/good hospitality/friendliness/welcoming/work ethics) 
4=education (pride in education, foundation in education, colleges) 
5=tourism (tourism/attraction/activity/natural beauty) 
6=other (other with positive comments, other with negative comments, miscellaneous) 
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The Institutional Review Board (IRB) process has become increasingly problematic for public relations 
and communication courses with primary research components. Since no overall code of research ethics 
exists for the communication discipline, the communication department at the University of South 
Alabama worked with the university’s IRB office to gain support for communication classes that require 
primary research.    

This study examined Institutional Review Board protocols and their application to communication 
courses.   It presented the successful efforts of one university’s communication department to streamline 
approval for communication course research requirements. 

As a result of these efforts, the IRB issued a “Handbook for Student Research” that included a 
shorter, more straightforward form without medical or laboratory jargon.  Classroom practice was 
distinguished from full research projects, and the turnaround time between submission and approval was 
significantly reduced.    

Introduction 
Institutional Review Boards were initially created to protect human subjects involved in medical 

research (Hunt & Yekel, 2002).  Over the years, the biomedical paradigm has governed the research 
reviews conducted by university review boards (McKee, 2003).  As the level of bureaucracy has grown, 
so have the time between submission of applications for IRB approval and the actual approval.  In some 
cases, the time for the project has passed (Blanchard, 2002). 
  The IRB process has become increasingly problematic particularly for communication courses with 
primary research components. Since no overall code of research ethics exists for the mass communication 
discipline (McKee, 2003), the communication department at the University of South Alabama worked 
with the university’s IRB office to gain support for communication classes that require primary research.    

Literature Review 
 In 1974, the National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical  
Research was established and Congress passed the National Research Act.  These were the first 
regulations in the United States protecting the rights and welfare of research participants and establishing 
the institutional review board (IRB) as a mechanism to protect human participants involved in research.  
According to Title 45 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) Part 46.102(d), research is defined as a 
systematic investigation designed to develop or contribute to generalizable knowledge.  The primary 
purpose of the IRB is to protect the rights and welfare of research participants (Hunt & Yekel, 2002).   
 Supervision of medical research where the possibility of physical harm is ever present, supervision of 
research involving children and research funded from federal sources should definitely fall under the 
purview of the IRB.  That is the main purpose of the IRB: to supervise projects that might cause physical 
harm (Blanchard, 2002). 
 However, “harm” has expanded to more than physical harm to done by medical procedures.  It now 
includes protecting individuals from embarrassment and annoying questions.  The protections are now 
constructed so expansively that the simplest research project that goes beyond the classroom must be 
approved by a review board across campus (Blanchard, 2002).   
 Researchers in journalism and mass communication are addressing sensitive topics such as sexual 
behavior, drug and alcohol use and abuse, and Web-based pornography more frequently.  As a result, the 
research they conduct falls under the purview of the IRB.  These studies can place participants a 
psychological risk, which is more difficult to assess and protect for than physical risks (Hunt & Yekel, 
2002).   

mailto:pmark@usouthal.edu
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 But what about undergraduate research in the areas of public relations and advertising that is not 
sensitive but merely attempts to measure such germane behaviors as television viewing habits, purchasing 
or charitable contribution behaviors?  These types of courses usually fall under exempt status because 
they entail survey research and the results are not generalizable.  However, even though the professor 
believes the student project is “exempt”, he or she still must submit all the paperwork to prove to an IRB 
official that it is indeed exempt.  In some cases, the opportune time for the project passes as paperwork 
becomes delayed (Blanchard, 2002)    
 Under what conditions should undergraduate communication research be run through the university’s 
Institutional Review Board (Elliott, 2002)?  Ultimately, little thoughtful critique is available on social 
science research protocol.  This paper is one attempt to accommodate and promote student research yet 
remain true to individual protection.  
A Case in Point: Untimely Review 

A case highlighting the constraints of IRB approval and potential options illustrates some of the 
problems in non-medical qualitative research.    In the spring of 2004, students in a graduate-level, 
qualitative communicative methods course were assigned to complete a practice research project that 
included ethnographic field work, interview data, and/or focus group data.  For this project, students 
completed a 2 to 3 hour, on-line IRB certification program.  They were required to complete a full IRB 
application for their research projects even though they had to complete the projects within the semester. 

Students selected such projects as a hegemonic perspective of masculinity in a bar environment, 
identity construction of a Korean-American young woman, communication practice practices of Muslim 
women at Friday morning prayer meetings, and other social practices.  Planning the research projects was 
challenging in itself; however, the IRB process became daunting.  According to IRB instructions, the 
student projects did not qualify for exempt review, rather for expedited review.  The “expedited” review 
process ended up taking 2 months or more as students scrambled to meet reviewer demands. 

For example, the student who wanted study communication practices of Muslim women obtained 
written consent from the minister of her church as well as from each woman who attended the prayer 
meetings.  Approval, however, was stalled by wording on the consent form, a research question found 
unsatisfactory, or other problems.  A medical researcher on the review panel did not understand 
qualitative research and did not see why this project should take place.  After much interaction between 
the reviewer with the student as well as the professor, the project was finally approved, but not in time for 
the observations and analysis to take place during the semester.  Other students experienced similar 
frustrations.  By the end of the semester, most of the student projects had not been approved—for reasons 
of minor infractions rather than potential harm to participants. 

One reason that IRB approval is needed for such instances of student research is the opportunity for 
students to submit their papers for presentation at academic conferences for professional development.  A 
better way to determine safety of research participants and reasonable timeframes is needed. 

In this instance, a satisfactory outcome was reached for future projects.  The IRB issued a “Handbook 
for Student Research” that included a shorter, more straightforward form without medical or laboratory 
jargon. (Appendix A).  Classroom practice was distinguished from full research projects, and the 
turnaround time from submission to approval was significantly reduced.   A new, streamlined process was 
assured.  

Conclusion 
The new process is certainly not perfect.  However, this position from the IRB shows a willingness to 

work with students as they acquire the required research skills.  Professors need ongoing networking with 
the IRB staff to assure that qualitative communication research goals are in line with the goals of the IRB. 
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         IRB protocol #:___________ 
 Institutional Review Board                                   CSAB 138        

University of South Alabama              Telephone: 251-460-6308 
                          FAX: 251-461-1595 

 
       PROTOCOL APPLICATION FOR HUMAN SUBJECTS RESEARCH 
STUDENT RESEARCH PROTOCOL APPLICATION 

INSTRUCTIONS:  (1) Discuss and develop your research plan, survey documents, interview questions or other data 
collection instructions with your faculty advisor. (2) Complete and sign this form, then have your faculty advisor review 
and sign it. (3) Deliver this application form with a copy of the data collection instrument and/or informed consent (if 
applicable) to the IRB Office at least two weeks prior to the initiation of any work involving human subjects or human 
material.  NOTE:  All communication regarding this application submission will be copied to your faculty advisor.  For 
additional information please refer to the IRB Student Researcher Manual at [insert website address here]. 
 
For exempt protocols: Submit two copies of this application, two copies of the consent form and two copies of the protocol (including 
questionnaire or survey if applicable).  
 
For expedited protocols: Submit three copies of this application, three copies of the consent form, and three copies of the protocol 
(including questionnaire or survey if applicable). 
 
For full board review: Submit thirty(30) copies of this application, thirty(30) copies of the consent form and four copies of the 
protocol.  Sponsored drug studies also require four copies of the investigator’s brochure, one copy of the FDA Form 1572, and three 
copies of the drug summary sheet. 
 
In the following judgment of the Principal/Student Investigator, this research qualifies for which of the following 
categories:  (please note: protocols involving children <19 years of age cannot be submitted as exempt) 
 
Exempt     Expedited    Full Board ________ 
Category     Category    
(See IRB Guidelines Part III)  (See IRB Guidelines Part V) (See IRB Guidelines Part IV)  
NOTE:  For easy reference, an IRB category checklist list is provided in the IRB Student Researcher Manual. 
               
 
Date of Submission:     
Principal/Student Investigator:          
Department:         College:        
Address:            
Title of Project:               
               
Phone #:    Email Address:        
 
Type of Research:           
     (ie, dissertation, master’s thesis, independent study, class project, other) 
Location of Research:           
 
Data Collection Site:              
NOTE: If the study will be conducted off campus, you must obtain permission to use the location(s) and submit approval letter to the IRB. 
 
Co-investigator:        (If research is more than minimal risk, students must be listed as the co-investigator) 
Address:          Department:        
Phone #:    Email Address:        
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1. Summary of Research Purpose: 

 
   

 
 
 
 

2. Subject Population:  NOTE: Federal guidelines require selection of subjects be equitable within the exclusions, 
and subjects meeting the criteria cannot be discriminated against for gender, race, social or financial status, or any 
other reason. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Approximate number of subjects _________   Male/Female Ratio      
 
Vulnerable Subjects:  Identify all categories of vulnerable subjects to be recruited - (check only if applicable): 

 Minors ( < 19 years ) 

 Pregnant Women 

 Fetuses 

 Prisoners (adjudicated youth / adolescents detained in a juvenile detention facility is considered a prisoner) 
         NOTE: Submission of the Investigator Checklist for Studies Involving Prisoners is required with this        
         application.  The federal regulations for inclusion of prisoners as research subjects and investigator checklist   
         are located on  IRB website at: http://southmed.usouthal.edu/com/research/IRB.html
 Cognitively Impaired Persons 

 Economically or educationally disadvantaged persons 

 Other vulnerable population (identify):        

3What is the research design of the study? How and where will the study be conducted, what information will be 
collected, how will it be collected and how will it be analyzed? (Limit this description to the portions dealing 
directly with the use of human subjects) 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
4. Risk/Benefits to participants and precautions to be taken: (Identify possible risks to subjects.  These may be of 

physical, psychological, social or legal nature.  If subjects are vulnerable populations, or if risks are more than 
minimal, please describe what additional safeguards will be taken) 

   
  

 
 
 
5. Recruitment: (Who will your subjects be and how will you select or contact them? Attach all materials to be used 

in recruitment – ie, advertisements, posters, scripts for TV/radio, electronic ads, etc.) 
 

  
 
 
 
 
6. Privacy/Confidentiality: (If your data is not anonymous,  describe the procedures you will use to maintain 

confidentiality of  your research subjects and project data). 
 
 

  
 

http://southmed.usouthal.edu/com/research/IRB.html
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7. Human Subjects Protection Training:   As a condition of the University’s Federal Wide Assurance of Protection 
for Human Subjects, principal investigators and key research personnel are required to complete appropriate 
training before conducting human subject research 
 
NOTE: Research under exemption #4 is not required to complete the human subjects protection 
training. [ie, research involving the collection or study of existing archival data, documents, 
(publicly available or recorded to prevent identity of subjects -anonymous data) 
The NIH training tutorial is available at http://cme.cancer.gov/c01/  Once you have finished, a computer-
generated certificate is provided.  Preferably, a copy of the certificate should be attached with submission 
of this application form.  However, you may also fax a copy to 461-1595 or forward to the IRB Office at 
CSAB 138. NOTE: Investigators will not receive final approval for human subjects’ research until the 
training requirement is completed. 

 
List all members involved with the conduct of the study. 

 
Name       Role                 Human Subjects Training  

                           Current Status 
  

                                                                                                                    Yes  No 
                                                                                                                    Yes  No 
                                                                                                                    Yes  No 

 
8. What is the anticipated outcome of the research and how will you use the information once it is 

collected and/or analyzed? 
 
   
 
 
 

9. What are the anticipated start and completion dates of your study? 
  
 
 

 

 

http://cme.cancer.gov/c01/
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Timing Retail Investor Communications with Wave Theory 
Ernest F. Martin, Jr. 
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Virginia Commonwealth University 

efmartin2@vcu.edu
 

When corporations increase media coverage during a retail investor stock market wave, there is a 
significant increase in the power of the wave. The study tests fifty stocks using wave theory to select 
appropriate investor waves and Kaplan-Meier survival analysis to determine the impact of increased 
media coverage. 

Introduction 
The National Investor Relations Institute (NIRI) defines IR as “a strategic management responsibility 

that integrates finance, communication, marketing and securities law compliance to enable the most 
effective two-way communication between a company, the financial community and other constituencies, 
which ultimately contributes to a company's securities achieving fair valuation.” (http://www.niri.org)  

The Public Relations Society of America (PRSA) investor relations section (currently financial 
communications section) stresses the professionalism of the function. The financial communications 
section’s mission is: 

“Facilitating the exchange of ideas and information about relevant trends in financial and 
business media relations, reporting and product marketing communications to a broad range of 
publics including the consumers of financial services, shareholders and investors, the financial 
community and security analysts.” (http://www.prsa.org)  

The methods of IR are continuing to undergo changes in the wake of scandals, revised government 
regulations and legislation, increased knowledge levels of investment community, new technology, the 
global investment marketplace, and overall societal desires for transparency and ethical business 
operation. Meanwhile, the stakes remain large. There are approximately 15,000 publicly traded 
corporations on the major exchanges. In the last 50 years, investors have gone from fewer than 3 million 
owners of publicly traded companies to more than 85 million owners. (Heffes 2003)  

This paper is an exploration of extending particular periods (waves) of positive share price movement 
that are heavily populated with retail investors, drawing upon financial communications, investor 
relations, and technical analysis theory and practice. 
What is Wave Theory? 

Wave theory postulates price movements in the markets have impulse waves and corrective waves 
which can be viewed through the lens of crowd psychology – market sentiment. In short, wave theory is a 
detailed description of how groups of people behave. Prices are set by the collective behavior of buyers 
and sellers. Wave theory reveals that mass psychology swings from pessimism to optimism and back in a 
natural sequence, creating specific and measurable patterns. Specifically, wave analysis measures investor 
psychology, which is the real underlying factor behind markets. When people are optimistic about the 
future of a given issue, they bid the price up. (Prechter and Kendall 1996)  Wave theory is one of the 
techniques of technical analysis, the study of how securities prices and volume behave with a goal of 
forecasting over some future time horizon.  

Related literature includes classic writings (Prechter1994a; Prechter1994b), expansions of the theory 
(Prechter & Frost 2001; Neely & Hall 1990), and trading use (Prechter 2003; Walker 2001; Poser 2003) 

Prices often move in five waves – three in one direction and two in the other --caused by human 
behavior. Within the wave patterns, the price and volume indicate the holistic digestion of all information 
while the investors exhibit crowd behavior attributes. 

Wave theory interprets market actions in terms of cycles composed of impulse waves and corrective 
waves. An impulse consists of five waves, three of them moving in the direction of the larger trend and 
two retracements (corrections) moving against the larger trend. Every impulse can be subdivided into a 
five-wave structure (1-2-3-4-5) and corrective wave can be subdivided into smaller waves (A-B-C). (see 
Figure 1) 

mailto:efmartin2@vcu.edu
http://www.niri.org/
http://www.prsa.org/
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Figure 1 Impulse Wave and Corrective Wave (Dent 2004) 
 

Importantly, waves are fractal -- market structure is built from similar patterns on a larger or smaller 
scale. Therefore, we can count the waves on a long-term market chart as well as shorter-term weekly, 
daily or hourly chart. In short, there are waves within waves.  

Determining the exact impulse wave interpretation is an art as well as a science. Rules are relatively 
simple, but momentum is reflected with the occurrence of a variety of extensions, elongation, sub-wave 
overlaps and double backs. Corrective waveforms are rather complicated, but generally fall into six major 
forms. More detailed discussion of the patterns and interpretation of waves in technical analysis can be 
found at Neely & Hall (1990), Prechter (1994a), Prechter (1994b), Prechter & Frost (2001), Walker 
(2001), Prechter (2003), and Poser (2003). 
Analysis of Stock Directions Using Wave Theory 

The attractiveness of wave analysis is that the identifying of impulse waveforms and corrective 
waveforms keep us on top of where the market is at a particular point in time. Obviously, knowledge of 
market historical wave patterns and experiences in wave count are of paramount importance. What makes 
it even more attractive is that much of the movement of the waves reflects market sentiment of 
institutional and retail investors at different points in the impulse and corrective waves. 

When a stock hits a low point in the market, the general feeling among investors is of unhappiness 
and desperation. People are afraid to purchase. There is, however, always a small minority of people who 
believe that this is the time to buy. They look for the “bottom” that gives them the edge of “buy low.” 
They have a higher risk tolerance and are taking advantage of people’s fear and vulnerability. They may 
not be convinced that the price is at the lowest point, but realize the market is very low. Their action of 
buying at the low induces the first market rise -- creating Wave 1. 

As the stock begins to rise, most investors will still be feeling negative and stay out. Those who 
bought “low” after the previous decline will be anxiously watching the market. Because they believe that 
the future equals the immediate past, they are very concerned about the short-term future. When the stock 
makes a short-term top and starts to decline again (Wave 2), they become very anxious and sell quickly in 
order to try to gain something rather than nothing. They are quick to get out. 

The downward trend of Wave 2 does not go all the way down to where it was before. When people 
notice that it is not going down to new lows and that the price is starting to rise, they start to invest again. 
The market rises again on the third wave. Wave 3 has the heaviest buying of institutional investors. This 
wave is generally considered to be the point of recognition for retail investors. People don’t want to miss 
out on the opportunity to make money, especially when it hits a new high. Most profits will be made after 
the middle of Wave 3. Wave 3 is generally the longest and strongest move in the pattern.  

Usually Wave 4 is a high level consolidation rather than a sharp drop. Profit taking occurs for some. 
It can go on for quite a long time. The investors, often retail investors, who bought late during Wave 3, 
lose out the most. 

Other retail investors, who recognized the stock in Wave 3 but didn’t buy, saw the high as 
consolidation occurred. The downward move of Wave 4 makes the stock price look inexpensive. The 
“cheap” stock becomes tempting because of the heavy gains seen in Wave 3.  
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Then comes Wave 5. This is the wave where many retail investors start investing because everyone 
else seems to be making a lot of money. They don’t want to miss out on “buy low and sell high.” When 
the fifth wave forms the peak and tops out, it makes its largest and most dramatic drop yet. The power 
(increase) of Wave 5 is largely dependent on the strength of retail investment confidence. The best 
case for a company is for Wave 5 to be stronger than Wave 3. Sometimes, however, Wave 5 truncates or 
falls apart after a short rise. This occurs with weak retail investment. 

Wave theory can provide timing (Wave 5) to trigger a retail investor news / information campaign. 
Triggering a media relations retail investor campaign could drive Wave 5. If the wave extends, additional 
retail investors will come into the stockholder investor pool. 
Retail Investors and Wave Theory 

Public corporations have different approaches to investor relations. Some view it as largely reactive 
with delegated people to respond to inquiries from analysts or investors as they come in. Others 
implement a comprehensive and proactive investor relations approach. In today’s environment, a strong 
proactive IR is recognized as providing significant advantages. (Conger 2004)  Christopher Garland of 
Ketchum, Atlanta, argues the importance of IR.  

IR is vital to a company’s financial success, especially now that intangible assets–such as 
management quality, product quality, and innovativeness–comprise so much of a company’s 
worth. …Such non-balance sheet value resides in the Street’s perception. It’s not coincidence that 
Fortune’s list of ‘Most Admired’ companies averaged a nearly 45 percent return, versus 18 
percent for the S&P, from 1990 to 2000. Reputation adds value. (Garland 2001) 

There are two broad shareholder groups – institutional investors and retail investors. Supporting each 
group is a variety of influential stakeholders, including analysts, brokers, financial media, etc. A retail 
investor, also called individual investor or small investor, is an individual who purchases small amounts 
of securities for his or her personal account and not for another company or organization. An institutional 
investor is an entity with large amounts to invest. They include investment companies, mutual funds, 
brokerages, insurance companies, pension funds, investment banks and endowment funds.  
Importance of Retail Investors for Corporations 

The primary IR program for most corporations target institutional investors. Regardless of company 
size or sector, however, an effective program aimed at communicating to and supporting a company’s 
retail investors can be an important adjunct to the primary IR program targeting institutional investors. 
Retail investors generally provide a stable and consistent investor base. (Global Consulting Group 2004)  

Over the past few decades, individual investors have acquired a major role as primary providers of 
capital. The rise in the scope and reach of U.S. private equity ownership has been striking. In 2002, 
approximately half of U.S. households own equity, up from 19 percent in 1983. (Esser 2002)  Dent (2004) 
projects stock investing by individual households to rise to 74 percent by 2009. 

Kay Breakstone, Breakstone & Ruth International, argues that the more a company makes investors 
aware of its existence and business strategy, the more likely it is to increase sale of its stock. (Breakstone 
& Ruth 2003) Investors have a limited amount of time at their disposal. They will, therefore, invest in 
those companies they have heard of, are familiar with and can trust. When a company is willing to 
communicate, it decreases investors’ sense of uncertainty and risk. (Breakstone & Ruth 2003)  This is true 
for both institutional and retail investors. Each group has special needs and requires specific approaches 
and campaigns. 

The retail investors tend to take a longer-term approach to ownership, providing greater stability and 
loyalty within the shareholder base. (Stark, 2003) Given the large market size, long term holders, low 
turnover, shareholder loyalty and reduction of concentration of ownership, the retail investor segment is 
very attractive. (Breakstone & Ruth 2003)   

The average portfolio of National Association of Investors Corporation’s (NAIC) 275,000 member 
average $301,300. NAIC investors are on the upper end of the retail investor scale. Estimates are that 
retail investors maintain portfolios averaging $62,000 in value, although the range of portfolio sizes varies 
greatly. (Stark 2003) 
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A corporation is ready for a retail program if the following criteria are met. (Breakstone & Ruth 
2003) 

• The liquidity is low for the institutional market.   
• They have maximized the institutional route.   
• They want to tap all sources of demand.  
• Their ownership is too concentrated.  
• They want more shareholders. 

There are negatives for a retail investor relations program. (Breakstone & Ruth 2003) 
• Cost of marketing.  
• Cost of servicing.  
• Time required to attract a significant holding.  
• Geographically diversified market.  
• Hard to reach a concentration of real investors. 

Despite the difficulties with current ways of targeting and reaching retail investors, IR professionals 
realize its importance. Moira Conlon, Executive VP, FRB/Weber Shandwick says, “Companies still need 
to do institutional outreach, but some are now seeing a lot of reasons to focus on retail investors. 
Targeting retail investors calls for a less scientific approach, but those companies that do so now could 
clean up.” (Stock 2003)  Leo Hinkley, VP of IR and Corporate Communications, BankAtlantic Bancorp 
VP of IR and Corporate Communications Leo Hinkley says, “Individual investors are probably the most 
ignored demographic -- companies typically court analysts at primaries and institutional investors. But the 
buying power of retail investors is as strong, if not stronger.” (Stock 2003) 
Relationship of news/information and share prices/volume 

Many argue that media relations are critical in IR. Metz (1999) argues that an investor relations 
program without a media relations component is shaky at best. The majority of public companies are 
unknown to the greatest percentage of investors. There simply is not enough space in newspapers to carry 
their news. For more than 90% of institutional investors, the Wall Street Journal is by far the medium of 
choice. Barron’s follows, which reaches two-thirds of institutional investors. (Mertz 1999) Most public 
company announcements, even financial announcements, do not appear in the Journal or Barron’s. This 
results in a level of obscurity that results in low volume and potentially lagging share prices.  

New places have emerged for financial media relations. The surge of online trading and a new web 
sites with online news and information media for individual investors are new venues for the latest news 
for companies of all sizes. Companies can use media relations to reach enough individual investors to 
create efficient markets in their shares. Financial media relations can help companies reach the individual 
investor community that is so important to them. 

Generally, the literature supports that there is an under-reaction of price to news/information release, 
but potential impact on volume of shares traded. 

Most of the research on share returns after specific news items supports the idea of under-reaction 
relating to price. Many studies look at the issue of news/information and price – generally, but without 
consensus, pointing to limited reaction of price direction to news. Michaely, Thaler and Womack (1995) 
found evidence of under-reaction of signaling events including dividends (initiations and omissions) and 
scheduled news releases. Stock splits were examined Ikenberry and Ramnath (2002), with the same 
conclusions. Scheduled news releases -- including earnings announcements – showed drift after earnings 
surprises for up to 12 months. (Bernard and Thomas 1990) Womack (1996) and Michaely and Womack 
(1999) found a lag in response to changes in analyst recommendations. Lakonishok and Lee (2001) found 
that the impact of insider trade reports was restricted to buys in smaller stocks. Cutler, Poterba and 
Summers (1989) looked at the relations between extreme market-wide returns and major business stories 
from the New York Times. They conclude that neither economic variables nor news stories can fully 
explain extreme aggregate price movements. Mitchell and Mulherin (1994) show that while news moves 
the market, the relationship is not very strong. 
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There is not a consensus, however. Barber and Lyon (1997), Kothari and Warner (1997), Fama 
(1998) argue that the statistical tests and methodology tend to understate possible relationships. Loughran 
and Ritter (2000) have an opposite interpretation based on the same fact. 

Various theories seek to explain why news/information does not have a greater effect on price. Daniel 
(1998) models investor behavior with a model of overconfidence and biased self-attribution. The result is 
that investors hold too strongly to their own information and discount public signals. Barberis (1998) 
relies on conservatism and the representativeness heuristic. They hypothesize that investors change 
sentiment about future company earnings based on the past stream of realizations. Hong and Stein (1999) 
and Hong, Lim and Stein (2000) work with a model not tied to specific psychological biases, with two 
classes of traders. One group ignores the news, but reacts to prices. The result is initial under-reaction and 
subsequent overreaction.  

Karpoff (1987) theorizes that differences in expectations for individual investors and the market drive 
the volume changes. Some investors may want to buy a stock and others may want to sell it, the result 
being an increase in trading volume. Because the market as a whole reacts only to new information, 
however, there would be little or no change in stock price. Chaney, Devinney, and Winer (1991) point out 
that stock price reactions to events may be non-significant but volume effects may be significant. 

Other research looked at financial relations advertising. Bobinski and Ramirez (1994) used a time-
series approach to study the effect of financial-relations advertising on stock trading volume and stock 
price. They found increases in trading volume at the initial appearance of the financial-relations 
advertisement, but not during subsequent runs of the ad. No support was found for the view that this type 
of advertising positively affects stock prices, at least in the short run. 
Research Question 

Drawing upon previous research about media and stock relationships, we ask whether a retail investor 
relations media campaign expand the retail investor wave cycle. What is the survival likelihood of the 
retail investor wave depending upon media campaign levels?  

H1: Cases with higher media coverage will maintain a quality retail investor wave significantly 
longer than those with lower media coverage. 

H0: There will be no significant difference in the survival functions of the two groups. 
Method 

Using eSignal end-of-day data for November 24th, the database of 11,389 entries was screened for 
optionable corporations with a share price of $20 or greater and an average volume of 300,000 or greater. 
The resulting 2402 listed companies was subjected to wave analysis of its daily chart to find stocks at or 
recently completing wave 5 activity in a bullish direction. These represent stocks having completed their 
heavy retail investor wave activity. The analysis found 206 of the stocks qualifying. A sample of 50 
stocks was drawn.  

We previously developed a metric (EM), combining the number of days of the wave and technical 
indicators into a proprietary algorithm, to represent the intensity, mass and extent of the retail investor 
wave. 

Each stock was coded for wave 5 starting and ending dates and data to construct the proprietary EM 
metric. Additionally, the Lexus-Nexus database of stories for each company was analyzed for release 
pattern during the retail investor wave period. 

Primary analysis utilized survival analysis. As the name implies, survival analysis is typically used to 
examine the period an individual survives or until a part fails. It is widely used in medical research to 
analyze how long a treatment group lives versus the control group? It is also used in some engineering 
fault analysis to analyze how long a part last with a new maintenance procedure versus a part maintained 
with the traditional procedure.  

We chose survival analysis as the analytical procedure to determine how powerfully the retail 
investor wave would continue, given different “treatments” of media release volume. 

We chose the Kaplan-Meier product-limit estimation. Kaplan-Meier is a useful technique when the 
number of cases is small but representative and the exact survival times are known. The Kaplan-Meier 
estimation uses variable interval, allowing us to use the EM metric that goes beyond simple time measure 
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to factor in qualities of the wave. An analogous situation in medical treatment demonstrates the 
importance. Using Kaplan-Meier, a survival metric for a cancer treatment could be based on months of 
survival factored with quality of life measures. Living is more than the number of months before death. 
Power of an investor wave is more than number of days before ending. Using Kaplan-Meier allows the 
EM metric to represent the survival of the power of the wave.  

The Kaplan-Meier survival analysis also does not require eliminating cases that have not terminated 
at the conclusion of the study period. The traditional life table analysis requirement of fixed length 
survival times requires dismissing cases that continue to survive (censored cases) and labeling them as 
“missing cases.” The censored cases, however, add valuable information to the analysis. If excluded from 
the study, the survival probabilities will be underestimated. In short, we do not want to exclude cases that 
survive even longer than the length of our study. With the Kaplan-Meier estimation, we add a code for 
each case, indicating that the terminal event occurred (uncensored case) or not occurred (censored case). 
(Kaplan and Meier, 1958)  

Findings and Discussion 
Is the EM metric a good indicator for the retail investor wave? 
Yes. We developed the metric (EM) to combine the number of days of the wave and technical 

indicators into a proprietary formula to represent the intensity, mass and extent of the retail investor wave. 
For the 50 case sample, EM correlates with volume (.820; sig. .000), media levels (.562; sig. .000), and 
price (.324; sig. .022). 

Will an increased media level during the retail investor wave increase the likelihood of the wave’s 
survival?  

Yes. We use wave theory to calculate the beginning and end points of the investor wave. Once we 
know the appropriate timings, we use Kaplan-Meier survival analysis to estimate a survivor function, 
based on the EM until the end of the investor wave occurs. Since EM represents intensity, mass, and 
extent of the wave, it not only incorporates the number of days the wave exists, but also includes other 
positive qualities of the wave. 

First, cases with higher media levels are more likely to have a surviving retail investor wave at the 
conclusion of the test. For higher levels of media, out of 25 cases, 17 are terminal and 8 (32 percent) 
survive (“censored” in the terminology of survival analysis). For lower levels of media, out of 25 cases, 5 
(20 percent) survive. Overall, 13 of the 50 survive (26 percent). Table 1 shows the number of uncensored 
and censored cases for the two levels of media coverage. 

 
Table 1: Survival of Retail Investor Wave as a Function of Media Coverage 

Coverage Status Totals % Censored 
 Uncensored Censored   
Higher Media 17 8 25 32.0 
Lower Media 20 5 25 20.0 
Totals 37 13 50 26.0 

 
Second, higher media coverage cases have substantially higher mean and median.  

 
Table 2: Mean and Median as a Function of Media Coverage 

 EM Survival Standard Error 90% Confidence Interval 
Higher Media    
     Mean 20838.11 4139.39 12724.91 28951.31 
     Median 16758.23 8045.68 988.71 32527.75 
Lower Media     
     Mean 2277.04 1008.82 299.75 4254.34 
     Median 354.68 152.39 56.01 653.36 
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Third, individual cases demonstrate greater likelihood of EM survival with higher media coverage. 
Table 3 shows the Kaplan-Meier survival table for each case. 

 
Table 3: Kaplan-Meier Survival Analysis for EM 
 
 Factor LEVEL = 1  Lower Media 
 
  EM/Time       Status     Cumulative     Standard       Cumulative      Number 
                            Survival       Error           Events       Remaining 
 
    2.55            1        .9600          .0392              1            24 
    9.89            1        .9200          .0543              2            23 
   19.87            1        .8800          .0650              3            22 
   23.67            1        .8400          .0733              4            21 
   40.78            1        .8000          .0800              5            20 
   51.73            1        .7600          .0854              6            19 
   53.34            1        .7200          .0898              7            18 
  101.00            1        .6800          .0933              8            17 
  107.36            1        .6400          .0960              9            16 
  123.53            1        .6000          .0980             10            15 
  284.64            1        .5600          .0993             11            14 
  307.17            1        .5200          .0999             12            13 
  354.68            1        .4800          .0999             13            12 
  467.65            1        .4400          .0993             14            11 
  496.14            1        .4000          .0980             15            10 
  655.38            2                                         15             9 
  731.93            2                                         15             8 
  787.75            1        .3500          .0977             16             7 
  856.02            1        .3000          .0957             17             6 
 1034.60            1        .2500          .0919             18             5 
 1255.18            2                                         18             4 
 1386.28            2                                         18             3 
 1616.77            1        .1667          .0915             19             2 
 1818.89            2                                         19             1 
11463.80            1        .0000          .0000             20             0 
 
 Factor LEVEL = 2  Higher Media 
 
  EM/Time       Status       Cumulative     Standard     Cumulative      Number 
                           Survival       Error         Events       Remaining 
 
  696.04            1        .9600          .0392              1            24 
 1540.96            1        .9200          .0543              2            23 
 1966.24            1        .8800          .0650              3            22 
 2124.71            1        .8400          .0733              4            21 
 2497.78            1        .8000          .0800              5            20 
 2745.86            2                                          5            19 
 4132.80            1        .7579          .0862              6            18 
 4332.43            1        .7158          .0911              7            17 
 4644.60            1        .6737          .0950              8            16 
 4662.59            2                                          8            15 
 4769.87            1        .6288          .0987              9            14 
 4872.04            2                                          9            13 
 5959.75            2                                          9            12 
 7248.68            1        .5764          .1034             10            11 
 9743.36            2                                         10            10 
10314.28            2                                         10             9 
10320.57            1        .5123          .1100             11             8 
12554.45            2                                         11             7 
16758.23            1        .4391          .1161             12             6 
17257.32            2                                         12             5 
32281.24            1        .3513          .1217             13             4 
34860.60            1        .2635          .1188             14             3 
37267.27            1        .1757          .1068             15             2 
44099.68            1        .0878          .0819             16             1 
50191.71            1        .0000          .0000             17             0 
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Fourth, the average EM survival is substantially greater with higher media levels. Figure  2 graphs 
EM survival.  

 
Figure 2: Survival Functions as a Function of Media Coverage 
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Fifth, the samples reflecting higher and lower media coverage were tested for significance. Kaplan-
Meier survival analysis uses three different significance tests, Mantel-Haenszel test, generalized 
Wilcoxon test, and Tarone-Ware test. Using SPSS, the formula for all tests is: U = Σ wi ( Di – Ei ) Values 
within the formula are: wi = weight; Di = Number of terminal events observed; Ei = Number of terminal 
events expected: number at risk cases & terminations (t). The variation in the tests is the weighting of 
cases (wi). The Log-Rank Test (Mantel-Haenszel Test) is the least conservative with all cases weighted 
equally. The Breslow test is the most conservative, with earlier events weighted more heavily than later 
events. The Tarone-Ware test is mid-conservative because it weights earlier cases less heavily than the 
Breslow test does. 

Based on all three statistical measures, the difference in survival is significant. (see Table 3) 
 

Table 3: Significance of the Difference in Survival as a Function of Media Levels 
Statistic df Significance Test 

Log-Rank (Mantel-Haenszel Test) 28.30 1 .000 
Breslow (Generalized Wilcoxon Test) 26.83 1 .000 
Tarone-Ware Test 27.90 1 .000 

 
Conclusions 

The null hypothesis is rejected. There is a significant difference between the survival functions of the 
media coverage and the dynamics of the retail investor wave. 

The results are very positive. We can use wave theory to determine the start and ending points of a 
retail investor wave. The survival analysis demonstrates that with higher levels of media coverage, the life 
and quality of the wave can be extended – increasing the likelihood of additional retail investors. Based 
on this analysis, the retail investor wave with higher media coverage had a survival level of 5 times 
greater than with lower media coverage.  
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The emergence of weblogs on the Internet has posed a challenge to the central gatekeeping position of the 
traditional media and opens new opportunities for public relations practitioners. This study examined the 
changes in gatekeeping with a content analysis of the coverage of the 2004 presidential election. While 
the traditional media defined their gatekeeping role before election night in stating that they would not 
make judgments on the winner on the basis of incomplete exit poll data, the weblogs did not restrict their 
coverage beforehand.  

Analysis of the coverage of traditional media outlets and political weblogs revealed that the weblogs 
circumvented the traditional media’s gatekeeping role throughout the entire election night, while at the 
same time relying heavily on information provided by the traditional media. Only very rarely did the 
weblogs rely on information provided by public relations practitioners.  
The study confirms that the central gatekeeping position of the traditional media has been challenged. 
Public relations practitioners, however, have not utilized this new gatekeeping environment at this point. 

Introduction 
In the past five years, the Internet has developed its own news format with the emergence of weblogs. 

While there have been online newspapers, online magazines, radio broadcasting and television streaming 
available through the Internet, they were only traditional news media made available in a different format. 
Weblogs, however, are the first distinctive news format, which is only available through the Internet 
(Blood, 2003). During the 2004 presidential election campaign, weblogs gained so much attention that the 
word “blog”, a short form of weblog, was named “word of the year” (Tynan, 2004). 

The purpose of this study was to examine a possible challenge of the weblogs to the central 
gatekeeping position of the traditional media in the 2004 presidential election. At the same time it was 
intended to analyze the sources the weblogs relied on in their reporting and to examine the role public 
relations practitioners played in the reporting of weblogs. The new news format of the weblogs has been 
growing rapidly. While there were only very few weblogs five years ago, there are an estimated 500,000 
(Matheson, 2004) to eight million weblogs on the Internet today. Fourteen to 20 million people are 
estimated to read these weblogs (Oser, 2004).  

In the age group between 18 and 34 the Internet has already overtaken the traditional media – all 
media excluding the Internet (Deuze, 2003) –  as the dominant news source (Singer, 2003a). New 
software introduced in 1999 made it easy for every citizen with Internet access to maintain a weblog 
(Jensen, 2003). The availability of high-speed Internet access also enhanced the development of weblogs. 
Between 2002 and 2003 the number of homes with high-speed Internet access grew by almost 50 percent 
(Palser, 2004) and led to another rapid growth of weblogs within the last year (Gupta & Pitt, 2004).  

At first, a weblog was only considered to be a personal online journal on a website of an individual 
Internet user with brief entries on a vast variety of topics, such as sports, family, or politics. Even today it 
is mainly regular citizens operating the weblogs, who for the first time have been given the ability to 
publish to an audience of millions at the yearly cost of up to 200 dollars (Welch, 2003). According to 
Outing (2002), the majority of weblogs are still journals, maintained by an individual or a group, which 
are contributing continuously.  

A weblog is defined as a new form of journalism that allows any person to publish written work 
without an editorial process (Reynolds, 2003). Weblogs are also referred to as a form of “participatory 
journalism” (Gillmor, 2003), which publishes unedited thought. Contrary to the traditional media 
organizations, weblogs do not require journalistic skills, fact-checking and data verification (Andrews, 
2003), nor do they focus on editorial standards and profits (Lascia, 2003). Weblogs do not meet the media 
industry standards of objectivity (Smolkin, 2004). In regard to journalism, Blood (2003) defined four 
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types of weblogs that receive the most attention in the public: “Those written by journalists; those written 
by professionals about their industry; those written by individuals at the scene of a major news event; 
those that primarily link to news about current events” (p. 61).  

This study focused on political, current-event driven weblogs written by individuals or groups 
independent of media organizations. The news cycle of some of these weblogs runs 24 hours a day. These 
weblogs reiterate the news coverage of the traditional news media, express their own opinion on it, and 
break their own news stories (Palser, 2002). Some individuals even manage to make profits from their 
weblogs due to growing public attention (Reynolds, 2003) and subsequent advertising revenue.  

The terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001 brought a growing audience to political weblogs. The 
careful handling of the attacks and their aftermath by the traditional media and their hesitation to blame 
certain nations for the attacks increased interest in the weblogs (Seipp, 2002). In other news events, such 
as the Lewinsky/Clinton scandal in 1998, the resignation of Senate majority leader Trent Lott in 2002 
(Alterman, 2003; Smolkin, 2004), the war in Iraq (Allbritton, 2003; Andrews, 2003) as well as the 
California recall election in 2003 (Heyboer, 2003; Weintraub, 2003), the weblogs have also circumvented 
the gatekeepers in the traditional media. The uncovering of the Lewinsky/Clinton scandal by the weblog 
of Matt Drudge was listed as one of the ten key dates in the media of the 20th century (Grossmann, 1999).   

While it has always been assumed that the introduction of the Internet itself would challenge the 
traditional media’s gatekeeping role by attracting its readers and viewers, it took the emergence of the 
Internet’s weblogs to present this challenge to the news cycle (Regan, 2003). While the weblogs’ 
audience is not large enough at this point to set a nationwide news agenda, the weblogs have managed to 
expand the traditional media’s news agenda with additional topics (Lennon, 2003). Lascia (2002a) 
predicted that the weblogs will not displace the traditional media, but that they will become a supplement 
to them.  

The traditional media, which were defined for the purpose of this study as television stations and 
newspapers, have faced a strong challenge through the emergence of the weblogs. While the networks’ 
and newspapers’ websites on the Internet and their own weblogs are edited in a similar way as the 
traditional media are, the weblogs of individuals and groups report unfiltered news.  This has caused the 
challenge to the central gatekeeping position of the traditional media (Lascia, 2002b).  

Literature Review 
The focus of this study was the challenge to the gatekeeping role of the traditional media posed by the 

emergence of the Internet and its news format, the weblog. At first, as a basis for the study, the 
development of gatekeeping theory was evaluated. Then studies of the impact of weblogs on the 
traditional gatekeepers were analyzed.  In order to draw hypotheses for this study, research on the impact 
of the Internet on political reporting was also examined. 
Gatekeeping Theory 

It has always been assumed that the news has to proceed through a selection process before reaching 
the public (Shoemaker, 1996). The term “gate keeper,” however, was first introduced by Lewin (1947), 
who studied changes in social norms. In regard to the food selection process, Lewin theorized that food 
has to pass through different channels, such as the grocery store and the vegetable garden, as well as “gate 
keepers,” such as the housewife, in order to reach the dining table. Lewin stated that “an individual or 
group is ‘in power’ for making the decision between ‘in’ or ‘out.’ Understanding the functioning of the 
gate becomes equivalent then to understanding the factors which determine the decisions of the gate 
keepers and changing the social process means influencing or replacing the gate keeper” (p. 144-145). 

Lewin’s model of channels and gates was applied by White (1950) to mass communication in a case 
study on “Mr. Gates.” White studied how a telegraph editor at a Midwestern midsized newspaper selected 
the news. It was found that the gatekeeper in the newsroom rejected nine-tenths of the incoming news for 
publication. White described the decision-making process as “highly subjective” (p. 386) and found that 
“Mr. Gates” used his own experiences, attitudes and expectations to determine the newsworthiness of the 
wire copy. For the first time in mass communication research, White pointed to the editor’s “most 
important role as the terminal ‘gate’ in the complex process of communication” (p. 390). 
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The subjective decision-making process of the gatekeepers introduced by White was confirmed by 
many subsequent studies, most notably by Snider (1967), who replicated White’s study by examining the 
same “Mr. Gates” 17 years later during the Vietnam War. Snider found a consistency in the decision-
making process, although the focus had changed slightly due to the different news events in 1949 and 
1966, the years in which the studies were conducted. Snider defined gatekeepers as “those decision 
makers who control the flow of the news” (p. 419).  

Other researchers, however, also pointed out the importance of the decisions made by editors of the 
wire services. Gieber (1956) found in a study of decisions made by telegraph editors that the editors chose 
their news items by the importance of the news stories as it was defined by the wire services. Whitney and 
Becker (1982) also found in a study of the news selection in newspapers and television stations in Ohio 
that the wire services played a major role in the gatekeeping process. While they found little support for 
the notion that wire editors and newspaper and television editors share the same set of news values, they 
found support for the assumption that news from the wire services is “uncritically accepted” (p.65) by the 
newspapers and the television stations. They concluded that the local media is strongly influenced by the 
decisions of a few editors of the wire services. 

On the basis of White’s study, Westley and MacLean (1957) developed the first gatekeeping model. 
They expanded a model developed by Newcomb (1953), which described a person (A) sending 
information about an object (X) to another person (B). Westley and MacLean added the gatekeeper (C) to 
Newcomb’s ABX model and stated that “C, then, is capable of serving as an agent for B in selecting and 
transmitting information about an X” (p. 34). They also assumed that B will select his gatekeepers, and 
“Cs therefore survive as Cs to the extent that they satisfy needs for Bs” (p. 34). Bs, they assumed, will 
always choose Cs, which have served their needs in the past. This notion leaves it open whether the 
traditional media will always remain in the central gatekeeping role. If the needs of the news audience 
change, there is a possibility of replacing the gatekeeper.  

Before the introduction of the Internet to the public, Shoemaker (1991) developed a more complex 
model of gatekeeping. She found five different levels of studying the gatekeeping process: the individual, 
work routine, organizational, social and institutional, and societal. She still placed the gatekeepers in the 
center of her model, but rejected the notion that the individual gatekeeper is free in his decisions. 
Shoemaker pointed out that the “framework of the communication organization” (p. 75), which has its 
own priorities and is also influenced from outside forces (e.g. advertisers, interest groups, public 
relations), shapes the decision making process of each gatekeeper. She also highlighted that a message 
has to travel through multiple channels within a news organization to multiple gatekeepers and is possibly 
reshaped before it finally reaches an audience. 

Shoemaker’s model reveals that until the widespread usage of the Internet in the mid-1990s the 
central position of the traditional media gatekeeper, the news or wire editor and their organizations, has 
not been questioned. It was still assumed until recently, as it was assumed by Schramm (1960), that “all 
along the chain are a series of gatekeepers, who have the right to open or close the gate to any message 
that comes along” (p. 176). With the emergence of weblogs on the Internet, nevertheless, the perception 
of the gatekeeper’s role has changed, because unedited information is now able to reach the broad public 
on a continuous basis.  
Weblogs and Gatekeeping 

Weblogs have not gained widespread attention in the academic field at this point. Very few scholars 
have begun to conduct research on weblogs and their challenge to the traditional media’s gatekeeping 
role. Deuze (2003) pointed out that the main reason for the lack of research in this area is the fact that 
“approaches suffer from the same bias, as authors tend to implicitly assume that the future of journalism 
is still primarily determined by (a monopoly on) storytelling by journalists for citizens” (p. 217). 
Nevertheless, Kahn and Kellner (2004) highlighted that weblogs today provide “real time alternative 
coverage” (p. 93) with PDA devices and cell phones from major political events such as the World 
Summit for Sustainable Development, the World Social Forum, and the G8 forums.  

Matheson (2004) developed three major themes, which describe the importance of the emergence of 
weblogs: “(1) weblogs as a space for journalistic thinking for which institutional journalism provides little 
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room; (2) weblogs as a challenge to corporate journalism; and (3) weblogs as a democratic, interactive 
space” (p. 451).  Matheson viewed weblogs written by individuals as a challenge to the traditional 
journalism, which is conducted by the traditional media. His exploratory case study of the weblog of the 
British newspaper The Guardian, however, revealed only minor differences between it and the media 
organization. Matheson described the Guardian weblog as an “institutional product” that is “constrained 
by journalistic conventions of the news professional’s authority to speak and choose topics” (p. 454). He 
concluded that the institutional weblog remains “old media” (p. 460), preserves its role as a gatekeeper 
and cannot be considered part of an emerging alternative form of journalism. 

There are also hardly any differences between the traditional media and their online versions. Singer 
(2001) studied the differences in the gatekeeping roles between the printed versions of six Colorado 
newspapers and their online versions. While Singer found that the online versions have a stronger local 
focus, she did not find major differences in the gatekeeping role, meaning that the online version of the 
newspapers did not cover topics that were different from those covered by the printed version. She noted 
that “the bulk of the news online is still ‘shovelware’ – content that was created for the print product and 
has simply been shoveled in the Web” (p. 67). In another study, however, Singer (2003a) pointed out that 
the emergence of the weblogs has blurred the distinction between professional and non-professional 
journalists and that the Internet has gained the ability to influence the newsflow. Singer highlighted that 
the traditional media gatekeeper has lost his original function. As an immediate effect of this, the quantity 
of news increased.   

The only extensive study conducted on weblogs that are independent of the major news organizations 
focused on a single news event, in which a single weblog was able to circumvent the traditional media. 
The uncovering of the Lewinsky/Clinton scandal was highlighted by Williams and Delli Carpini (2000, 
2004) as the incident that led to the elimination of the gatekeeping function of the traditional media: 

The new media environment, by providing virtually unlimited sources of political information 
(although these sources do not provide anything like an unlimited number of perspectives), 
undermines the idea that there are discrete gates though which political information passes: if 
there are no gates, there can be no gatekeepers. (p. 61-62) 
Williams and Delli Carpini saw the publication of the Lewinsky/Clinton scandal by Matt Drudge 

on his weblog as a milestone in the challenge to gatekeeping theory. While the traditional media, in this 
case Newsweek, acted as a gatekeeper in refusing to break the story it had researched on the president’s 
affair with the intern, it was the weblog that reported the rumors. Afterwards the story was immediately 
picked up by Newsweek and the rest of the traditional media, bringing Bill Clinton to the brink of being 
removed from office. This incident undermined the gatekeeping function of the traditional media, which 
attempted to stay in its central position without noticing the challenge to its own role. The researchers also 
pointed out that the distinction between serious and less credible news media has been eliminated 
throughout the Lewinsky/Clinton scandal.  

Another incident that has been examined by scholars is the resignation of Senate majority leader 
Trent Lott. In an extended version of their initial study, Williams and Delli Carpini (2004) viewed the 
weblogs’ reporting on Lott’s racist remarks at a birthday party for former senator Strom Thurmond as 
another indicator for the change in media gatekeeping. Kahn and Kellner (2004) also claimed that it was 
the weblogs that ultimately led to the resignation. Similar to the Lewinsky/Clinton scandal, the traditional 
media only covered the incident after the weblogs had broken the story.  

However, it has to be noted that while the weblogs clearly undermined the gatekeeping function of 
the traditional media in the two news events, no comprehensive study of the impact of the weblogs on the 
news cycle had been conducted.  There has not been an attempt to study the impact of the weblogs, 
comparing the coverage and gatekeeping functions of several mainstream media with the one of several 
weblogs in a certain news event. For this reason, this study attempted to analyze the coverage of the 2004 
presidential election by the traditional media and the weblogs. 
Online Election Coverage 

There has also not been an attempt to study the impact of weblogs on the traditional media’s election 
coverage. This study, therefore, was exploratory in this field. However, scholars have focused on the 
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election coverage of online news formats, such as the online versions of newspapers. Singer (2003b) 
found in a survey of online editors at leading newspapers that they, while they do not change their role as 
journalists, provide information on the election faster and in more detail than the printed versions. She 
also found a strong emphasis on speed during the election night coverage. The newspapers use the 
Internet as a means to reach the readers immediately with the latest news about the election. 

Online news sources also have no credibility problem when compared with their traditional media 
counterpart. Johnson and Kaye (2000) found that politically interested Internet users view the Internet as 
the most reliable source to obtain political information. Their study revealed that the more someone used 
an online source the higher the credibility rating turned out for the source. But not only the audience turns 
to the Internet for political information, also politicians have noticed the impact of the Internet on election 
campaigns.  

While Weaver and Drew (2001) found only little influence of the Internet on public knowledge on the 
campaign during the 1996 presidential election, and stated that politicians were not engaging in an online 
campaign, the attention to the Internet increased with the 2000 presidential election. Wicks and Souley 
(2003) examined the websites of the presidential candidates in 2000 and found that they were used to 
introduce attacks on the opponent. The researchers predicted that the Internet would become as important 
as the traditional media in future campaigns. Therefore, an increase of the high participation on the 
Internet in 2000 was expected in the 2004 presidential campaign for the purpose of this study. 
Hypotheses and Research Questions 

Based on the review of literature it was expected that there would be extensive coverage of the 2004 
presidential election by the weblogs and the traditional media that could be analyzed. It was also certain 
that the traditional media and the weblogs would have to make decisions on how and when to call the 
winner of the election. Therefore, it was possible to study their distinct gatekeeping roles. Before election 
night on November 2, 2004, the traditional media defined its gatekeeping role, stating that they would not 
use incomplete exit poll data to make early predictions on the outcome of the election (Rutenberg, 2004). 
The weblogs did not issue such a statement. 

Based on the review of literature, the following hypotheses were proposed:  
 H1:   The weblogs will make earlier judgments on the winner of the 2004 presidential election 
than the traditional media. 
H2:   There will be no differences within the traditional media in making judgments on the winner 
of the 2004 presidential election. 

While considering the impact on the gatekeeping role of the traditional media, it was also of 
importance to examine the sources the weblogs relied on in their coverage. In the past, the weblogs relied 
on a variety of sources, including the coverage of the traditional media and their own opinion. Therefore, 
the following research question was proposed: 

RQ1:   Which sources do the weblogs use in their judgments on the winner of the 2004 
presidential election? 

Methodology 
The preferred method to study gatekeeping since White’s initial research has been content analysis 

(Shoemaker, 1996). This study followed the steps for conducting a content analysis as suggested by 
Hocking, Stacks & McDermott (2003).  However, there have been difficulties in applying this method to 
the Internet, mainly due to its rapidly changing content, which is difficult to track after its initial 
publishing (McMillan, 2000). Most weblogs do not archive their content as many online newspapers do. 
In order to control the changing content of the Internet, it was therefore necessary to closely monitor the 
Internet during a defined time period during election night.  

Since the traditional media was defined as TV networks and newspapers, a sample was drawn from 
both (Table 1). All major TV networks, which included CNN, FoxNews, ABC, CBS and MSNBC, were 
chosen to be monitored. A matching convenience sample of daily national newspapers that cover great 
parts of the United States was drawn on the basis of circulation numbers provided by the Audit Bureau of 
Circulation (2004). USA Today, The New York Times, The Los Angeles Times, The Washington Post, 
and The Chicago Tribune were chosen to be monitored.  
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Table 1 
Traditional Media 
 

Traditional Media Website 
CNN www.cnn.com 

Fox News www.foxnews.com 
ABC http://abcnews.go.com 
CBS www.cbsnews.com 

MSNBC www.msnbc.msn.com 
USA Today www.usatoday.com 

The New York Times www.nytimes.com 
The Los Angeles Times www.latimes.com 
The Washington Post www.washingtonpost.com 
The Chicago Tribune www.chicagotribune.com 

Total 10 
 

Since there are an estimated 500,000 to eight million weblogs, a convenience sample of weblogs that 
matched the one of the traditional media was drawn from the Internet (Table 2). The following seven 
weblogs were chosen on the basis of a politics and election award by the Washington Post (2004): 
DailyKos, Talking Points Memo, Instapundit.com, Wonkette, Little Green Footballs, National Review, 
and Andrewsullivan.com. The sample of weblogs was completed by the researcher with the Drudge 
Report, Slate, and PoliBlog, which have also gained widespread attention due to their political coverage. 
Thereby, a total of ten networks and newspapers from the traditional media were compared with ten 
weblogs. 

 
Table 2 
Weblogs 
 

Weblogs Website 
DailyKos www.dailykos.com

Talking Points Memo www.talkingpointsmemo.com
Instapundit.com www.instapundit.com

Wonkette www.wonkette.com
Little Green Footballs www.littlegreenfootballs. com 

National Review www.nationalreview.com/thecorner/corner.asp 
Andrewsullivan.com www.andrewsullivan.com

Drudge Report www.drudgereport.com
Slate www.slate.com

PoliBlog www.poliblogger.com
Total 10 
 

Based on the literature review, it was expected that there would be no differences between the 
coverage by the networks and their online versions. Therefore, only the online versions of the networks 
were monitored for this study. Since there was no real-time coverage on election night by the printed 
versions of the newspapers, their websites were monitored instead. The weblogs, due to their nature, were 
also monitored on the Internet.   

The time period that was chosen for monitoring the TV networks, newspapers, and weblogs was from 
November 2, 2004, 7 p.m., to November 3, 2004, 1 a.m., based on the times the polling sites closed on the 

http://www.dailykos.com/
http://www.talkingpointsmemo.com/
http://www.instapundit.com/
http://www.wonkette.com/
http://www.andrewsullivan.com/
http://www.drudgereport.com/
http://www.slate.com/
http://www.electablog.com/
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east and the west coast of the United States. During this time period, the traditional media and the 
weblogs were monitored every half an hour in order to capture updates and changes in the reporting. 
During each of the 13 monitoring periods the front page and the lead story - the major news story dealing 
with the outcome of the presidential election - were saved from each website. For the content analysis, 
260 front pages were coded by two coders who followed the guidelines set up in the coding book. The 
260 lead stories were only used in addition to the front pages, when additional information was needed in 
the coding process. 

The units of analysis were the judgments concerning the winner of the presidential election and the 
sources of the weblogs. Coders categorized each item in one of five mutually exclusive themes in order to 
code the judgments: “Bush wins,” “Bush leads,” “no judgment,” “Kerry leads,” or “Kerry wins.” For 
items to be categorized under the themes “Bush wins” and “Kerry wins,” there had to be a statement 
within the item that the outcome of presidential election was ultimately decided, such as “Bush is 
reelected”, “Bush wins” or “Kerry is the new president.” For items to be categorized under the themes 
“Bush leads” and “Kerry leads,” there had to be a statement that one of the candidates was likely to win 
the majority of the electoral vote, such as “Exit polls see Kerry ahead” or “Sources claim victory for 
Bush.”  

Since the election was predicted to be decided in the three battleground states of Florida, Ohio, and 
Pennsylvania (Halbfinger, 2004), a statement predicting a candidate would win two of the three states was 
also considered a lead in the presidential race. Furthermore, indications of the mood of politicians and 
other partisans were also coded as a lead for one of the candidates. Items categorized under the theme “no 
judgment”, however, had no statement predicting a winner or a leader in the presidential election. This 
also included the counting of electoral votes, when there was no statement made predicting the outcome 
of the election. When there was only coverage of the election process or of a legal issue, the item was also 
be categorized under the theme “no judgment”. 

The weblogs were also coded for the main sources in their reporting. The categories for the sources 
were exit polls, traditional media, weblogs, experts, which included public relation practitioners, and own 
speculation. Before the coding was conducted, the coding book was pretested and revised in order to 
increase intercoder and intracoder reliability. Intercoder reliability was assessed with Holsti´s (1969) 
formula, which resulted in a coefficient of .98. This was considered an acceptable reliability by the 
researcher. All identified differences were discussed. 

Results 
As stated above, the purpose of this study was to examine the challenge posed by the weblogs to the 

gatekeeping role of the traditional media. In order to test the two proposed hypotheses and to answer the 
additional research question, 260 front pages of the traditional media websites and the weblogs were 
analyzed. 
H1: The weblogs will make earlier judgments on the winner of the 2004 presidential election than the 
traditional media. 

To test H1, all front pages of the traditional media and the weblogs were coded for the five mutually 
exclusive themes “Bush wins,” “Bush leads,” “No judgment,”  “Kerry leads”, and “Kerry wins.” The 
results showed significant differences between the judgments of the traditional media and the judgments 
of the weblogs. On 128 of the 130 front pages (98.5 %) of the traditional media “no judgment” was made 
on the outcome of the election. Only on two front pages (1.5 %) the judgment “Bush leads” was made by 
the traditional media (Table 3). While the traditional media clearly followed its strictly defined 
gatekeeping role to not make early judgments based on incomplete exit poll data, the weblogs made 
judgments under a variety of the themes.   

 On 60 of the 130 front pages of the weblogs (46.1 %) the judgment “no judgment” was made. 
However, on 37 front pages (28.5 %) the judgment “Kerry leads” was made, and on 28 front pages (21.5 
%) the judgment “Bush leads” was made. On five front pages (3.8 %) the weblogs even made the ultimate 
judgment “Bush wins.”  
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Table 3 
Judgment On the Winner of the 2004 Presidential Election  
 

 “Bush 
Wins” 

“Bush 
Leads” 

“No 
 judgment” 

“Kerry 
leads” 

“Kerry 
wins” 

Total 

Traditional 
Media 

0 2 128 0 0 130 

Weblogs 5 28 60 37 0 130 
 

The wide range of the judgments by the weblogs can be explained with an analysis of the 13 different 
time periods during election night (Table 4). At the beginning of election night between 7 and 8 p.m., the 
majority of the weblogs (50 – 90 %) made the judgment “Kerry leads.” Then the judgments of the 
weblogs changed towards “no judgment.” At the end of election night at 1 a.m., however, the majority of 
weblogs made the judgments “Bush leads” (40 %) and “Bush wins” (50 %). 

Despite the changes in the judgments, the weblogs clearly made earlier judgments on the outcome of 
the election than the traditional media. Therefore, H1 is supported. 
 
Table 4 
Weblogs: Judgment On the Winner By Time 
 

 “Bush 
wins” 

“Bush 
leads” 

“No 
 judgment” 

“Kerry leads” “Kerry wins” 

7:00 p.m. 0 1 0 9 0 
7:30 p.m. 0 1 3 6 0 
8:00 p.m. 0 1 4 5 0 
8:30 p.m. 0 1 5 4 0 
9:00 p.m. 0 2 4 4 0 
9:30 p.m. 0 2 4 4 0 

10:00 p.m. 0 2 7 1 0 
10:30 p.m. 0 2 7 1 0 
11:00 p.m. 0 3 6 1 0 
11:30 p.m. 0 3 6 1 0 
12:00 a.m. 0 3 6 1 0 
12:30 a.m. 0 3 7 0 0 
1:00 a.m. 5 4 1 0 0 

Total 5 28 60 37 0 
 

H2: There will be no differences within the traditional media in making judgments on the winner of the 
2004 presidential election. 

To test H2, the 130 front pages of the traditional media were analyzed by the 13 different time periods 
and the different judgment themes (Table 5). The results showed no significant differences in the 
judgments. As previously stated, 98.5 % of the judgments by the traditional media were the exactly same, 
stating that “no judgment” on the outcome of the election was made. No differences were found for the 
time period from 7 p.m. to 12:30 a.m. Only at 1 a.m., a slight shift towards a judgment “Bush leads” 
occurs with two traditional media changing their judgment. However, this was not regarded a significant 
difference by the researchers, since 8 of the 10 traditional media still made “no judgment” on the winner 
of the election. H2, therefore, is supported.  
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Table 5 
Traditional Media: Judgment On the Winner By Time  

 
 “Bush 

wins” 
“Bush 
leads” 

“No 
 judgment” 

“Kerry leads” “Kerry wins” 

7:00 p.m. 0 0 10 0 0 
7:30 p.m. 0 0 10 0 0 
8:00 p.m. 0 0 10 0 0 
8:30 p.m. 0 0 10 0 0 
9:00 p.m. 0 0 10 0 0 
9:30 p.m. 0 0 10 0 0 

10:00 p.m. 0 0 10 0 0 
10:30 p.m. 0 0 10 0 0 
11:00 p.m. 0 0 10 0 0 
11:30 p.m. 0 0 10 0 0 
12:00 a.m. 0 0 10 0 0 
12:30 a.m. 0 0 10 0 0 
1:00 a.m. 0 2 8 0 0 

Total 0 2 128 0 0 
 

RQ1: Which sources do the weblogs use in their judgments on the winner of the 2004 presidential 
election? 

In order to analyze the impact of the weblogs on the gatekeeping role of the traditional media, it was 
also important to examine the sources used by the weblogs. To answer RQ1, the 130 front pages of the 
weblogs were coded for the main source used in their judgments (Table 6). On the 62 of the 130 front 
pages (47.7 %), the judgment was made on the basis of the reporting of the traditional media. 34 
judgments (26.2 %) were based on exit polls, 27 judgments (20 %) on own speculation by the weblogs.  
Only five judgments (3.8 %) were based on other weblogs’s reporting and only three judgments (2.3 %) 
on experts. Only one of the experts was identified as a public relations practitioner. Taking into 
consideration that the exit polls were provided by the traditional media, it was found that the 73.9 % of 
the weblogs’ judgments relied on information provided by the traditional media.  
 
Table 6 
Weblogs: Sources Used  
 

Source Usage 
Exit Polls 34 

Traditional Media 62 
Weblogs 5 
Experts 3 

Own Speculation 26 
Total 130 

 
An analysis of the sources used during the 13 time periods showed that the weblogs mainly relied on 

the exit polls at the beginning and then shifted towards information provided by the traditional media 
(Table 7). As time advanced, the more important own speculation became to the weblogs. At the end of 
the night, however, 8 of the 10 weblogs used the traditional media as their main source.  
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Table 7 
Weblogs: Sources Used By Time 

 
 Exit  

Polls 
Traditional 

Media 
Weblogs Experts Own 

Speculation 
7:00 p.m. 10 0 0 0 0 
7:30 p.m. 4 3 1 0 2 
8:00 p.m. 4 4 0 0 2 
8:30 p.m. 2 7 1 0 0 
9:00 p.m. 3 6 0 0 1 
9:30 p.m. 4 4 1 0 1 

10:00 p.m. 2 3 0 2 3 
10:30 p.m. 2 5 0 0 3 
11:00 p.m. 1 5 1 1 2 
11:30 p.m. 1 5 0 0 4 
12:00 a.m. 1 5 0 0 4 
12:30 a.m. 0 7 1 0 2 
1:00 a.m. 0 8 0 0 2 

Total 34 62 5 3 26 
 

Discussion 
The findings of this study confirmed the challenge posed to the central gatekeeping role of the 

traditional media by the weblogs. While the traditional media clearly defined their gatekeeping role in the 
2004 presidential election, this content analysis has shown that all of the selected weblogs circumvented 
the traditional media and made earlier calls on the outcome of the election.  However, public relations 
practitioners have not taken advantage of this development at this point. 

The traditional media refused to make early predictions on the outcome of the election based on exit 
polls. The weblogs however, reported on the exit polls and 9 of 10 weblogs made the judgment on a 
“Kerry lead” at the beginning of election night. When the exit polls turned out to be flawed during the 
night, the majority of the weblogs changed its judgment to “no judgment.” However, when President 
Bush took the lead in the race later in the night, the weblogs again made earlier judgments on the outcome 
of the election. Five of them even called Bush the winner of the race at the end of the night, while the 
majority of the traditional media still did not make a judgment.  

This study also showed that the weblogs did not rely on their own reporting. They mainly relied on 
the exit polls provided by the traditional media at the beginning of the night and later relied on the 
reporting of the traditional media. Therefore, there was no difference in the information available to the 
traditional media and the weblogs. However, the weblogs reported and interpreted the information 
differently. While the traditional media hesitated to predict the outcome, the weblogs interpreted the 
numbers themselves and made early calls. The study, nevertheless, showed that public relations 
practitioners have not successfully targeted the weblogs. 

For future research, it will be important to examine whether the 2004 presidential election will have 
ethical implications for the weblogs. While the traditional media made early calls based on exit poll data 
in the 2000 presidential election and predicted the wrong winner, the same happened to the weblogs in the 
2004 presidential election, as this study has shown. It should be analyzed whether the weblogs restrict 
their predictions and reporting in the future in consequence. It should also be studied whether the weblogs 
develop their own reporting tools or whether they mainly remain depended on information provided by 
the traditional media. Furthermore, it should be examined how far the weblogs blend in with the 
traditional media. Already today, many traditional media outlets maintain their own weblogs.  

In conclusion, this study has shown that the weblogs circumvent the gatekeepers within the 
traditional media on a continuous basis. The information in the present media environment can reach the 
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audience through different channels, which have their own editing rules and therefore different 
gatekeeping practices. For the first time, the audience can choose its gatekeeping channels. It is not solely 
the traditional media that determines, which news is allowed to reach the public. The weblogs also 
determine the news flow. 

Public relations firms have the opportunity to utilize the new gatekeeping environment. This is not 
limited to political weblogs. Bloggers cover a vast variety of topics from business and law to sports and 
arts. In all fields, public relations practitioners can circumvent the traditional gatekeepers by utilizing 
weblogs.  
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Many of the theoretical constructs that form the body of knowledge of public relations have originated 
primarily in the US and Western Europe.  In an ever globalizing world, it behooves us to ask whether, and 
if so to what extent, these theoretical constructs are also applicable in other parts of the world, thus 
helping both the profession and body of knowledge move toward developing global theories of public 
relations. 
 With that rationale, this study used the Situational theory of publics to assess the communication 
behaviors of a sample of Singaporeans in response to the level of customer service in the retail sector of 
this city-state.  Service providers were also interviewed to elicit their ideas on the issue.  
 The study used a triangulation of methods for richer data collection.  The quantitative data set 
consisted of 242 completed surveys of retail customers (48 per cent response rate) whereas qualitative 
data were gathered based on three focus groups of customers as well as qualitative interviews with 
managers of five retail stores. 
 Results revealed that most respondents could be classified as "aware" publics.  A majority of the 
respondents perceived that there was a lack of good customer service practices in Singapore.  However, 
they displayed constrained behavior in seeking better service.  Few complained and those that did were 
not persistent.  Cultural factors such as deference to authority and tolerance of fellow human beings 
appeared to play a role in the constrained behaviors of the respondents.  Despite this apparent apathy 
among consumers, it is recommended that retailers proactively improve their customer service practices 
and preempt future activism arising from an environment that is becoming more dynamic due to 
globalization and the entry of more multinational retailers to Singapore. 

Introduction 
 In his 2001 National Day rally speech (similar to the State of the Union delivered by  US presidents), 
Then Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong remarked that the level of customer service in Singapore paled in 
comparison to that of other developed countries and exhorted retailers in Singapore to improve their level 
of (Ministry of Information & The Arts, 2001, p. 11).  However, during the more than three years since 
that call, the Letters to the Editor pages of The Straits Times (the most widely read newspaper) continue 
to be filled with complaints about poor customer service in Singapore. The complaints range from poor 
after-sales service at mobile phone stores (Cheo, 2004) to sales assistants who were oblivious to 
customers’ presence (Lim, 2004) and poor refund policies at retail stores (Leong, 2002).  Anecdotal 
evidence points to the fact that Singaporean retailers are not cognizant of the importance of providing 
good customer service in a country that boasts to have gone from Third to First World in just two 
generations. 

This study seeks to use the situational theory of publics as the basis for analyzing the perceptions of, 
and behavior toward, poor customer service in Singapore. The objectives of this study were to assess the 
perceptions of retail customer service among a sample of Singaporean citizens vis-à-vis customer service 
in Singapore (Singapore does have a large expatriate population of professionals from around the world 
on temporary work visas), their response to poor service, and the reasons for those behaviors.  Based on 
these findings, the paper will propose recommendations to help improve customer service orientation 
among retailers in Singapore. 

mailto:tksriramesh@ntu.edu.sg
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Rationale for the study 
Now that it is among the very few developed nations of Asia, Singapore aspires to become a world-

class center of retail excellence according to the Retail 21 vision (Spring Singapore, 2002).  Plans are also 
underway to start a Retail Academy for providing training to retail employees and improve standards in 
the industry (Tay, 2003). However, these initiatives are only aimed at ensuring that retailers and staff 
improve their customer service orientation through training and other avenues.  We believe that if 
customers do not play an active role in providing feedback, there might be less of an incentive for the 
industry to upgrade standards. Hence, there is a need to study the issue from the customer’s perspective 
and understand their perceptions, attitudes and behaviors towards the issue.  Further, we also focus on the 
retailers’ perspective by uncovering the extent to which retailers recognize poor customer service as a 
problem and how they wish to address the issue.  From a theoretical standpoint, we decided to use the 
situational theory for this study in an effort to assess the applicability of what has predominantly been a 
US-based theory in analyzing an Asian phenomenon. 
A Brief overview of Singapore 

Singapore is an island of 684.5 square kilometers located at the tip of the Malaysian peninsula in 
Southeast Asia.  It became an independent Republic in 1965 (by seceding from Malaysia).  Chinese 
(76.3%) form the major racial group of the country, followed by Malays (13.8%), Indians (8.3%) and 
others including Caucasians (1.7%).  The city-state has a current population of 4.19 million of whom a 
sizeable proportion are foreign professionals and laborers, some of whom have been granted permanent 
residency.  English is the national language and also the language of commerce whereas Chinese, Malay 
and Tamil are the other three official languages. It has a high literacy rate of 94 percent and about 85 
percent of the population resides in high rise flats built by the Housing and Development Board 
(Singapore Department of Statistics, “Public Housing and Utilities” section, 2004). 

In 2003, Singapore’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) was S$159 billion (Singapore Department of 
Statistics, “Singapore in Brief, 2004” section, 2004).  Although its economic growth has slowed recently 
owing to factors such as the Asian financial crisis, global terrorist activities and SARS, its 2003 growth 
rate was optimistic 1.1 percent. The Republic boasts of one of the best international airports, a world-
reowned airline (Singapore Airlines), and one of the busiest seaports in the world.  

The city-state has been ruled by the Peoples’ Action Party (PAP) since 1959. Modeled after the 
Westminster style of government, Singapore is governed through a parliamentary system, comprising of 
an Executive, Legislative and Judiciary arms. (Economic Development Board, 2003).  Two media 
conglomerates, the Singapore Press Holdings (SPH) MediaWorks and Media Corporation of Singapore, 
dominate the media scene in Singapore. SPH’s core business is with the print media (it publishes the 
major daily newspaper Straits Times). MediaCorp, on the other hand, has a stranglehold on the broadcast 
industry. (MediaCorp Singapore, 2004).  

The internet penetration rate has been steadily rising and currently about 42.6% of households are 
connected online by internet dial-up service, while the household penetration for broadband is 34.9% 
(Infocomm Development Authority of Singapore, 2004).  The government has also been encouraging 
more online activity and has also set up an e-government portal (http://www.ecitizen.gov.sg/), which 
offers access to government services online. This is testimony to the government’s role in spearheading 
the nation’s growth towards an internet-literate society.  In April 2004, for example, 68 per cent of 
Singaporeans filed their income taxes online, up from 60 per cent in 2003.  In the next section, we will 
review literature on the two primary areas related to this paper: consumer satisfaction and the situational 
theory of publics.   

Literature Review 
 Ford (1999) defined customer service as “a communication process in which an organizational 
representative presents products or professional assistance in exchange for another individual’s money or 
cooperation” (p.341). Sykes and Brent (1983) referred to the retailer’s representative and customer as “a 
volatile working group” where the interaction and exchange between the two parties are primarily work-
focused. The participants in such a relationship are typically forced to negotiate their roles and activities 

http://www.ecitizen.gov.sg/
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even though they are likely to have entered into the relationship with a set of expectations about one 
another (Ford, 2001).  

In this era of widespread specialization and diversification of services, we encounter numerous 
service interactions in our daily lives. Studies have shown that the ever-increasing service interactions we 
encounter significantly impact the overall quality of our life (Adelman, Ahuvia & Goodwin, 1993; Gutek, 
1995). Specifically, studies related to the retail industry have revealed that the quality of service offered 
by the salesperson influences the customer’s overall satisfaction with both the product and the 
organization (Westbrook, 1981). 

Customer satisfaction is generally described as “an evaluation of an emotion,” which implies that the 
customer conducts a post-purchase audit on the positive feelings derived from having acquired a product 
and the process involved in doing so (Rust & Oliver, 1994). Customer satisfaction can also be viewed as 
“a customer’s perception of the value received… where value equals service quality relative to price…” 
(Hallowell, 1996, p. 29).  Therefore, the quality of service received directly affects customers’ emotions 
and perception of value when they make a purchase. This becomes evident when one examines the 
numerous examples of poor customer service that lead to consumer frustration and anger reported in 
studies such as Menon & Dube (2000). Unpleasant encounters often lead consumers to confront service 
staff or leave the shopping premises in frustration. On the other hand, positive behaviors of the 
salesperson typically lead to positive outcomes for the customer, salesperson and the organization. 
Service Encounters and Service Relationships 
  Gutek (1995) differentiated between the concepts “service relationship” and “service encounters.” 
The author stated that in the latter case, service providers have few feelings for their customers viewing 
the interaction process as “just a job.” On the contrary, the relationship-oriented salesperson is more 
likely to provide personalized service that involves customer orientation, interaction involvement, 
information sharing, and social support (Ford, 1998; 1999).  A basic requirement of personalized service 
is that customers expect service providers to listen and cater to their needs (Ford, 2001). Service quality 
not only affects customers’ perceptions of value and satisfaction with a purchase, but has direct 
implications on behavioral intentions as well (Cronin, Brady & Hult, 2000).  Zeithamal, Berry, and 
Parasuraman (1996) stated that: 

“…favorable behavioral intentions are associated with a service provider’s ability to get 
its customers to 1) say positive things about them, 2) recommend them to other 
consumers, 3) remain loyal to them (i.e. repurchase from them), 4) spend more with the 
company, and 5) pay price premiums.” (p. 34) 

 For the customer, the sales representatives is the face of the organization. The behavior and service 
provided by the salesperson can positively or negatively influence a consumer’s satisfaction with the 
retailer as well (Oliver & Swan, 1989).  The PR Reporter (2002) stated that Sears saw a “5 percent jump 
in customer satisfaction and a 0.5 percent increase in profit for every 5 percent growth in employee 
motivation.” This illustrates the impact that service quality can have on the organization’s bottomline.  
Consumer Responses to Dissatisfaction 
 Making a purchase involves considerable time and effort and costs are involved for the purchaser 
when every transaction is made, whether in terms of the time required for product comparison and 
evaluation, cost of traveling, or efforts to establish contact with service staff for assistance and enquiries 
(Gronhaug & Gilly, 1991). Therefore, the perceived lack of value received relative to transaction costs is 
often the primary cause for consumer dissatisfaction. 

Literature on consumer satisfaction commonly refers to consumer dissatisfaction as consumer 
complaint intentions and behavior or CCB (Day, 1980; Singh, 1988). Research has shown that more than 
half of all cases involving customers who were dissatisfied with their purchase decisions did not engage 
in any complaint behavior at all (Andreasen and Best, 1977). As explained by Fornell and Wernerfelt 
(1987, 1988), complaints can be extremely taxing in terms of transaction costs, especially when factors of 
uncertainty such as the probability of a complaint being accepted, or the uncertainty of achieving a 
satisfactory outcome after complaint, are considered. These are some of the constraints that hinder the 
behavior of consumers to be activists.  
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Hirschman (1970) classified consumer responses to dissatisfaction into three categories: exit, voice, 
and loyalty. Exit manifests in the consumer’s withdrawal or shift in patronage to another retailer, as a way 
to dissociate from, and punish, the selling firm. Voice, on the other hand, is both active and constructive 
as consumers provide feedback or overt complaints to friends, family members and organizations. The 
third type of response, loyalty, is exhibited by consumers who recognize that there is a problem, but do 
not take action to resolve it. Hirschman refers to this type of passive behavior as loyalty, although such 
behavior does not implicitly show a predisposition toward the selling firm. 

Voice CCB comprises of two types of behavior – complaining directly to the organization or making 
indirect complaints through word-of-mouth. Word-of-mouth behavior can result in increasingly harmful 
CCB responses that can hurt the reputation of the firm (Rusbult et al. 1988). Therefore, it is advisable for 
sellers to create an environment in which they promptly respond to dissatisfaction issues so as to 
minimize negative word-of-mouth communication. 
Factors influencing Consumer Complaint Intentions and Behavior 

Research has shown that numerous variables influence consumer complaint behavior (CCB). These 
include attributes such as educational level, negotiating power, assertiveness, sophistication, and social 
activity (Hirschman, 1970; Andreasen, 1985). The redress environment is another factor that influences 
CCB. For instance, studies have found that “the perceived trouble involved in making a complaint was 
negatively related to complaining” (Bearden and Teel, 1983).  The situational theory refers to such 
behavior as “constraint recognition.”  Studies have shown that the probabilities of voice and exit behavior 
tend to be higher when the fault is attributed to the seller, or if the magnitude of the problem is greater 
(Richins, 1983; Maute & Forrester, Jr, 1993).  In addition, “perceived costs and expected outcomes of 
complaint actions, knowledge of where and how to make complaints, and perceived responsiveness of the 
party…” influence the complaint intentions and behaviors of consumers as well (Gronhaug and Gilly, 
1991). In this case, uncertainty plays an important role in explaining inactivity even when consumers are 
dissatisfied.  

Studies have shown that customers often fail to walk away from an organization that they have 
already established a relationship with even if they are dissatisfied with the level of service (Bendapudi & 
Berry, 1997). This is mainly due to the presence of exit barriers, one of which is the lack of competing 
alternatives (Stanley & Markman, 1992). Buyers who are constrained by the presence of exit barriers 
have a higher level of involvement in taking remedial actions (filing complaints, for instance) to minimize 
dissatisfaction. Research also suggests that once exit barriers are removed, customers would tend to 
search for alternative sources of purchase.  
The Situational Theory of Publics 

The previous section has documented literature on customer satisfaction and response when people 
are dissatisfied with the level of service they receive. We have already noted in the above literature 
review, the close linkage between variables in the situational theory of publics as well as literature on 
consumer behavior.  This led us to use the situational theory for identifying the behavior of Singaporeans 
toward poor customer service.  Because this theory is quite widely known, we shall offer only a brief 
literature review on it. 
The Situational Theory of Publics  

J.Grunig used Dewey’s definition of the term public as the foundation for the situational theory of 
publics.  Dewey stated that publics arise when individuals face a similar problem, recognize the problem, 
and organize to resolve the problem (J.Grunig, 1983). Publics revolve around issues.  J. Grunig and Hunt 
(1984) identified four types of publics based on Dewey’s definition. When a group of people faces a 
similar problem but fails to detect the problem, it is defined as a latent public.  When a group faces and 
recognizes the problem, it is termed an aware public. Those who face, recognize, and attempt to resolve 
the problem, constitute active publics.  Grunig termed those who do not face the problem in question as a 
nonpublic vis-à-vis that problem.  By the very nature of their existence, organizations have positive and 
negative consequences on society.  Negative consequences usually lead to the formation of publics 
(J.Grunig & Hunt, 1984).  However, publics “differ in the extent to which they participate in active 
behavior to do something about organizational consequences” (J.Grunig & Hunt, 1984). 
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The theory consists of three independent variables (problem recognition, constraint recognition and 
level of involvement) and two dependent variables (information seeking and information processing) 
(J.Grunig, 1997). Problem recognition refers to a state where an individual stops to think about an issue 
that is creating a problem and considers what can be done to resolve the problem. Constraint recognition 
is the extent to which a person views perceives barriers that limit his or her ability in resolving the 
problem. Level of involvement is the importance a person assigns to an issue. Information seeking is the 
premeditated “planned scanning of the environment for messages about a specified topic” (J.Grunig, 
1989) whereas information processing is the “unplanned discovery of a message followed by the 
continued processing of it” (J.Grunig, 1989). There are many combinations that describe the relationship 
between the independent and dependent variables including the most obvious which shows that high 
problem recognition coupled with low constraint recognition increases information seeking behavior 
(J.Grunig, 1989). 

               J.Grunig (1997) differentiated between the communication behaviors of active and passive publics.  
He posited that latent publics are most likely to process information and are also least likely to become 
activists (J.Grunig &Hunt, 1984).  On the other hand, active publics’ cognitions, attitudes and behaviors 
are formed as a result of the accumulation of information that they actively seek from various sources. 
Active publics are also more likely to engage in communication behavior that raises the awareness levels 
of latent and aware publics helping elevate at least some to become activists.  

The situational theory has been used in numerous studies to assess the communication behavior of 
different kinds of publics such as drunk drivers in the United States (J.Grunig & Ipes, 1983) and members 
of the environmental activist group Sierra Club (J. Grunig, 1989). Major (1998) used the theory to 
identify the types of publics that arose in response to the New Madrid earthquake prediction. This theory 
has not only been sparingly used outside the United States, we could not find a single study that used it to 
assess the communication behaviors of publics who encounter poor customer service in retail stores 
outside the US.  J. Grunig and Hunt (1984) reported using the theory to study consumers of the Giant 
Supermarket chain in the United States. 
Research Questions 

The review of literature helped us examine the issue of poor customer service standards in 
Singapore’s retail stores by using the situational theory of publics. As the issue was examined from the 
perspectives of customers as well as retailers, the research questions were formulated to elicit responses 
from both the groups. Consumers may have experienced both good and poor customer service. Thus, in 
examining the issue, it is necessary to ascertain why some companies are able to provide better service 
than others. The first two research questions (RQ 1 and RQ2) sought to examine this phenomenon. The 
other research questions (RQ 3 to RQ6) sought to measure the three independent variables of the 
situational theory of publics (problem recognition, constraint recognition and level of involvement) for 
both the customers and the retailers. This is because problem recognition comes from both groups 
although this study primarily sought to understand the customer’s perspective towards the issue. 

RQ1:  What is the status of customer service in Singapore’s retail industry? 
RQ2:  What are the main reasons for the current status of customer service orientation in the local 

retail industry? 
RQ3:  What are the challenges faced by retailers in providing good customer service? 
RQ4:  To what extent do Singaporean consumers perceive that the customer service standards in 

retail stores in the city-state are problematic? 
RQ5:  What communication behaviors do Singaporean consumers exhibit when they encounter 

poor service in retail stores? 
RQ6:  What constraints do Singaporean consumers face in addressing their grievances, when they 

encounter poor service?  
Methodology  

  This study used a triangulation of qualitative and quantitative methods in order to gather as rich a 
data set a s possible.  According to Miles & Huberman (1994), triangulation supports a finding by 
“showing that independent measures of it agree with or at least, do not contradict it.”  In the first stage of 
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this research, three focus groups were conducted to explore the general attitudes of Singaporeans toward 
customer service standards in local retail stores. In the second stage of the research, quantitative surveys 
were employed that helped us in differentiating the various types of publics. In the final stage of our 
research, to balance the findings from the surveys with the providers of services, we conducted in-depth 
qualitative interviews with a few retailers. 
Focus Groups 

Focus group participants shared their retail shopping experiences and responses to both good and 
poor service.  They also described possible reasons for their response to such service. A multiple-category 
design was chosen. Taking into account the possible differences among the various age groups such as 
shopping habits, and type of products consumed, the participants were segmented into three separate age 
groups, 18-24, 25-34, and 35-44 years of age. Non-probability sampling was used in the recruitment of 
participants and participants were screened to ensure that they were Singapore citizens and met the 
minimum number of shopping trips per month.  
Survey 

The population for the survey study was defined as Singapore citizens who shop at local retail stores. 
As there was no adequate list of all individuals in our defined population, multi-stage cluster sampling 
was adopted.  The first stage involved compiling an exhaustive list of all the 23 shopping malls in 
Singapore which are next to stations of the local subway system known as Mass Rapid Transit or MRT. 
Next, the shopping malls were categorized into five distinct zones (north, south, east, west, and central) 
based on the geographical area in which they were located. We then assigned a numerical code to each 
shopping mall and selected two malls from each zone using a table of random numbers. 

A total of 242 completed questionnaires were collected (response rate of 48.4 %), in such a way that 
we had 24 respondents from each shopping mall. To ensure representativeness, a quota for each 
geographical area was specified by gender and race, based on the latest figures from the Singapore 
Department of Statistics (2003). To enable comparisons across age groups, respondents from different age 
categories were sampled.  
Instrument 

The survey instrument was an adaptation of the one used by Grunig (1997) for his study of health-
care issues in the United States.  We used the situational theory items from that instrument but created 
questions for the customer service portion of this study.  The questionnaire consisted of 3 major sections. 
Section A1 consisted 12 items of which respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which they 
agreed or disagreed with the statements based on a six-point Likert scale.  In section A2, a 10-point Likert 
scale measured the frequency with which respondents had come across poor service in retail stores within 
the past one year. Section B comprised four items, each with distinct response categories to identify the 
specific behaviors and reasons for engaging in such behaviors when respondents encountered poor 
service. Section C solicited some basic demographic data.   

A pretest was conducted with a convenience sample of twenty respondents and based on feedback 
from the respondents, minor modifications were made to the layout of the questionnaire. The 
questionnaire was also translated into Mandarin to increase the response rate as there some older 
Singaporeans only speak Mandarin and their Chinese dialect.  After making modifications based on the 
pretest, we administered the questionnaires to participants as they left the retail stores located at the 
randomly selected shopping malls.  Screening questions were asked to ensure that the respondents were of 
minimum age (18 years) and were of Singaporean nationality. Further, we conducted the survey during 
different times of the day and over both weekdays and weekends.  
In-depth Interviews 

In-depth interviews with representatives of five retail organizations were conducted over a period of 
two weeks.  We interviewed retailers who were cited by focus group participants. The key objectives of 
these interviews was to find out the organizational system for handling feedback, staff training, as well as 
challenges faced in providing good service. All interview transcripts were systematically coded and 
analyzed by the two lead authors. 
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Results and Findings 
Slightly more males (52.1%) than females (47.9%) were represented in the sample. Chinese 

respondents made up the majority (77.5%), followed by Malay (12.5%), Indian (7.1%), and others 
(2.9%).  The racial spread was very close to the ethnic mix among the three dominant races on this island.  
The age group of 25-34 had the highest percentage of respondents (32.2%), followed by the 18-24 group 
(26.9%), 35-44 (21.1%) and 45 and above (19.8%).  Cronbach’s alpha was calculated to ascertain the 
construct reliability of the items measuring each of the three independent variables. The three items for 
problem recognition had an alpha value of 0.66. Constraint recognition had three items with an alpha 
value of 0.63, whereas the four items for level of involvement had an alpha value of 0.66. (Table 4.2) 
These values suggest that the internal consistency of the items in each variable were fairly acceptable. 

Among the independent variables, Problem recognition registered a mean of 3.74 (N=238, SD=0.85), 
constraint recognition had a higher mean of 3.90 (N=236, SD=0.98), and the mean for level of 
involvement was the highest at 4.15 (N=236, SD=0.84). Using a test-value of 3.50, a one-sample t-test 
was performed for each of the variables. The results were significant for all three variables at the 95% 
confidence level (Table 4.3). This suggests that most in the sample recognized the problem, had 
experienced poor customer service, but perceived constraints in acting on their problem recognition. 
Problem Recognition 

More than half of the respondents (56.4%) agreed that the quality of customer service in local retail 
stores is poor. However, almost two-thirds of them indicated “somewhat agree” instead of “agree” or 
“strongly agree.” Half of the respondents felt that retail companies do not train their staff well and the 
majority (74.3%) agreed that retail companies could do more to improve customer service at their stores.  
Along the same lines, the focus group participants reported a number of concrete examples of poor 
service such as sales staff’s lack of initiative, lack of product knowledge, and tailing customers that were 
browsing. For instance, one participant noted that salespeople do not practice ‘option personalization’: 

I guess in Singapore, generally the salesperson’s product knowledge is not there, they don’t solve 
your problem as in they’ll say “Sorry, I’m not very sure.” And full stop, that’s it already. They 
don’t try to cross-sell you or try to recommend other things. 

Another participant felt that staff in large departmental stores lacked the interest to serve customers: 
Another type is the ball-pusher, especially in big department stores, where there are many 
divisions. Let’s say a customer wants to buy something. This particular salesperson would ask the 
customer to go to another person and then to another person. But no one would take the initiative 
to guide him or solve the problem. 

Some respondents suggested that retail companies should provide training for their sales staff.  
However, representatives from all the five retail organizations interviewed for this study reported that 
their organizations conduct periodic and rigorous in-house and external training programmes in areas 
such as customer service skills. Metro’s Customer Service Manager aptly summarized the purpose of 
training when she said, “we train the sales staff to provide excellent service.”  

The focus group participants felt that in order to instill pride in work among sales staff, retail stores 
should provide incentives such as sales commissions. They also suggested that retailers should improve 
their feedback mechanisms. Most respondents felt that retailers are not doing enough to improve service 
standards.  According to the retailers we interviewed, when sales staff receive compliments, they are 
rewarded with monetary incentives such as gift vouchers and commendation letters. At Robinson’s, a 
large retail chain, staff who receive compliments are also featured in the company’s newsletters as a way 
of encouraging others to do the same.  We see these as standard tactics that really do not motivate 
employees. 
Constraint Recognition 

A majority (67.6%) of the respondents reported that they did not have time to provide feedback about 
poor service at retail stores. Most (77.2%) also found it troublesome to provide feedback (mean of 4.21) 
because of a lack of appropriate mechanisms.  It is worth noting that more than half the respondents 
believed that they are powerless to help alleviate the problem of poor customer service, an indication of 
high constraint recognition. This finding was reinforced by the focus group discussions where several 
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respondents stated that it was not easy to file a complaint. One participant noted: “…And actually 
complaining is a very troublesome thing to do - you have to type, to send, and when you think back, all 
the anger starts coming back…”  Clearly, reliving the unpleasant experience also was a constraint for 
many of the participants of this study.  Other participants stated that they did not complain because they 
did not want to appear to be perceived as a “bad person” who creates a scene in public by vocalizing 
complaints.  This is an indication of the impact of cultural idiosyncracies on communication behavior 
(Sriramesh, 1992).  Some respondents claimed that they were unaware of the means for providing 
feedback while others expressed skepticism toward management’s receptivity of negative feedback:  

… Trying to explain to them (retail management) a bad practice is like, I think… piercing my 
own nose. It’s very painful. (When) you actually make the effort to explain to them it’s wrong, 
they will totally reverse it and make it sound like you are an idiot, that you are a fool and you are 
wasting your time. 

The numerous constraints highlighted by the sample of Singaporeans suggests that most believe that 
they cannot help reduce the problem. This perceived helplessness and resignation in resolving the issue 
was also apparent from the responses of the focus group participants who generally agreed that customers 
cannot spearhead attempts to bring about improvements in service quality. It is pertinent to note here that 
Singapore is not a society where activism is encouraged.  As if to confirm this, the older focus group 
participants viewed the government’s role as pivotal in enhancing service quality.  However, as a sign of 
changing times, younger participants believed that retailers should take the lead in improving service 
standards.  This generational shift in perceptions is indicative of the significant, even if subtle, changes in 
the political landscape of Singapore.  For their part, retail organizations claimed that they take customer 
feedback seriously and investigate complaints thoroughly.  
Level of Involvement 
 A large proportion of the survey respondents (79.3%) reported that they had come across poor 
customer service at retail stores (mean=4.31; SD=1.12). Many had experienced poor service at low-priced 
stores (72.6%) compared to high-priced stores (61.5%). A paired-sample t-test was used to assess whether 
there was any significant difference in respondents’ perceptions of service in high-priced stores 
(mean=3.82; SD=1.38) compared to low-priced stores (mean=4.04; SD=1.15). The results were 
significant (t=-2.40, df=237, p=0.02) at the 95% confidence level, suggesting that respondents perceived 
that they were more likely to encounter poor service in low-priced stores. 
 These findings were confirmed by the focus groups where participants stated that they do not mind 
paying more at high-priced stores if they get good service and the products they want. Further, 
participants indicated that they expect better service when purchasing expensive products such as 
computers and accessories that require sales staff to have good product knowledge in order to explain the 
various product features to them. Interestingly, focus group participants also reported receiving 
differential treatment by salespeople at the high-priced stores depending on their attire!  The majority 
(83.0%) of respondents reported that their friends or relatives had encountered poor service in local retail 
stores. The focus group participants also confirmed that they and their family had experienced poor 
customer service overall. Whereas some of them merely shared their experiences with their friends and 
family whereas others badmouthed the store in an attempt to ensure that their friends and relatives would 
not patronize that retailer.  
 On a scale of 1 to 10, respondents were asked to indicate how often they had come across poor 
customer service in retail stores in the year 2003. The mean for this item was 4.79 (N=238, SD=2.36). 
(Fig. 4.1) However, more than one-third of the respondents (36.6%) indicated 6 or more on their scale, 
which suggests that poor customer service is experienced by a significant proportion of customers in 
Singapore. We shall next report on findings from the variables of the theory. 
Information-Seeking & Information Processing 

Respondents were asked to indicate the media they were likely to pay attention to on issues of 
customer service. More than half (60.7%) indicated that they sought such information from newspapers or 
magazines, while about 40 per cent noted TV programs and about a quarter (26.4%) indicated the 
Internet. A significant proportion (59.2%) of the survey respondents reported that they used the media to 
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get more information about customer service at retail stores. However, as confirmed by the focus group 
findings, much of their media activity was limited to reading some articles or forum page letters in the 
newspapers on customer service – behavior that can be classified as information processing. Only half of 
the survey respondents felt that they should write in or call to participate in discussions in the media about 
poor customer service.  

Question 15 of the survey was a multiple-response item where we asked respondents to report on the 
types of behaviors they usually engaged in when they encountered poor customer service. Nearly half 
(49.2%) reported that they stopped visiting the store and switched to another one, and 40.5% reported that 
they told their friends or relatives about the incident. Only a very small proportion claimed that they wrote 
a letter to the store management (5.4%) or to the newspapers (0.8%). These findings were consistent with 
the focus group discussions indicating that very few Singaporeans actually engage in activist behavior by 
trying to publicize their bad experiences.  
Reasons for not engaging in active behavior 

We asked survey respondents why they did not complain when they encountered poor customer 
service and found that the most common reason was that it was too troublesome to complain (52.1%).  
This was confirmed by the focus group discussions. About a third (33.7%) of survey respondents also felt 
that they had stopped complaining after not getting a satisfactory reply from one retailer.  Further, a third 
of the respondents refrained from complaining because they did not want to create a scene at the store.  
We were surprised to find that a good number of survey respondents (21.3%) reported that they did not 
complain because they did not want to get the salesperson into trouble. This was also confirmed by the 
focus group discussions where several participants empathized with the challenging nature of being a 
salesperson often putting up with customers who could be nasty.   

Several focus group participants also expressed skepticism about the seriousness with which 
organizations dealt with complaints.  Some of the participants shared that they would rather tolerate the 
poor service than take a confrontational approach to resolve the problem, as they did not wish to start an 
argument and create a scene: 

Because if I do so (confront salesperson), I might end up arguing with him in the [sic] public. So, 
it’s sort of rather, take it or leave it so as not to create much more ….er…unhappiness. 

We conducted an independent samples t-test to determine whether any differences existed between 
the two genders in terms of their level of problem recognition, constraint recognition, and level of 
involvement. The results for all three variables were not significant (95% confidence level), indicating that 
were no significant differences in the way male and female respondents recognized poor customer 
service. 

One-way analysis of variance was used to test whether there were any differences among respondents 
of different educational levels in terms of the levels of each independent variable. The differences were 
significant for level of involvement at the 95% confidence level (F = 7.29, d.f. = 233, p = 0.00). An 
analysis of descriptive statistics (Table 4.7) suggests that only level of involvement was positively 
correlated with the educational level of respondents. Similarly, one-way analysis of variance was applied 
to assess whether any differences existed among respondents from different age groups in terms of the 
three independent variables. Again, the results were significant only for level of involvement at the 95% 
confidence level (F = 4.29, d.f. = 235, p = 0.01). An analysis of means for each age group (Table 4.8) 
suggests that level of involvement was negatively correlated with the age of respondents. 

The focus group participants noted that salespeople from smaller neighborhood stores rendered more 
personalized service but were pushy in their service compared to the larger chains and franchise stores. 
Some respondents also attributed variations in service quality to bureaucratic differences. They observed 
that in larger stores, salespeople may be more mindful of the need to provide good service as they are 
under the scrutiny of their bosses. Further, there was consensus among the respondents that some stores 
such as Giordano offered better service due to the corporate culture of the store. The target market of a 
retail store also results in variations in service quality. For instance, some respondents highlighted that 
stores such as Marks and Spencer, Cold Storage and Takashimaya offered good service, as these are high-
end stores targeting more sophisticated and wealthier groups of customers.  Data revealed that situational 
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factors played a key role in the level of customer service.  Whenever product purchases involved the 
buyer having to learn a great deal about product specifications, quality of service was deemed essential 
and respondents expected knowledgeable salespeople to assist them.  
Challenges Faced by Retailers in Providing Good Service 

One of the purposes of this study was to understand the challenges that retailers faced in providing 
good service.  The data implied that recruiting good sales staff was one of the primary challenges faced 
by retailers. The Senior Manager (Training) of a leading departmental store pointed out that it was 
difficult to recruit sales people who possessed attributes such as patience and tolerance. She noted that 
Singaporeans lack open-mindedness and are not willing to lower themselves to serve customers. She said, 
“…A bit of scolding and they (sales staff) don’t want to come back to work the next day.” 

The Customer Service Manager of another popular chain noted that there were some “rotten” staff 
who, despite undergoing training, failed to provide good service.  She said it was a challenge for her to 
keep counseling errant staff.  Unreasonable customers and customers who misunderstand sales staff or 
retail organizations were other challenges reported by members of the industry. For instance, the 
Customer Service Manager of a retail chain mentioned an incident where a customer were upset that the 
sales staff were speaking ill of them in Mandarin, a language the customer did not understand. The 
Customer Service Manager of a popular upscale grocery chain recounted an incident where customers 
perceived the store as being biased toward Caucasians when the front cover of the store’s brochure carried 
a picture of Halloween festivities. However, the previous brochures had featured ‘National Day’ and 
‘Hainanese Chicken rice’ (a local dish) – both of which are very local to Singapore. 

Although handling unreasonable customers is a challenge, the Customer Service Manger of a sporting 
retail chain had a different take on difficult customers: 

We don’t normally describe our customer as difficult… We should ask ourselves: “What is it that 
makes this customer difficult?” and we will learn and improve our customer service from the 
answer. 

The representatives of two chains highlighted that as Singaporeans travel widely and as their 
lifestyles and expectations increase, it is necessary for service providers to adapt. Sales staff need to be 
‘super-efficient’ and become problem solvers for customers: 

Today the customers are very busy… So, sales staff have to adapt. They have to offer solutions, 
show customers what they want to create the confidence and make the customer happy… The 
customer will walk out and remember you. They’ll think, ‘this salesperson really understands 
what I need.’ 

Several of the retailers, both high-end and low-end, highlighted that continuing to provide good 
service is a challenge they face. These chains seem to understand that it is vital to equip the sales staff 
with the necessary product knowledge and engage in constant tracking to ensure consistency across all 
their stores.  

Discussion and Recommendations 
Because problem recognition and level of involvement registered high values in our survey findings, 

most of the respondents can be classified as aware publics.  A very small proportion of the survey 
respondents (5.4 percent) reported that they wrote a complaint letter to the store management and just 
even fewer (0.8 percent) ever wrote a complaint for publication in a newspaper. Therefore, activism was 
clearly not exhibited by the sample of this study. 

The findings also revealed that the aware public simply switched to another store when confronted 
with poor customer service.  Their activism was limited to sharing their negative experiences with friends 
and family members. Thus, the majority of the sample engaged in passive behaviors and adopted a non-
confrontational approach toward retailers with poor customer service. 

Perhaps conditioned by the collectivist ideals extolled by the government and collectivist 
idiosyncracies typical to Asians (Hofstede, 2001), the sample was more likely to tolerate poor customer 
service rather than report it. Focus group respondents frequently stated that they did not want to create a 
scene by engaging in public arguments with errant sales staff. Further, some respondents expressed 
empathy for sales staff, especially given the challenging economic climate, and were willing to tolerate 
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poor service to the extent that their threshold of tolerance was never breached!  Benevolence is a common 
trait exhibited by members of a collectivistic society (Gregory, Munch & Peterson, 2002).  

The survey respondents viewed active communication behavior as tedious and time consuming.  The 
focus group respondents also rationalized their passive behavior by citing the lack of readiness among 
retail stores to take corrective action even when a complaint was filed.  It may be reasonable to conclude, 
therefore, that some retail organizations pay lip service to customers’ feedback.  It is evident that most of 
the respondents of this study perceived that any efforts to engage in activist behavior was futile because 
the power to resolve the issue rests with the retail stores. 

When faced with poor service, respondents reported that they often switched to another store and/or 
shared their experience with friends and relatives. Some focus group participants reported that they 
actively urge their friends and relatives not to visit a store that renders poor service. About half of the 
survey respondents also reported that they shared their negative experiences with their friends and family.  
The pervasiveness of this communication behavior among consumers in Singapore may play a crucial 
role in transforming latent publics (those who do not recognize the problem) into aware publics.  
However, it appears that few elevate themselves or others into becoming activists.  There was evidence 
that aware public are cognizant of their rights but did not consider making complaints as way of 
exercising these rights.  

Almost 80% of the survey respondents indicated that they had come across poor service.  But because 
of a high tolerance driven by cultural factors, Singaporeans seemed to tolerate such service.  Further, 
focus group participants who had traveled abroad and had been exposed to better customer service 
overseas were more likely to recognize poor customer service in Singapore as a problem. This benefit of 
comparison also appeared to contribute to transforming latent publics into aware publics.  Finally, some 
in the sample may have been desensitized towards the issue. 

The survey findings revealed a positive correlation between respondents’ level of involvement and 
educational level.  On the other hand, respondents’ age was negatively correlated with their level of 
involvement.  This suggests that young Singaporeans are more independent in their outlook, perhaps 
influenced by their exposure to service overseas either personally or through the mass media.  
Recommendations to Retailers and the Government 

Alhough the majority of Singaporeans studied by us did not exhibit active behavior, if retail 
organizations fail to proactively improve their customer service levels, they may have to pay by losing 
consumer base in a globalizing economy. In addition, data revealed that a large portion of the aware 
public do engage in negative word of mouth communication when they face poor service, which also 
poses a challenge to retail companies. By proactively addressing the issue, retailers can gain an edge over 
their domestic and multinational competitors.  

Strong corporate cultures such as Hardrock Café and Giordano appeared to be more effective in 
providing customer service.  Singaporean retail stores should strive to establish strong customer-centered 
corporate cultures in consultation with their internal publics who are the “face” of the company. 
Franchises should institute monitoring systems that can track for consistency in the adoption of the 
culture by all franchisee stores. As part of the corporate culture, Singaporean retailers should develop 
strict quality control procedures for handling customer feedback. Although representatives of all the retail 
organizations interviewed for this study professed to take customer complaints seriously, organizations 
frequently gloss over inadequacies and fail to address concerns to the satisfaction of customers. Thus, 
retail companies should actively follow up with customers to gauge their levels of satisfaction with the 
resolution of complaints.  
 Organizations should leverage on new technologies such as the Short Message Service (SMS) and the 
Internet to provide consumers with more avenues to provide feedback or make complaints. It is not only 
important to provide “contact us” links on company web sites for soliciting feedback, but also ensure that 
someone competent is regularly monitoring such feedback and channeling it to appropriate personnel in 
the organization who have the power to make appropriate changes. These feedback channels should be 
widely publicized to their consumers as the majority of the sample in this study claimed that they were 
unaware of appropriate feedback channels, which was one of the perceived constraints.  The most 
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frequent response from our respondents to poor customer service was exit behavior (switch to another 
store). Providing better feedback mechanisms will help retain many of these customers because it is 
costlier to acquire new customers than retaining existing ones.  

From the focus groups, it was also evident that respondents viewed the personalized service offered 
by the smaller, neighborhood retail stores as a distinct comparative advantage to the larger chain retail 
stores. As Gutek (1995) noted, ‘service relationships’ which entail the provision of personalized service is 
more likely to lead to repeat purchases than ‘service encounters’ where the salesperson merely views the 
interaction with customers as just a job. Collectivistic societies such as Singapore value interpersonal 
relationships and hence personalized service that is based upon such relations serves to create a 
competitive niche for retailers.  

The government could also focus on measures to heighten awareness of the issue and encourage more 
active behaviors among consumers. As established in Grunig’s study of drunk driving in the United 
States, passive publics recognize an issue when the problem is publicized in the media (J.Grunig & Ipes, 
1983). Because the majority of the survey respondents reported that they processed information from 
television and newspapers and as the mass media are potent in setting the agenda in Singapore, the 
government retail body, Spring Singapore, could sponsor television drama serials, where the challenges 
faced by frontline staff, and the nature of customers can be showcased to transform latent publics into 
aware and active publics. However, it is doubtful if the media in Singapore would consider as its mission 
in transforming Singaporeans into activists.  Devoting more space in the public forum pages of 
newspapers would be another way to raise awareness and stimulate Singaporeans’ interest in the issue.  

Conclusion 
 This study has utilized quantitative and qualitative methods to uncover the perceptions and behavioral 
responses among a sample of Singaporean consumers vis-à-vis customer service at retail stores. Findings 
from this study strongly suggest that most of the Singaporeans in the sample were aware publics, and 
were generally passive, tolerant and non-confrontational when they encountered poor customer service in 
retail stores. Numerous constraints kept them from engaging in active communication behaviors such as 
writing complaints to the store or to newspapers. However, it was found that a significant proportion of 
the sample actively communicated their dissatisfaction within their social circle of friends and relatives 
when they experienced poor service.  

This study has examined the issue from both the customers’ and retailers’ perspectives and 
recommendations have been outlined on how the retailers and the government can remove the actual and 
perceived constraints of Singaporeans. It was emphasized that retailers should develop a customer-
centered corporate culture as part of their proactive efforts in handling the issue the media was identified 
as a strategic partner, for the government to leverage upon, in raising awareness of this issue.   In the final 
analysis, the retailers, government and customers should engage in a tripartite partnership and only 
through the synergy of their efforts can there be an effective resolution to the issue. 
Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 
 This study relied on reported behavioral responses, instead of actual observations of behaviors that 
subjects display when they encounter poor customer service. Therefore, the responses might have been 
influenced by inaccuracies of recall and also biases due to social-desirability. Future research might 
consider using experiments to establish more reliable causal relationships among the independent variable 
of poor customer service and corresponding behaviors exhibited by participants. 
 Another concern was that the topic of discussion in this study was too broad, particularly because the 
retail industry comprises of such a wide range and variety of establishments. As a result, some survey and 
focus group participants found it difficult to answer certain questions in the survey and focus groups. 
Therefore, we recommend that future research studies focus on specific clusters of retail establishments 
such as bookstores, departmental stores, or supermarkets. It would also be productive to make 
comparisons across different clusters of retail establishments to identify any similarities or differences 
among the perceptions, attitudes, and complaint intentions and behaviors of customers who patronize 
these stores. 
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 Although Cronbach’s alpha was higher than 0.6 for all the three independent variables, this is below 
the optimum value of 0.7.  Prior to this study, there was no existing instrument developed to apply the 
situational theory to consumer publics in the retail industry in Singapore. Therefore, new items had to be 
developed for this study based on Grunig’s 1997 study of health-care issues as a reference.  The 
questionnaire needs fine tuning based on the findings of this study.  To some extent, this study was 
hampered by difficulties in getting older and less educated Singaporeans to participate. Because the 
questionnaires were self-administered, elderly people and the marginally literate had problems 
understanding the questions, or refused to participate in the study. The same problem existed in the 
recruitment process for focus group participants. Future research might wish to explore the possibility of 
using translators at focus groups and/or conducting studies specifically tailored for this group of people. 
 Although attempts were made to also present the case from the retailers’ point of view, most of the 
interviewees were management representatives of the organizations. Therefore, the responses might have 
been carefully ‘scripted’ or at least largely reflective of the management’s perspectives. In addition, 
sampling of the retailers to interview was based purely on availability and willingness to participate. 
Future studies may wish to examine the issue from the perspectives of the retail staff who are at the 
bottom of the organizational hierarchy. 
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Table 4.1 Demographic Characteristics of the Survey Sample 
Variable Frequency Population (%) 

(Jun 2003) 
Sample (%) 
(n=242) 

Sample (Valid %) 

Gender     
Male 126 49.8 52.1 52.1 
Female 116 50.2 47.9 47.9 

Race     
Chinese 186 76.3 76.9 77.5 
Malay 30 13.8 12.4 12.5 
Indian 17 8.3 7.0 7.1 
Others 7 1.7 2.9 2.9 
No Response 2  0.8  

Age 65  26.9 26.9 
18-24 78  32.2 32.2 
25-34 51  21.1 21.1 
35-44 48  19.8 19.8 
45 and above     

Educational Level     
Primary Level 5  2.1 2.1 
Secondary Level 65  26.9 27.1 
Junior College/ Polytechnic Level 91  37.6 37.9 
Graduate Level 59  24.4 24.6 
Post-Graduate Level 11  4.5 4.6 
Others 9  3.7 3.8 
No Response 2  0.8  

Personal Income     
Not earning income 41  16.9 17.7 
Below $1,000 14  5.8 6.1 
$1,001 - $1,999 63  26.0 27.3 
$2,000 - $2,999 56  23.1 24.2 
$3,000 - $3,999 25  10.3 10.8 
$4,000 - $4,999 17  7.0 7.4 
$5,000 - $5,999 8  3.3 3.5 
$6,000 and above 7  2.9 3.0 
No Response 11  4.5  

Occupation     
Professional / Managerial 66  27.3 27.8 
Businessmen 5  2.1 2.1 
White Collar 32  13.2 13.5 
Blue Collar 14  5.8 5.9 
Self-Employed 28  11.6 11.8 
Student 28  11.6 11.8 
Retired/ Unemployed 13  5.4 5.5 
Others 51  21.1 21.5 
No Response 5  2.1  
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Table 4.2 Cronbach’s Alpha and Mean of Composite Indices 
 N Cronbach’s alpha Mean Std. Deviation 
Problem Recognition 238 .66 4.15 .84 
Constraint Recognition 236 .63 3.74 .85 
Level of Involvement 236 .66 3.90 .98 

 
Table 4.3 Results of One-Sample t-test for Composite Indices 

 t d.f. Sig (2-tailed) 
Problem Recognition 4.38 237 0.00 
Constraint Recognition 6.28 235 0.00 
Level of Involvement 12.00 235 0.00 

 
Table 4.4 Mean and Standard Deviation for Variables of Situational Theory of Publics 

 N Mean Std. 
Deviation 

Problem Recognition    
Quality of customer service in S’pore’s retail stores is poor. 241 3.56 1.04 
Retail outlets do not train their staff well in good customer service. 240 3.48 1.09 
Retail companies are not doing enough to improve customer service. 241 4.18 1.19 
Constraint Recognition    
I do not have time to provide feedback about poor customer service at 
retail stores. 

241 3.94 1.27 

I find it troublesome to provide feedback regarding poor service. 241 4.21 1.26 
I believe I cannot help reduce the problem of poor customer service. 238 3.55 1.32 
Level of Involvement    
I come across poor service while shopping at retail stores. 241 4.31 1.12 
My friends / family have told me they encountered poor service at 
retail stores. 

241 4.44 1.06 

I have experienced poor service at high-priced products stores. 239 3.82 1.38 
I have experienced poor service at low-priced products stores. 241 4.04 1.15 

Information-Seeking    
I actively use the media to get more information about customer 
service in retail stores. 

238 3.66 1.38 

Information-Processing    
When I come across articles or discussions in the media, I feel I should 
write or call to participate. 

238 3.40 1.15 

All items above measured on a 6-point Likert scale:  1= Strongly Disagree, 2= Disagree, 3= Somewhat Disagree, 4= 
Somewhat Agree, 5= Agree, 6= Strongly Agree. 
 
 

Table 4.5 Frequency Tables for Variables of Situational Theory of Publics 
Quality of customer svc in S'pore's retail stores is poor.

5 2.1 2.1 2.1
35 14.5 14.5 16.6
65 26.9 27.0 43.6
98 40.5 40.7 84.2
32 13.2 13.3 97.5

6 2.5 2.5 100.0
241 99.6 100.0

1 .4
242 100.0

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Somewhat Disagree
Somewhat Agree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Total

Valid

No ResponseMissing
Total

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative

Percent
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Retail outlets do not train their staff well in good customer svc.

6 2.5 2.5 2.5
40 16.5 16.7 19.2
75 31.0 31.3 50.4
74 30.6 30.8 81.3
41 16.9 17.1 98.3
4 1.7 1.7 100.0

240 99.2 100.0
2 .8

242 100.0

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Somewhat Disagree
Somewhat Agree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Total

Valid

No ResponseMissing
Total

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative

Percent

 
Retail companies are not doing enough to improve customer svc.

4 1.7 1.7 1.7
21 8.7 8.7 10.4
37 15.3 15.4 25.7
71 29.3 29.5 55.2
81 33.5 33.6 88.8
27 11.2 11.2 100.0

241 99.6 100.0
1 .4

242 100.0

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Somewhat Disagree
Somewhat Agree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Total

Valid

No ResponseMissing
Total

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative

Percent

 
I do not have time to provide feedback about poor svc at retail stores.

7 2.9 2.9 2.9
37 15.3 15.4 18.3
34 14.0 14.1 32.4
64 26.4 26.6 58.9
84 34.7 34.9 93.8
15 6.2 6.2 100.0

241 99.6 100.0
1 .4

242 100.0

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Somewhat Disagree
Somewhat Agree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Total

Valid

No ResponseMissing
Total

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative

Percent

 
 

I find it too troublesome to provide feedback regarding poor svc.

6 2.5 2.5 2.5
28 11.6 11.6 14.1
21 8.7 8.7 22.8
68 28.1 28.2 51.0
90 37.2 37.3 88.4
28 11.6 11.6 100.0

241 99.6 100.0
1 .4

242 100.0

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Somewhat Disagree
Somewhat Agree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Total

Valid

No ResponseMissing
Total

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative

Percent
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I believe I cannot help reduce the problem of poor customer svc.

14 5.8 5.9 5.9
46 19.0 19.3 25.2
49 20.2 20.6 45.8
64 26.4 26.9 72.7
53 21.9 22.3 95.0
12 5.0 5.0 100.0

238 98.3 100.0
4 1.7

242 100.0

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Somewhat Disagree
Somewhat Agree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Total

Valid

No ResponseMissing
Total

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative

Percent

 
I come across poor svc while shopping at retail stores.

4 1.7 1.7 1.7
14 5.8 5.8 7.5
32 13.2 13.3 20.7
70 28.9 29.0 49.8
95 39.3 39.4 89.2
26 10.7 10.8 100.0

241 99.6 100.0
1 .4

242 100.0

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Somewhat Disagree
Somewhat Agree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Total

Valid

No ResponseMissing
Total

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative

Percent

 
My friends/family have told me they encountered poor svc.

1 .4 .4 .4
17 7.0 7.1 7.5
23 9.5 9.5 17.0
59 24.4 24.5 41.5

116 47.9 48.1 89.6
25 10.3 10.4 100.0

241 99.6 100.0
1 .4

242 100.0

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Somewhat Disagree
Somewhat Agree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Total

Valid

No ResponseMissing
Total

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative

Percent

 
 

I have experienced poor svc at high-priced products stores.

10 4.1 4.2 4.2
43 17.8 18.0 22.2
39 16.1 16.3 38.5
59 24.4 24.7 63.2
64 26.4 26.8 90.0
24 9.9 10.0 100.0

239 98.8 100.0
3 1.2

242 100.0

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Somewhat Disagree
Somewhat Agree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Total

Valid

No ResponseMissing
Total

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative

Percent
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I have experienced poor svc at low-priced products stores.

6 2.5 2.5 2.5
21 8.7 8.7 11.2
39 16.1 16.2 27.4
83 34.3 34.4 61.8
76 31.4 31.5 93.4
16 6.6 6.6 100.0

241 99.6 100.0
1 .4

242 100.0

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Somewhat Disagree
Somewhat Agree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Total

Valid

No ResponseMissing
Total

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative

Percent

 
I actively use the media to get more info on cust svc in retail stores.

13 5.4 5.5 5.5
50 20.7 21.0 26.5
34 14.0 14.3 40.8
61 25.2 25.6 66.4
67 27.7 28.2 94.5
13 5.4 5.5 100.0

238 98.3 100.0
4 1.7

242 100.0

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Somewhat Disagree
Somewhat Agree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Total

Valid

No ResponseMissing
Total

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative

Percent

 
When I come across articles/discussions in media, I feel I should write/call to participate.

7 2.9 2.9 2.9
56 23.1 23.5 26.5
55 22.7 23.1 49.6
79 32.6 33.2 82.8
36 14.9 15.1 97.9
5 2.1 2.1 100.0

238 98.3 100.0
4 1.7

242 100.0

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Somewhat Disagree
Somewhat Agree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Total

Valid

No ResponseMissing
Total

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative

Percent

 
 

Table 4.6 Results of Independent-Sample t-test for Composite Indices against Gender 
 t d.f. Sig. (2-tailed) 

Problem Recognition .36 236 .72 
Constraint Recognition .01 234 .99 
Level of Involvement .80 234 .42 
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Table 4.7 Mean and Standard Deviation for Composite Indices according to Educational 
Level of Respondents 

 N Mean Std. 
Deviation 

Primary Level 5 3.20 1.26 
Secondary Level 64 3.56 0.80 
Junior College/ Polytechnic Level 89 3.82 0.80 
Graduate Level 58 3.94 0.89 
Post-Graduate Level 11 3.82 0.86 
Others 9 3.56 0.90 

Primary Level 5 3.93 1.26 
Secondary Level 62 3.84 1.02 
Junior College/ Polytechnic Level 89 3.93 0.92 
Graduate Level 58 3.86 1.02 
Post-Graduate Level 11 3.88 0.89 
Others 9 4.15 1.26 

 

Primary Level 5 3.40 1.28 
Secondary Level 62 3.77 0.85 
Junior College/ Polytechnic Level 90 4.31 0.70 
Graduate Level 57 4.47 0.65 
Post-Graduate Level 11 4.34 0.59 
Others 9 3.72 1.36 

The variables problem recognition, constraint recognition, and level of involvement were measured on a 6-point 
Likert scale:  1= Strongly Disagree, 2= Disagree, 3= Somewhat Disagree, 4= Somewhat Agree, 5= Agree, 6= 
Strongly Agree. 
 

Table 4.8 Mean and Standard Deviation for Composite Indices according to Age Group of 
Respondents 

 N Mean Std. 
Deviation 

Problem Recognition    
18-24 64 3.53 0.82 
25-34 78 3.90 0.80 
35-44 50 3.77 0.86 
45 and above 46 3.74 0.94 

Constraint Recognition    
18-24 64 3.89 0.92 
25-34 76 3.89 0.95 
35-44 50 3.87 0.99 
45 and above 46 3.97 1.11 

Level of Involvement    
18-24 65 4.35 0.94 
25-34 76 4.27 0.66 
35-44 50 3.94 0.88 
45 and above 45 3.91 0.81 

The variables problem recognition, constraint recognition, and level of involvement were measured on a 6-point 
Likert scale:  1= Strongly Disagree, 2= Disagree, 3= Somewhat Disagree, 4= Somewhat Agree, 5= Agree, 6= 
Strongly Agree. 
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The paper reports the results of qualitative research conducted in Venezuela in July 2004. Professional 
opinions concerning how the country’s socioeconomic and political conditions impact the practice or 
public relations are summarized and analyzed. Twenty-one top-level professionals from government, 
nonprofit, agency, private, transnational, professional associations, and higher education organizations, 
were interviewed—for an average of 90 minutes each—in Maracaibo and Caracas. 

Introduction 
Public relations is advancing around the world. Recently released publications document the 

development and challenges of the profession on every continent (e.g., Sriramesh & Verčič, 2003; Tilson 
& Alozie, 2004). Nonetheless, there are many countries whose public relations history and evolving 
industry have not been systematically documented. 

Nascent supranational bodies are also coming to the global stage to advocate for the strategic nature 
of the public relations profession and to enhance ties and cooperation among professionals through 
alliances of national and continental associations (Lukaszewski, 2004; Molleda, 2004; Poluszek, 2004). 
Despite the increasing number and quality of publications on global public relations, there is a recognized 
need for the continuation of a systematic documentation of the practice in various parts of the world, 
through both country-by-country and transnational studies. 

The goal of this study is to contribute to the country-by-country documentation of the status of public 
relations, especially in underrepresented regions of the world such as Latin America (see Table 1). 
Specifically, this paper describes the economic and political challenges facing public relations 
professionals in Venezuela. 

In the last few years, this South American country has been in a state of constant political 
transformation in what may be the most complex period of its democratic history (see Table 2). This 
reality has had an impact on the economy, government, and society at large, and defines the challenging 
environment facing Venezuelan public relations professionals. 

In fact, Venezuelans have been living in a dynamic political environment since 1999, when Hugo 
Chávez took office as president. Chávez's aggressive personal style and social policies appear to have 
divided the country into two camps: supporters and opponents of his administration. A coup to oust 
Chávez failed although it did lead to a recall election in 2003, a process that was more than two years in 
the making. While Chávez ultimately won that vote, Venezuelans have had to live with constant political 
changes and economic uncertainty for an extended period of time, which appear to be producing a 
reallocation and adaptation of society at large, and business in particular to the emerging socioeconomic 
and political realities. 

Literature review 
This study evolved from one theoretical framework: the environmental or contextual perspective that 

aims to address the evolution and practices of public relations and business in general within specific 
countries or regions. Contemporary global practitioners and scholars are aware of the impact that a 
country’s economic and political environments have on the evolution and practices of public relations. 

Public relations counselors must have a close understanding and analysis of the social, political, and 
economic environments organizations and clients face (Culbertson & Jeffers, 1992; Culbertson, Jeffers, 
Stone, & Terrell, 1993). This is a key requirement to achieve effectiveness and national responsiveness. 
From an interdisciplinary approach, the international business literature, in the field of study called 
comparative environmental frameworks—comparative economics, comparative political systems, cross 
cultural management—has carefully explained the cultural, political and economic circumstances 
affecting business (Daniels & Radebaugh, 2004; Kennett, 2001; Mead, 1994). If public relations 

mailto:jmolleda@jou.ufl.edu
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departments are considered an essential part of the core of corporate management, any variable affecting 
business would affect the practice of public relations as well. The international business perspective looks 
at micro levels effects, such as operations, structures, and specific functions. 

From a global perspective, Sharpe and Pritchard (2004) argue that the practice of public relations has 
evolved as the result of social pressures on organizations. They describe the convergence of three factors 
as main contributors to the emergence of public relations as a profession: growing global acceptance of 
democratic principles, increasing global interdependence, and advancement of communication 
technology. 

More specifically, after the IABC Excellence Study yielded a review of normative variables or 
generic principles, Verčič, L. Grunig and J. Grunig (1996) explain the importance of identifying five 
contextual variables that could influence the practice of the normative principles. The contextual variables 
identified were the political-economic system, culture, the extent of activism, the level of development, 
and the media system. Verčič et al. (1996) study the political-economic and cultural aspects of public 
relations in Slovenia. Taylor (2001) calls this approach “contextualized research” and provides a 
summary of representative studies. 

Sriramesh and Verčič (2003) explain that “identifying the impact of environmental variables on 
public relations practice helps increase our ability to predict which strategies and techniques are better 
suited to a particular organizational environment” (p. 1). They further define the contextual variables 
previously identified by Verčič et al. and collapse them into three factors: a country’s infrastructure, 
societal culture, and media environment. This study focuses on the economic and political aspects of the 
country’s infrastructure described by Sriramesh and Verčič (2000, 2003), which are highly intertwined, 
knowing that “[p]olitical ideology is closely linked to economic development because political conditions 
affect economic decision making and vice versa in every country” (Sriramesh & Verčič, 2003, p. 3). 

Only one study has entirely focused on how the practice of public relations is influenced by the 
socioeconomic and political environments in a South American country. Molleda and Suárez (2005) 
assessed the situation in Colombia. They document how Colombian public relations professionals face an 
environment shaped by a government-declared war against guerrillas, paramilitaries, and drug traffickers. 
Their findings demonstrate how regionalism has marked the evolution and practice of public relations in 
Colombia, and how security concerns have made it necessary for organizational representatives to keep a 
low profile. Their investigation also details the encroachment on the profession by individuals from other 
disciplines, and a general lack of trust in institutions due to the country’s critical situation, which 
demands nation-building and development campaigns. 

The Venezuelan study is a replication and expansion of Molleda’s and Suarez’s (2005) research. 
Again, an emphasis on the implications for, and status of, the public relations industry is made, 
considering the macro perspective of public relations scholars and the microanalysis of the international 
business literature. Thus, this study focuses on the following overall questions: RQ1. How is public 
relations perceived and what is its status in the different regions of Venezuela? RQ2. What are the 
socioeconomic and political environments facing public relations practitioners? RQ3. What are the 
specific challenges or effects the economic and political environments pose or cause to practitioners and 
the industry? 

Methodology 
The author conducted field research in Maracaibo (Venezuela’s second largest city) and Caracas 

(Venezuela’s largest city as well as its capital) during the summer of 2004. Once the research protocol’s 
approval was obtained from the university institutional review board, the author adapted Molleda and 
Suárez (2005) questionnaire following the theoretical foundation suggested and taking into account the 
Venezuelan context. Interview respondents were offered confidentiality through an informed consent to 
encourage an open exchange of opinions and to avoid any risk associated with addressing sensitive issues. 
Questionnaire construction 

A fifty-nine-item questionnaire included seven main sections: (1) Ten questions address the current 
status of the profession, including titles used, importance management gives to the function, perception 
people in general have about public relations, categories of professionals and emphasis of the practice in 
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various types of organizations, use of research, demand and offer of services, existence of professional 
and academic associations, education, and inclusion of ethics in professional and academic events and 
curricula. (2) Eight questions deal with societal culture, including idiosyncrasies, extent of individualism, 
power distance, uncertainty avoidance, masculinity, long-term orientation, time orientation, and 
relationship with nature. (3) Seven questions relate to the socioeconomic, political, and legal systems. (4) 
Ten questions ask respondents about various types of activist groups focusing on human rights, workers, 
native populations, minorities, women, children, elder, and sexual orientation. (5) Six questions are about 
media ownership and control as well as privileged sources and themes, extent of pluralism, coverage to 
organizations, and professionalism and ethics of journalists. (6) One question refers to social welfare and 
six questions to the social role of public relations, touching on these aspects: social conscience, influence 
achieved, social transformation agency and how it is carried out, organizational access to low-economic-
status citizens, and suggested changes in the relationship of organizations to society. (7) Finally, eleven 
demographic questions are included in the instrument. This article focuses on sections one, three, and 
seven; that is, the status of the profession, the first two contextual variables: the socioeconomic and 
political systems, and demographic makeup of the sample. 
Sampling technique 

Respondents were recruited through a purposive sampling of key informants from the largest public-
sector, private, nonprofit, and professional organizations operating in Maracaibo and Caracas. The 
respondents represented government, nonprofit, agency, private, and higher education organizations. 
Lindlof (1995) explains, “Different [key] informants can offer a variety of insights because they have had 
unique experiences in the scene” (p. 171). This is especially true in an industry with an extensive scope of 
action. All of the respondents had managerial responsibilities with an average of 24 years of professional 
experience. 

Method 
“By asking the same questions of all respondents in roughly the same order, the researcher minimizes 

interviewer effects and achieves greater efficiency of information gathering,” Lindlof argues (1995, p. 
172). Twenty-one in-depth, highly structured interviews were conducted (7 women, 14 men), each lasting 
an average of ninety minutes. As Wimmer and Dominick (2003) explain, “the most important advantage 
of the in-depth interview is the wealth of detail that it provides” (p. 127). 

The interviews were conducted by the author and audio taped and transcribed in Spanish. The 
summary of findings and quotes were translated into English by the author, who is responsible for any 
technical errors or mistranslations of quotes extracted from the respondents’ opinions. The answers and 
comments to each question were grouped according to level of agreement and identified response 
patterns. Moreover, “the research expert discusses the results in terms of general impressions and 
themes,” following Pondexter’s and McCombs’ analysis method (2000, p. 270). Verbatim quotes are 
inserted within the text to illustrate and support the summary of findings. 

Findings 
Sample description 

Twenty-one public relations professionals participated in the study: ten in Maracaibo (4 females, 6 
males) and eleven in Caracas (3 females, 8 males). They represented a variety of sectors: agency (2), 
cultural/nonprofit (2), education (2 from private and 2 from public universities), global agency (1), 
local/state government (2), media (1), national government (1, another offered only off-record 
comments), state-owned oil corporation (1), domestic private corporations (2), professional association 
(2), public utility (1), and transnational corporations (2). The entire sample claimed to have management 
responsibilities, the great majority (18) occupies the highest position in their units, two owned small 
agencies, and one owned a small business. 

Diverse titles were used by the respondents: president, general manager, director general, corporate 
manager, market leader, chief, advisor, executive, and coordinator. Similarly, the units in which 
respondents work have various names: public relations, institutional relations (the most commonly 
mentioned), inter-institutional relations, public affairs, corporate communication, media or press relations, 
community relations, and protocol. 
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Respondents reported an average age of 46 years (ranging from 28 to 79), an average of 24 years of 
work experience (from 7 to 54), and 12 years with the current organization (from 2 months to 40 years). 
All but one of the respondents have a bachelor’s degree, of those 11 studied social (mass) communication 
(6 journalism majors, 2 audiovisual/telecommunication majors, and 3 advertising and public relations 
majors), the rest studied economics, business administration, political sciences, law (undergraduate 
degree in Venezuela), fine arts, and education. The only member of the sample without a bachelor’s 
degree held a 3-year college degree in public relations. Half of the sample holds a master’s degree (2 in 
communication sciences, 2 in marketing, 1 in corporate communication, and the rest studied one or a 
combination of the following: literature, military sciences, human resources and organizational 
development, business administration, public administration, administration of cultural institutions and 
heritage sites, and education). Two respondents obtained a doctorate in education and one is a first-year 
doctoral student in human sciences. 
Status of public relations 

Unanimously, respondents agreed that public relations as a profession was introduced to the country 
by transnational oil corporations and that its practice has achieved certain sophistication in large private 
and public organizations, and government offices at local, state, and national levels. Similarly, 
respondents concurred that the practice has reached a greater development in the central region (i.e., in 
Caracas, the political and economic capital and Valencia, recognized as an industrial zone) and 
Maracaibo, the second largest city considered a commercial hub and the center of the oil industry. This 
quote from the owner of an integrated communication agency captures the opinions of most respondents: 

In the state of Zulia, specifically in Maracaibo, 50 radio stations, seven regional 
television channels, three daily newspapers and maybe three weeklies exist that [impact] 
the management of communication in the region. This situation is particular of this state because, 
in general, the other states don’t have so many formal and alternative means of communication. 
And obviously the productive capacity [oil and commerce], the geographic conditions [close to 
The Andes, Colombia, and the Dutch Antilles] and [large] territory of the state help as well as 
the fact that here in Maracaibo five schools of social communication exist, which 
[determine]…the emergence of new and multiple communication media. Caracas has the same 
conditions. Other states such as Carabobo [capital city Valencia], Aragua [central region], and 
Anzoátegui [Eastern state that was only mentioned by this respondent] also have a good number 
of communication media but at a much lower level [than Maracaibo and Caracas]. It has a lot to 
do with the economic development and...the influence of universities. In the capital city 
[Caracas] five or more social communication programs also exist. (In-depth interview, 
Maracaibo, July 7, 2004) 

Overwhelmingly, respondents stated that top management in their organizations considers their units 
to have a very important and vital function in today’s complex environment. For more than 50 percent of 
the participants, the practice of public relations is a component of a larger strategic communication and/or 
institutional function (e.g., nonprofit/cultural institutions, transnational corporations, and large 
government and private corporations). For instance, a representative of a transnational oil corporation 
argued: 

I don’t approach my job as a traditional public relations activity. Community relations and issues 
management has become extremely important for us. We have 800 oil wells in a municipality with 
350,000 inhabitants and the majority of wells are next to houses…This produces a great impact 
because of noise; physical, environmental, and health risks, and one must be strong because you 
face internal and external clashes…People who are technicians [company personnel] only see 
pipes and production, and tend to leave aside the social factor that involves human lives, health, 
and environment. In the beginning, it was hard because [operation managers] call you Robin 
Hood, the defender of the poor and rebel without a cause…[He needed to clarify his role] Before 
any technical job you have to estimate the impact [of it] to the people…With time, this has 
resulted in credibility…It became understood that [field] works  must be done with an 
equilibrium between environment, community, and [economic] development…I believe I’m 
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working for people who have a culture of respect because [in their societies of origin] institutions 
[and]…justice function…They [value]…respect [society] and…this was an important 
endorsement [to my work]…When I was in the planning stage…my boss, the vice president of 
operations, said “I need to remove you from this organizational chart”…I had three people 
above me. He told me, “…I need to clear up your path so you report [directly] to me and I can 
help you”…He could foresee [the complications ahead]. I didn’t know that because I had been a 
journalist, I hadn’t been in the public relations or public affairs areas, less in community 
relations…He also said, “I need that you do a good job for the street not for me. Behave as a 
good boy in the street...take care of the people.” I understood the message clearly, “take care of 
the people so I can be tranquil in my office. I don’t want to confront law suits,...to be guilty of a 
contamination,…be guilty of an accident in which a person could die, and [to avoid that] you 
have to fight a lot inside more than outside.” There were moments of strong internal clashes. The 
person who wanted to extract oil didn’t understand why the boss was supporting me. (In-depth 
interview, Maracaibo, July 20, 2004) 

The bad reputation or distortion of the term “public relations” was fully addressed by a respondent 
who leads a public relations program in a higher education institution: 

As a name it has lost prestige, but as a necessity it has changed the name and has become 
“corporate communications” and “institutional relations,” and the office of communication and 
information in the government. This name change is [primarily] due to the absence of academic 
programs when public relations began to be used in the country...They were practiced through 
sympathy and maybe the cultural knowledge that some people had….When public relations 
started to be considered more scientific...the title changed to one with a deeper meaning. Thus, 
the person in charge of the position not only manages personal relations now but also starts to 
develop institutional relations with private and government organizations...In the oil industry, 
our major economic sector, engineers were assigned to the [public relations] function...because 
they were seeing as having a great knowledge of the business,...and under him a department of 
communication was structured. Today, in the areas of institutional relations and corporate 
communication, the main responsibilities are given to social communication graduates. (In-depth 
interview, Caracas, July 14, 2004) 

In contrast, nine respondents strongly defended public relations as a core organizational activity. 
These professionals have public relations in their titles (e.g., local and national government agencies, 
newspaper), offer services (domestic and global agencies), obtained specialized higher education in this 
field of study (3-year college or 5-year university degrees), or either teach or hold a leadership position in 
a professional association. The public relations chief for a government agency proudly explained the 
importance of her department: 

More than an appendix, it is considered a complement to five operative management units and 
offices to which we offer support with information and relationship building. We report directly 
to the presidency. This function is respected, even though sometimes there are intrusions from 
other managerial units, yet this is not common and I believe is done unconsciously. This unit has 
total autonomy. (In-depth interview, Maracaibo, July 7, 2004) 

One of the nonprofit professionals admitted that because of the economic problems her institution 
faces, she has not obtained the human and technological resources needed to accomplish some relevant 
strategies despite the relevance of her unit for management. Another respondent, representing a national 
ministry, explained: “there is a dual hierarchy that makes my work difficult; one director…is a journalist 
and another, director general of communication and public relations. I don’t have a direct contact with the 
minister [highest government official] who is more concerned with his advancement than that of the 
institution; I rarely have the chance to address him [face-to-face]” (In-depth interview, Caracas, July 13, 
2004). A representative of a public university and president of a continental public relations association 
honestly said: 

Public relations is an activity without much perspective for development. Corporations give 
importance to strategic and organizational communication. Public and private organizations 
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evade the term of public relations for any type of activity and [in particular] of an important 
rank. It is considered that public relations activities are more of an adjective than a substantive 
category; than they don’t help to achieve the corporate mission.” (In-depth interview, Caracas, 
July 12, 2004) 

Other common themes identified in the 21 interviews concerning the negative aspects that may 
impact the status and evolution of the profession and its practices were: 
• The main emphasis of many organizations continues to be in media relations, especially in 

government agencies. A lack of understanding exists about organizational components such as 
corporate cultures, climates, values, missions, visions, and identities. 

• Entrepreneurs of small and medium-sized businesses are either not conscious of the meaning/strategic 
use of public relations or do not have the resources to hire and create a department. They seem to 
perceive public relations as event planning, social gathering and cocktail parties, anniversaries, 
customer service, entertaining visitors, and acting as a master of ceremonies. These entrepreneurs 
appear to control all of the functions of their organizations, including public relations. They are likely 
to take charge of key relationship building or seek the assistance of professionals or close allies who 
are known for having people’s skills. 

• Its further development is hindered by the lack of understanding of alliance and building cooperation 
or identifying common objectives among organizations of all kinds. 

• Some transnational oil corporations do not have clear policies and values of corporate social 
responsibilities to be applied within the domestic Venezuelan scenario. They assign professionals 
from other fields to carry out this function. 

• Formal research is rarely attempted by public relations professionals. The few research firms 
headquartered in Caracas focus on public opinion, political polls, and consumer behavior studies or 
market research. Expensive fees make it difficult to incorporate continuous or yearly assessments of 
programs and strategies. The types of informal research mentioned were: qualitative interviews, 
media monitoring and analysis of media coverage, gathering testimonials, environmental monitoring, 
record keeping, guestbook analysis, reporting attendance to events, and feedback from managers. 

• The few specialized publications primarily come from Spain or the United States. U.S,-produced 
books include one or two introductory textbooks. The lack of Spanish translations greatly limits the 
access to more advanced or recently published materials. The tendency, though, is to use more inter-
disciplinary knowledge for teaching. The domestic production of public relations publications is 
nonexistent. 
Respondents also pointed out positive aspects that are contributing to the advancement of public 

relations: 
• The government has become the largest employer of public relations and communication 

professionals. Every local, state, and national government agency and corporation counts with a 
public relations, information or communication unit. 

• Journalism education has been more advanced in the country. Most social communication programs 
offer a major in advertising and public relations, with an emphasis on the former. Nonetheless, there 
is hope for higher education advancements in public relations and related disciplines, with the 
approval of the first bachelor’s degree in public relations [“licenciatura”], an already extant 
undergraduate program in corporate communication, and a couple of graduate programs in corporate 
communications. 

• The great majority of public relations professionals are increasingly obtaining graduate degrees in a 
variety of fields. 

• Advertising agencies have created and started to offer public relations services. 
Professional associations 

Two professionals associations exist in Caracas: The Guild of Public Relations Professionals of 
Venezuela (Colegio de Relacionistas de Venezuela) founded in 1956, and the Venezuelan Association of 
University Technical Professionals of Public Relations (Asociación Venezolana de Técnicos Superiores 
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Universitarios de Relaciones Públicas—AVTESURP) created in 2000, which changed its name to 
incorporate future graduates of a recently approved bachelor’s degree in public relations in 2004. The 
members of AVTESURP are graduates of the University Institute of Public Relations in Caracas, which 
has offered a three-year degree in public relations since 1964. The Institute began to offer a five-year 
degree in public relations in 2004, the only of its kind in the country. The respondents involved with the 
institute believed that members of any public relations association should be those with specialized 
education. To create and maintain a professional association in Venezuela is a challenge as one 
respondent stated: “Venezuelans don’t like to be part of groups, it is difficult to maintain an association; 
they likes to be independent; the only active [professional] guilds [e.g., journalism, accounting, law, 
engineering, medicine) are created by law [legislative act or decree]” (In-depth interviews, Caracas, July 
17, 2004). Three respondents related to the institute and AVTERSURP explained the organizations are 
lobbying for legislation to regulate and license professionals, something they believe would improve the 
reputation and prestige of the profession, as well as the professional. Fourteen out of 21 respondents 
would support such legislation. 

Only five respondents knew about the association, while more than half were aware of the existence 
of the guild. Both groups of respondents thought that the guild was either active, influential, or 
represented the profession or the professional. The great majority of those aware of the existence of a 
professional association neither recognize its leaders nor were they sure of the exact name or main office 
location. They consistently qualified the guild as a “social club” and knew of the celebration of the Day of 
Public Relations during the month of September. One respondent analyzed the apparent inactivity and 
lack of impact of the guild: 

They had a brilliant history...when the public relations professionals of the oil industry brought 
by Shell and Venezuelans interested in the field were grouped under the authority of Giacopini 
Zárraga [known as one of the first public relations professionals in Venezuela]…They sought to 
make the oil industry “simpatica” for the population…Between 1956 and 1966, the guild was 
founded, [those were] the happy years,...and united a variety of people, an elite. When 
institutions started to graduate public relations professionals, they [the guild’s board] made a 
mistake that ended up destroying them. They didn’t take into consideration those who could make 
the guild succeed in the long-term. They marginalized [the new graduates] for their technical 
education level [3-year degree]. And who were the guild’s members? A doctor, a commandant, 
[people with big titles and positions]…they became elitist. (In-depth interview, Caracas, July 14, 
2004) 

Respondents with a degree in social communication said they are members of the National Guild of 
Journalists (Colegio Nacional de Periodistas—CNP). The CNP recognized and included protection to 
social communication professionals working for non-media organizations—private, government and 
transnational—with an amendment to its law in 1994. A respondent knowledgeable of the journalists’ 
guild explained: 

The [public relations guild] is not influential; the CNP has more influence and power. [The 
guild] is named wrongly because to be a guild it has to be legitimated by a National Assembly’s 
legislation. The CNP offers support with labor issues, training and professional development. 
[This corporation] and the CNP offer courses in public relations areas. (In-depth interview, 
Caracas, July 12, 2004) 

According to one respondent, in 2002 the creation of the Association of Strategic Communication 
was attempted, yet he has not heard anything else since. In Maracaibo, the representatives of one private 
and one public university mentioned two academic associations that deal with academic public relations 
or communication functions: The Cooperative Center of Inter-institutional Relations and the 
Communication Network of Universities. 
Country’s infrastructure: the socioeconomic environment 

Respondents were asked to first describe in a few words the current socioeconomic situation of the 
country and then enumerate the possible implications for the practice of public relations. Fifteen 
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respondents pictured the socioeconomic situation in a negative light and with dramatic terms. Some of 
these respondents became emotional and passionate when expressing their opinions. 

The negative views concerning the socioeconomic situation of the country can be summarized with 
these terms or phrases: inequalities, unemployment, patronage, unequal opportunities, crisis of values, 
crisis of the economic paradigm, lack of investment, increasing poverty, inefficient social welfare, stress, 
uncertainty, declining private support, delayed transfer of public monies from central government to 
regions, hostility, and the President’s discourse generates class hatred.  Similarly, others expressions used 
by respondents were: many closings of private businesses, provisional and inefficient social programs, 
declining health and education institutions, conflict, emotional tension, everything extremely expensive, 
absence of equilibrium, government-controlled economy, populist project, society divided in classes, 
economic and mental marginality, loss of purchasing power; declining public services; loss of self 
esteem; people accustomed to government gifts and subsides, corruption at all levels, total chaos, crisis of 
information and great confusion, and the contrasts between the suffering of some people while others live 
in total opulence. 

One respondent explained: “We’re facing a recession motivated by political uncertainty. In the social 
arena a collective paranoia exists —‘someone is doing something bad to the country’—which causes 
people to have great distrust in institutions and even in each other” (In-depth interview, Maracaibo, July 
8, 2004). Another respondent stated: “The poor are poorer, the rich are less rich, many poor people are 
new rich because of political affiliation; we have more resources because of the high oil prices in the 
world market but they are invested inadequately” (In-depth interview, Maracaibo, July 22, 2004). In other 
words, “the middle class is disappearing or descending; a very small percentage of the people are part of a 
privileged social class, the lower class is much bigger; inflation is under controlled because people are 
spending less” (In-depth interview, Caracas, July 13, 2004). 

The other six respondents—representing government agencies and corporations, one cultural 
nonprofit, and one private consultant with significant government contracts—sounded more positive and 
carefully crafted lengthier responses with more neutral or less conflictive terms, such as: a greater level of 
citizens’ demands, new awareness or social consciousness, less conformism, decisive and crucial 
moment, need for inclusion, economy emerging from a downturn, new hope for quality of life’s 
improvement, growth and equality for all sectors, emergence of a new social order, substitution of an old 
economic order for a new economic order, and a breaking point. The owner of an integrated 
communication agency said: 

The emergence of a new social order was determined by the substitution of a previous political 
class by a new political class. This situation has been so powerful that it also has replaced the 
previous economic order with a new economic order….having to do with the inclusion of other 
factors in the different branches of the economy that have been inserted and have had the support 
or backing of the new political order. This has generated a breaking point…A different economic 
growth exists at the national level. We don’t know…if, in reality, the policies the government has 
developed will have a happy and correct ending. This growth has been the product of the oil 
market. The government has received an immense quantity of resources, which could have 
translated into many more benefits for the people, but it hasn’t been that way; however, it has 
allowed the betterment of certain [economic] indicators. (In-depth interviews, Maracaibo, July 7, 
2004) 

The immediate consequences of the above described socioeconomic environment were explained by 
a representative of a public utility: 

There is a perceived change that has to do with a new awareness about the necessity to organize 
ourselves…Organized communities and people who hold leadership in these communities are 
seeking information, managing information, and expressing demands. They have a much greater 
level of demand than before, are less conformist. (In-depth interview, Maracaibo, July 9, 2004) 

A representative of a government agency also elaborated: 
We are in a crucial moment when social programs have been developed…with the objective to 
include a sector [the poor majority] that didn’t have participation or direct participation before. 
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This allows them to improve their quality of life. The objectives are many—growth must be 
achieved for all people, that there is participation for all, that we do away with illiteracy, that 
everyone’s needs are met, that health care becomes as important as education, that our children 
have the right to live and grow up healthy, and that people don’t feel less [than those with better 
economic situation]. The situation is not worse or better, but different. (In-depth interviews, 
Maracaibo, July 7, 2004) 

The implications of the socioeconomic environment 
After respondents described with their own words the socioeconomic situation they are facing, a 

follow-up question was asked concerning the implications of this environment for their work.  Their 
comments implied one of three things—challenges or opportunities, reactions of publics, and actions and 
strategies taken to take advantage of or to alleviate the situation. 

The challenges and opportunities expressed by the respondents include: (1) increasing complexity of 
the public relations function, particularly community relations, forcing one to do a better job of planning 
by considering more than one scenario and visualizing possible changes; (2) greater difficulty in 
developing cooperative alliances with other organizations; (3) decreasing budgets in the private sector, 
increasing or same budgets in the government sector; (4) need to seek personal and emotional balance; (5) 
increasing difficulty to build consensus with groups; (6) the need to show the immense potential of public 
relations to offer solutions to ease social tension; (7) greater need to make social investment in a strategic 
fashion; (8) alarming closings of private businesses, therefore, less sources of corporate donations and 
sponsorships which make it impossible to meet the greater demands of various groups; (9) higher demand 
for maintaining or augmenting levels of efficiency and effectiveness; (10) pressure to contribute to 
community building; (11) less media access to place information subsidies, especially in the cultural 
sector; (12) delayed transfers of government support and diminishing private contributions to cultural 
institutions; (13) in the agency sector, reduced demand of service from private corporations, in contrast, 
augmented demand from the government sector; (14) progressive closings of public relations and 
advertising agencies; and (15) increasing need to be more aggressive and creative to accomplish 
organizational goals. 

The comment of one respondent illustrates some of the challenges and opportunities faced by the 
profession and the professional: 

We don’t know the outcome of this historical moment, of this breaking point or new social order. 
[As a consequence] the practice becomes much more complex…This is a challenge for the 
profession; that is, those who want to develop further [or maintain] their practice must learn 
planning to be able to carry out this function in any of the resulting or imposed scenarios. This 
should be done by leaving aside any political or economic interest you may have because we will 
have to live with the outcome of this situation. More than betting [solely] on a given outcome, we 
have a professional responsibility to uphold; whatever the outcome, we need to learn how to live 
with it. (In-depth interview, Maracaibo, July 7, 2004) 

The second set of implications is related to the reactions of external publics to their socioeconomic 
environment: (1) people are more receptive to cultural messages and invitations to cultural activities 
because they want to escape from the heated social climate; (2) greater demands and requests for 
corporate donations and sponsorship, including from government agencies [this was the most repeated 
comment]; (3) citizens are establishing their priorities more actively; (4) people are assuming as a given 
that large corporations must provide social assistance; and (5) in some government offices, employees 
express their lack of motivation reflecting problems in organizational climates. 

The last set of implications focuses on actions and strategies implemented by the respondents to deal 
with the complex socioeconomic environment: (1) use of publications and events to support the new 
social and economic order; (2) be neutral, without taking sides publicly; (3) efforts to increase 
government openness and access to various constituencies so they can participate in policy making and 
obtain benefits to improve the quality of life; (4) showing efforts to build a better city and community; (5) 
changing allocation of resources to less expensive activities that allow the delivering of the right message 
according to the strategy set; (6) increase in social contributions or social investment with fewer 
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promotional events; (7) more direct work with affected communities or those located near the 
organization, allowing them to take charge of their self-improvement; less emphasis on branding, 
sponsorship of popular concerts, mass gatherings, and youth events; and (6) adjustment of global agency 
fees to domestic levels, meaning local currency instead of the U.S. dollar. 

As was stated throughout the 21 interviews, large domestic and transnational corporations use public 
relations in a more sophisticated way than other organizations. One respondent, representative of a 
transnational corporation talked about the strategies adopted by his organization as part of its community 
relations programs: 

The situation has made my enterprise turn directly to its communities. More than a charitable 
donation, we participate in community building efforts so the citizens who surround the 
organization become the true protagonists of their social structure. We are forced to be more 
creative to achieve strategic alliances in benefit of the community and society. (In-depth 
interview, Caracas, July 12, 2004) 

Country’s infrastructure: implications of the political environment 
Only one respondent, a government employee, described the political environment positively: “Very 

dynamic, original…because here a constitution hadn’t been created that included a referendum in its 
[content]. Venezuelans are learning, in a hard way, what this implies: an active participation…I’m more 
active politically” (In-depth interview, Maracaibo, July 7, 2004). Her level of political activity was 
evidenced by her vehement discourse. 

The other 20 respondents presented a more dramatic and pessimistic picture of the political situation: 
Crisis of leadership and lack of commitment because personal interests are above societal interests; a 
conflictive context full of intolerance and great polarization [words heavily used]; both government 
opponents and supporters are trying to eliminate each other; marked divisions, which even create personal 
and family conflicts; more political fanatics; fractured or divided society; disrespect for the individual, 
verbal aggressions have become the norm, tense climate; new political leaders are socially resented; and 
civil society is frustrated because it had anticipated change and not a revolution. In the words of one 
respondent: “Democracy exists because the President was elected by the people, but since his election 
five years ago, things have changed dramatically. For example, the Supreme Tribunal of Justice is 
controlled by the government...If you have a legal problem, court decisions may be influenced by the 
government at any given moment” (In-depth interview, Caracas, July 12, 2004). 

Other respondents’ comments further described the visibly delicate political situation: the President 
has not achieved significant changes, he plays with words and uses money to control the game [more than 
the administration, the President was the focus of the respondents’ comments]; the announced changes are 
superficial, society was already divided, the President became a catalyzing agent; the situation is unclear, 
dramatic and profoundly difficult; and the aggressive and insulting discourse of the President hurts one 
sector, the opposition, which carried out a coup on April 11, 2003. One respondent explain the impact of 
the political environment on the economy: “Political instability is creating economic struggles; there is 
not legal security to allow [private and foreign] investment; the government only invests in social 
programs [called missions or “misiones”], which causes unemployment and little or almost no private 
investment” (In-depth interview, Caracas, July 13, 2004). 
The implications of the political environment 

The summary of implications of the political environment on public relations practices are organized 
in four areas: agency, corporate and nonprofit, government, and general, which applies to all practices. 
The impact in the corporate and nonprofit sectors are similar and can be summarized as follows: (1) 
Management of organizations and public relations professional themselves impose a self-censorship to 
avoid taking positions or be identified with the government or opposition groups; (2) professionals try 
hard to avoid political confrontations, while concentrating in strategies and the achievement of objectives, 
which has become a more difficult endeavor; (3) they seek to contribute toward maintaining their 
organization’s equilibrium, focusing on the corporate mission and values, and working for its permanence 
or survival; (4) practitioners are careful with the use of words, meanings, or ideas in crafting messages or 
staging events for internal or external publics that can be interpreted as a political message or action; (5) 
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practitioners emphasize institutional messages and subtle and clever communications to ease levels of 
emotional confrontations; (6) it is a great challenge to keep track of the new faces of government officials 
and constant changes in government agencies and their administrators; and (7) more than before, 
government relations must be carry out in a “very friendly” manner; seeking to get to know top officials 
and assuring them respect for their ideological views, offering institutional support for social programs; 
lobbying and institutional relations are paramount, yet cumbersome—the tendency seems to be for greater 
regulations, including the maintenance of a strict currency exchange control. 

“Before relationship building and negotiation with government officials were done from professional 
to professional, person to person; openness of government officials to private organizations is 
considerably reduced, in this moment the system is locked and suspicion abounds,” a respondent 
representing a large domestic corporation commented (In-depth interview, Caracas, July 12, 2004). 

According to the respondents, some government employees feel the obligation to publicly express 
their support for the president and his political program; some tensions have arisen among public relations 
professionals within government agencies. In contrast, other government employees serving in local or 
state agencies strive to avoid direct identification with the Chávez administration because significant 
opposition exists in their city or municipality. However, both types of government employees commented 
that they make every effort to ease political polarization even within their institutions, highlighting the 
need for coexistence in a country divided by divergent political views. One respondent, a representative 
of a public utility, said: “We need to remain open and wiling to contribute with the [political, social, and 
economic] transformation process of the country, keeping the communication with old and emergent 
labor unions [backed by the government] to reduce the risk of lockouts or strikes, constantly informing 
when the central government transfers resources to the local or state institutions, and how the resources 
will be allocated” (In-depth interview, Maracaibo, July 9, 2004). 

The agency sector is affected also in specific ways. Respondents explained that government and 
private organizations demand high levels of loyalty from agencies or consultants so they can access 
contracts and loans, bid on or present projects’ proposals, and establish alliances. As a consequence, both 
service and sponsorship proposals must be well-studied and crafted, considering any possible political 
meaning or reading to avoid touching on sensitive subjects or ideas. One respondent gave an example: 
“having signed a petition for the recall referendum against the President or having served for a previous 
administration would exclude you from any contract or outsourcing opportunity with a government 
office; similarly, having a government client would make it difficult to be considered for private 
contracts; a quest to assure independence is the key, which is not easy to achieve and maintain” [people 
seem to be forced to take a pro-government or pro-opposition stance] (In-depth interview, Maracaibo, 
July 7, 2004). 

Respondents of the various sectors included in this study agreed that on many occasions they have 
had to demand that their human rights, professional status, expertise and skills be considered above any 
political ideology or affiliation. Regarding the new awareness of the citizens about their rights and the 
need for political participation, all respondents admitted that they are dealing with a more active citizenry. 
“There are more activist or civil groups and they are more active too; however, the solutions they offer 
are not efficient and the situation remains the same or gets worse; this political conflict obliges people to 
participate, to educate themselves about the process, and to learn their rights, which may result in a more 
involved and organized society,” one respondent argued (In-depth interview, Maracaibo, July 20, 2004). 

Discussion 
If the country of Venezuela is at a breaking point or crucial moment of its history, as the majority of 

respondents explained, the public relations profession and the professional are also at a critical juncture. 
The pressures from society are mounting, forcing organizations to reconsider their public relations 
approaches when dealing with the government and communities in particular. Using the results of this 
study, one could discuss the likely recommendations of the various functions of public relations in 
Venezuela (e.g., government, employee, community, media, shareholder relations), which could serve as 
point of comparison with other countries facing similar or at least part of the symptoms present in the 
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described socioeconomic and political environment. In fact, some countries in Eastern Europe, Africa, 
and Latin America are experiencing somewhat comparable socioeconomic and political environments. 

Let’s start from internal to external publics. Concerning employee relations, public relations seems to 
acquire a stabilization and encouragement function to help organizations to maintain the attention of 
employees in the organizations’ goals and activities, instead of in the draining environment outside 
organizational doors. Organizations in Venezuela seem to be striving for their long-term stability and 
survival in an apparently new social, economic, and political order. This survival greatly depends on 
management and employees working together for established organizational objectives. Public relations 
professionals could use communication strategies, activities, and tools to subtlety and cleverly ease the 
tensions while permanently reminding organizational members where the organization is and where it is 
going at given time. Venezuelan public relations professionals would have to keep learning how to 
develop the scenarios, visualize changes, and make corrections along the process. This is not an easy task, 
yet it is possible. 

Regarding shareholder relations, greater demands from government agencies and social and civil 
groups, in a market experiencing agency and business closings, exert great pressure on organizations to 
revise and strengthen their policies of corporate donations, philanthropy, or fundraising—in the case of 
nonprofits. A more conscious and aware shareholder appears to be called for in this conflict-driven 
situation. Public relations professionals should encourage management to create or update organization’s 
policies of corporate social responsibility and their positions concerning sustainable development 
(economic growth, social wellbeing, environmental protection) as the ideal platform for corporate giving 
and philanthropic policies and norms, which, consequently, would be communicated to shareholders as 
guiding principles to maintain or improve organizational performance and value. Thus, public relations 
professionals would be better prepared to deal with strategic social investment of their organizations and 
to meet or moderate the expectations of the growing number of community groups and government 
agencies that knock on the doors of organizations for assistance or participation in specific social 
programs. This point leads to the next public relations function. 

Community relations, in environments such as Venezuela, would acquire a deeper meaning: 
community building. In other words, this means the consideration of the role of organizations “in”, 
“with”, and “for” society. Latin American organizations, including those of Venezuela, have lagged 
behind in the use of strategic community relations programs. This breaking point, which again is being 
observed in other less developed nations, is a good opportunity to take a big step forward by showing real 
concern, interest, and engagement with the communities that are influenced or affected by organizational 
actions or operations. The emergence of social, political, and civic groups calls for educated skills in 
public segmentation and research. This latter aspect, according to the study’s respondents, is deficient in 
the Venezuelan public relations industry. It would be a long-term project to elevate research to a higher 
status in the public relations function in Venezuela, as it has been in many other countries, yet an 
inquisitive mind, a permanent study of the issues affecting a society, and the incorporation of baby 
“research” steps--let’s say record keeping, tackling qualitative issues, networking—will go a long way to 
assure that practitioners truly understand their surroundings. It could also place them somewhat ahead of 
the game if they are proactive about making their organization open to emerging or reconfigured publics, 
and they are willing to showcase their community building strategies with a well-segmented and 
transparent organizational philosophy. 

Government relations is becoming an immense challenge for Venezuelan practitioners. The 
government playing field changes constantly and without clear rules, which makes for the constant 
assignment and reassignment of government officials. Tracking the changes and keeping abreast of who’s 
who is by itself a full-time job. This also means more time must be spent on keeping records about 
political figures and new government departments and on educating emerging political leaders about the 
various interests and concerns of a myriad of organizations as well as about the potential to build alliances 
or partnerships among government agencies, non-governmental organizations, community groups, and 
domestic and transnational organizations of all kinds. This is an opportunity for private consultants and 
agencies as well as government public relations professionals. The author noticed that the Venezuelan 
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government operates a website called “Government Online,” which contains valuable information about 
the administration’s structure, services, officials, and so forth. The purpose of this study did not include 
the evaluation of such an online communication tool; however, a good guess could be that still there is an 
ample room for improvement. The concern exists at least in the sample of respondents of this study. Thus, 
government and corporate public relations professionals may explore various formulas to enhance the 
exchange of information, the mutual access, and potential programs of cooperation, which will result in 
strategic government relations practices and greater and healthier citizens’ participation in the democratic 
process, including the policy formation process. 
Limitations and future research 

Because this study is based on qualitative research using a purposive sample, the results cannot be 
generalized to the entire population of public relations professionals in Venezuela. That said, it is 
important to note that participants are recognized to be leaders of the industry, representing government, 
nonprofit, agency, private, transnational, professional associations, and higher education organizations. 
Another limitation is the focus on only the two major cities (i.e., Maracaibo, Caracas) and the absence of 
participants from other urban and rural locations. The nature of the investigation only allows us to provide 
a snapshot of a specific time period. Moreover, the political and socioeconomic environments are 
dynamic, meaning their influence on public relations may change over time. 

Future research is needed to explore further the impact of socioeconomic and political conditions on 
the evolution and practices of public relations around the globe. This could be assessed from the 
viewpoints of individual professionals, corporate offices, agency business, government function (agency 
and company), and professional associations. The environment not only influences the resources devoted 
to public relations practices, but also the type of policies, strategies, message content and delivery 
methods used to stimulate mutual understanding and the sense of community between diverse 
organizations and publics. In addition, the effects of emotional and intellectual demands of a volatile and 
adverse environment, such as that of Venezuela, on public relations practice may be another emphasis of 
future studies in global public relations. 
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Table 1. Historical beginnings of public relations in Venezuela 
1936 – Emergence of public relations as an  
administrative function in the transnational oil 
corporation Royal Dutch Shell, primarily as a 
government relations practice.1 
 

After 1935 – Public opinion awakens after death of 
military dictator General Juan-Vicente Gómez.1 
 

1940 – Created the first department in charge of public 
relations in “Shell de Venezuela” led by Ernesto Branch, 
assistant to the president.1 
 

n.d. – The department at Shell is finally named Public 
Relations under the direction of José-Antonio Giacopini-
Zárraga.1 
 

1945 – Formed second public relations department in 
Creole Petroleum Corporation directed by Henry F. 
Perkin.1 
 

1956 – Founded in Caracas the Public Relations 
Association of Venezuela, then “Colegio de 
Relacionistas de Venezuela,” its foundation document 
was signed by José-Antonio Giacopini-Zárraga, Everett  
Bauman, Nelson-Luis Martínez, Robert Ferber, 
Napoleón Arráiz, Oberlid Carter-Laird 
(“Contralmirande”), and Manuel Villanueva.1 
 

1958 – The executive branch of government created the 
“Office of Relations and Service”—the first government 
public relations department—to establish 
communication channels between citizenry and 
government. Its organization and management was led 
by Horacio Vanegas W.1 
 

n.d. – The Office of Relations and Service organized the 
First National Assembly of Government Public 
Relations Offices; a five-day event at the Central 
University of Venezuela’s library.1 
 

1960 – Guido Grooscors, National Director of 
Information (today know as Ministry of Communication 
and Information), presided the First National Joint 
Session (“Pleno”)of Government Public Relations.1

1960 – Venezuela joined other Latin American 
associations to create in Mexico the Inter-American 
Federation of Public Relations (FIARP)—today known 
as the Inter-American Confederation of Public Relations 
(CONFIARP).2 
 

1962 – FIARP’s first directorate meeting took place in 
Caracas, which became its General Secretariat’s 
headquarters from 1962-1984.2 
 

1964 – Founded the Superior School of Public Relations 
in Caracas (today known as “Instituto Universitario de 
Relaciones Públicas, IUDERP) as a university institute 
approved by the National Council of Universities and 
the country’s President (decree 921, April 4, 1972).1
 

Beginning in 1964 – Advertising and public relations 
sequences or majors started to be offered in social 
communication bachelor’s programs at Central 
University of Venezuela and University of Zulia, and the 
communication sciences’ bachelors at Catholic 
University Andrés Bello.1-3 
 

1970 – Hosted by the Public Relations Association of 
Venezuela, the First Joint Session of Public Relations 
took place in Maracaibo, including private and 
government organizations.1 
1971 – The Ministry of Defense organized in Caracas 
the First National Convention of Defense Force Public 
Relations.1 
 

1971 – Hosted CONFIARP’s Tenth Inter-American 
Conference of Public Relations in Caracas.1 
 

1973-1974 – Second and Third National Joint Sessions 
of Public Relations in Ciudad Guayana and Valencia 
respectively.1 

 
 
Sources: 

(1) Merchán-López, 1993. 
(2) Molleda, 2001. 
(3) Ocando-Yamarte & Paz, 1975 
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Table 2. Economic and Political Timeline of Venezuela 
1811 – Independence from Spain 
 

1914 – Discovery of first oil well: Zumaque I 
 

1910s-1930s – Arrival of first transnational oil 
corporations 

 

1947/1948 – First democratically elected president 
 

1948/1958 – Military dictatorship 
 

1976 – Oil industry nationalized (considered a second 
independence) 

 

1983 – “Viernes negro” 180% currency devaluation 
(US$ 1 before Venezuela Bs. 4.30 – then Bs. 12) 

 

1989 – between 300 and 2000 people are killed during 
riots, Carlos-Andrés Pérez administration 

 

1990s – Oil opening, transnational oil corporations 
invited to return as investors, project partners 

 

1992 – Two attempted coups, Hugo Chávez-Frías jailed 
for two years 

 

1993 – Pérez impeached during his second 
administration 

 

1994 – Rafael Caldera ended Chávez prison term 
 

1998 – Chávez elected president 
 
 
 
Sources: Banco Central de Venezuela; Betancourt, 

1969; Molleda, 1997; Oliveros, 2004; “Timeline,” 
n.d.; Index of Economic Freedom (IEF, 2005) 

1999-2000 Constitutional Assembly, New Constitution, 
Chavez reelected under new magna carta – his 
presidency expires in 2006 

 

2001 – 49 law reforms 
 

2002/Feb – New Venezuelan Petroleum Company 
(PDVSA) Board of Director appointed, previous 
meritocracy system ignored 

 

2002 April 11 – Some 150,000 people rally in support of 
strike and oil protest; more than 10 killed, 100 
injured 

 

2002 April 12-14 – Brief coup against Chávez (ousted 
and triumphant return – unique case) 

 

2002 April 12-14 – Brief coup against Chávez (ousted 
and triumphant return – unique case) 

 

2002-2003 – nine-week general strike: organizers 
demanded Chávez resignation / consequence: more 
than 10,000 oil workers fired 

 

2003 Feb – new currency control exchange 
 

2004 Aug – Chávez wins recall referendum – failed vote 
that two years in the making 

 

2005 Jan – Land reform to eliminate large estates 
     IEF – capricious economic policy, divisive rhetoric, 

increased capital flight, business closures, oil revenue 
funds social programs, high oil prices keeping 
Venezuela afloat, ‘94-‘03 average annual inflation 
rate 27%, informal market activity high level, 
regulations applied arbitrary, weak protection of 
private property, bureaucratic corruption extensive, 
high unemployment, high poverty rate, official 
exchange rate US$1 = V. Bs. 1,920 
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Market research and census data on African American women point to a rise in incomes as well as gains 
in employment. One may wonder where are these powerful women and what do they do for a living? As 
the demographics of the United States continue to change, society continues to grapple with the trials of 
the past. Sexism, racism, and classism still exist.  There has yet to be identified a “magic bullet” to stamp 
out these societal ills. Currently, women make up over half of the population and still deal with pay 
disparity.  These current and past transgressions pose particular problems when considered in concert 
with the issue of ethnicity and career choice. 

This study examines the degree to which African American women in public relations see their career 
choice as a positive one compared to perceptions of African American female public relations students 
who hope to enter the profession.  In 1991, of the 173,000 people working in the field of public relations, 
only 8.3% of them were Black (Wilson & Gutierrez, 1995).  This percentage gives cause for concern if 
placed in the context of census data that projected the population of Blacks would nearly double from the 
years 1990 to 2050 (Wilson & Gutierrez, 1995).  The news media are well aware of the changing face of 
the United States as USA Today headlined a front-page story saying, “Minorities are headed for the 
majority,” in 1992.  

Studies of the public relations field also show changing demographics in that over the past 20 years 
the profession has increasingly become more feminized and women make up the majority of public 
relations practitioners with 66% holding the jobs in 1992 (Farmer & Waugh, 1999).  The implications of 
the chasm between the gender and ethnic realities in the population and the public relations industry will 
ultimately contribute to the United States’ economic and societal future.  Identifying how African 
American female students and professionals place themselves in this changing American demographic 
can provide clues to educators and those who work in the industry. 

Review of the Literature 
Though scholarship has addressed issues of ethnicity and gender separately in public relations, 

(Banks, 2000; Lens Rios, 1998; Banks, Zerbinos & Clanton, 1993, Serini, 1997) very few have addressed 
the African American female.  Those that have ventured into this area of discussion have found both 
encouraging and disturbing attitudes about gender and ethnicity in the field. 

Maria Len Rios undertook a national examination using the qualitative technique of the long 
interview with 13 practitioners in 1998.  The group included male and female as well as one African 
American and two Hispanic practitioners.  The study found that “ingrained prejudices held about 
minorities by those in positions of power” still exist as do “discrimination and stereotyping” (537).  
Interviewees indicated a lack of support to succeed, denial of access to non-minority clients contributing 
to a rationalization that the employer may lose business for gambling on a client’s comfort-level with 
non-white public relations practitioners among reasons for dissatisfaction with the field.  The importance 
of not only hiring people of color but nurturing and supporting them were discussed as lessons to be 
learned from the print journalism and broadcast industries. 

The study also pointed to improved methods of recruitment and retention of students of color in 
public relations programs in addressing the issues of comfort level.  Len Rios points to the educators’ and 

mailto:fward2@elon.edu
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practitioners’ responsibility in “creating change” (557).  This study also pointed to the Public Relations 
Society of America (PRSA) as representing the industry’s attitude toward inclusion. 

A 1994 study by Kern-Foxworth, Gandy, Hines and Miller found that the public relations industry 
has been slow to address its lack of opportunities for people of color.  Their conclusions were based on 
survey data from 53 respondents.  They associate the historical situation of African Americans with 
creating a disparity in the educational opportunities afforded to blacks and whites. “Multiethnic college 
attendance figures are decreasing at state colleges and universities where public relations courses are 
usually taught” (Kern-Foxworth, et al.).  As of 1994, only “one Historically Black College or University 
(HBCU), Florida A&M University offered an accredited program in public relations” (Kern-Foxworth, et 
al).  So, in contrast to statistics that show the education of black doctors, lawyers and teachers is taking 
place at HBCUs, the public relations industry has no pipeline of professionals to look forward to. 

The authors expected to find a “dismal” outlook for black women in public relations.  However, the 
findings indicated the women in this study saw themselves as managers with a problem-solving function 
within the organization rather than fulfilling the technician function (Kern-Foxworth, et. al., 431).   

Stephen Banks, in his work on multicultural public relations in 2000, attributes the survival of the 
industry to a curricula that is concerned with the larger societal issue of diversity (117).  Banks 
recommends that curricula not focus so much on task driven skill development of the beginning public 
relations professional.  This argument against skills courses in favor of the humanities and social sciences 
provides support for his case that curriculum shall focus on the “large scale transitions in diversity of 
populations and institutions’ modes of engagement with those populations” (117). 

Only a few studies have moved beyond Bank’s theoretical discussion of curricula to examine 
attitudes of students.  Few studies have looked at the differences in male and female student’s perceptions 
about their future careers in public relations (Cline, 1989; Cline, Toth, Turk, Waters, Johnson and Smith, 
1986; Farmer and Waugh, 1999).  Cline et al. reported that male students demonstrated higher interest in 
the management function than did female students (1986). 

A more recent national study of 430 students at 17 different colleges showed that males expected 
higher starting salaries, accelerated promotion schedules and generally a more rapid ascension to 
management than the females in the study (Farmer and Waugh, 1999).  The females indicated their desire 
to “do it all” in their ideal public relations job, while the males did not indicate an interest in the more 
technical functions of the public relations job.  When asked about the possibility of delaying the decision 
to have a family because of career advancement, there were again differences between the male and 
female students.  Twice as many females felt they would have to delay family plans than the males.  
Finally, most of the male respondents were either undecided or did not feel sexual discrimination was still 
a problem, while over half of the total female students did feel it is a problem.  If we use this study as a 
benchmark of student attitudes toward the public relations profession, there is cause for alarm in terms of 
a self-fulfilling prophecy for the females.  They expect to be paid less and to be doing it all while the men 
plan to move swiftly up to the manager’s suite with little awareness of how sexual discrimination may 
have accelerated their ride (Farmer and Waugh). 

Overall, previous research suggests that trade organizations, educational institutions and individual 
public relations organizations shoulder the responsibility for a lack of diversity in the field.  Each of these 
groups has been identified as participating in limiting the degree of inclusion and lack of support for 
female and diverse practitioners. 
Research Questions 

Why are these two issues – race and gender – important to study?  While there are the more obvious 
reasons for equity and justice, Dozier and others (1995) have stated that when the culture of an 
organization provides support for gender and cultural diversity, the public relations practiced in that 
organization is apt to be more effective.  And, although both of these topics have been studied, no study 
has examined the differences in perceptions of career expectations of black female students studying 
public relations.  Accordingly, this study asks the following research questions: 
What are black female students’ expectations of careers in public relations?  How do those expectations 
differ, if at all, with those of black female practitioners prior to their entering the field?  Do black female 
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students believe that gender and race will have an influence on their careers?  How have gender and race 
influenced black female practitioners’ careers?  Are the reasons black female students choose a career in 
public relations the same or different from women who entered the field years ago?  Do black female 
students today have role models/mentors?  How are they similar to or different from role models/mentors 
of black women who are currently public relations practitioners? 

Methodology 
Because this study is exploratory, we used a combination of two qualitative techniques, focus groups 

and in-depth interviews, to answer our research questions.  These two methods would provide us with the 
in-depth information we felt was needed to explore the issue.  Although we cannot generalize our results 
to a larger population, we felt these methods would provide us with richer information and a deeper 
understanding of the issue.  Also, we plan to use the results from this study as the basis for further 
exploration of the topic. 

As McCracken (1988) notes, the goal of qualitative interviews is to provide researchers with an in-
depth and open-ended narrative.  Before conducting interviews, we developed an interview guide, using 
literature to help guide our question development.  Based on previous research findings, along with our 
own research questions, we developed an interview guide that covered three major areas: public relations 
as a career choice, respondents’ perceptions of the effects of race and gender on their careers in public 
relations, and the role that networking, role models and/or mentors played in their careers. 

Eight African American women who were employed as public relations practitioners were 
interviewed; four were interviewed in person and four were interviewed by telephone.  Four of the initial 
interviews were done with women known to the three researchers.  These four women were then asked to 
suggest other women they knew who fit the study criteria.  To help build rapport between respondents and 
interviewers, all respondents were informed about the purpose of the study and were assured of the 
confidentiality of their responses.  The interviews took place over a three-week period. 

Additionally, focus groups were used to get information from female African American students who 
are enrolled in public relations programs in two large state universities, one is predominantly white; the 
other is historically black, located in the same state.  Krueger (1994) states that while focus groups 
typically range is size from six to 12 participants, smaller “mini-focus” groups can be used as well.  Not 
only do these mini-groups have distinct advantages for practical reasons, such as getting the group 
together more easily, they may provide more opportunity to share ideas in depth.  Smaller groups may 
even be preferable when participants have a great deal to share about topics. 

The researchers used the same method for developing questions that were used for the in-depth 
interviews.  We wanted the questions to cover the same three major areas that the interviews did, so that 
we could compare their responses.  Focus group members were recruited by getting names of students 
who fit our study’s criteria from faculty members who teach public relations courses at the two 
universities.  Students were sent emails asking them if they would like to participate.  As we did with 
interview respondents, focus group participants were told of the study’s purpose and that their responses 
would be kept confidential. 

The following information provides brief descriptions of the interviewees.  The respondents’ names 
have been changed to maintain confidentiality.   

Felicia: Owns her own public relations/marketing firm, which she founded six years ago.  She 
worked for one year for a non-profit organization as director of public relations before starting her own 
firm.  She graduated from a large state university, where she majored in public relations.  She is 28 years 
old. 

Rachel: Director of public relations for an advertising/marketing agency.  Before that, she worked for 
eight years in a public relations agency.  She has also worked as a state public information officer and as a 
reporter on a daily newspaper.  She graduated from a large state university where she majored in 
journalism.  She is 40 years old. 

Katherine: An African American female in her mid 40s who works as the Account Executive for an 
agency that handles public relations and advertising.  She has been with the agency since its inception six 
years ago.  She previously had a 17-year career in retail sales. 
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Phyllis: She works in a full-service agency, where she is the public relations specialist.  In her early 
20’s, Phyllis had an internship at the agency where she now works full-time.  She graduated from a large 
state university where she majored in public relations.   

Renee: She has worked in the public affairs field for nine years.  She currently is a public affairs 
specialist for a local government agency.  She is in her mid 30’s.   

Janel: She is director of university news services for a mid-size university in the south.  Before that, 
Janel worked as a newspaper reporter for almost 15 years.  She double majored in English and Journalism 
in college.  She is in her mid 40’s. 

Carol: She is in marketing communications at a university-related non-profit organization.  She is in 
her mid 40’s. 

Denise: She heads the media relations office for a large, historically black college in the south.  She 
has an undergraduate degree in social work and a graduate degree in media studies.  She is in her mid 
50’s. 

Myra: She is director of community relations for a medical center in the south.  She was a newspaper 
reporter for more than 15 years before switching to public relations.  In her late 30’s, Myra has a degree in 
English. 

As stated earlier, two mini-groups were held, one at a large predominantly white state university, the 
other at a historically black college in the same state.  There were three focus group members in the first 
group; one was a senior and the other two were juniors.  None of the members had had a formal 
internship experience yet, although all of them had participated in public relations projects for actual 
clients in their classes.  There were four members in the second focus group; one was a junior and three 
were seniors.  All four women either had completed and internship or were currently interning at an 
organization. 

Results 
The results of the focus groups and the in-depth interviews will be discussed together, in order to 

more easily compare and contrast participants’ statements in the three major areas of consideration. 
Importance of role models/mentors in career choice   

Four of the eight practitioners had worked as newspaper reporters before making the move to public 
relations.  Two of them said they moved into public relations because it paid better and because they still 
were able to do what they enjoy most, which is writing.  Two others had entered the field “by accident.”  
They were recruited by agencies. 

Students in both focus groups said the main reason they chose to study public relations was that it 
seemed to be such a broad field.  One student commented: “I chose public relations because there are so 
many avenues, so many roads that you can take, whether it be for a company or political, for example.  
My interest is in politics.”  A few students commented that they liked the public relations because they 
found the work challenging.  “You never know what you’re going to be doing and your work always 
poses a challenge.  I know that in the end I’ve accomplished something and that my field has put me to 
the test.”  Another student agreed with that assessment and recalled that her internship experience 
reinforced her decision to pursue a career in public relations after graduation.  “I enjoyed the get-up-and-
go (of the internship experience), the energy – you never knew what was going to happen from one day to 
the next.” 

Two students also said they felt that salaries would be more competitive in public relations than in 
some other professions and this attracted them to the field. 

All of the respondents thought that having a mentor or role model was invaluable to ones’ career.  
However, responses from practitioners varied from students’ responses, especially about the importance 
of having a role model who is of the same gender and race. 

According to Myra: “I think it’s important to have role models of color primarily for support.  There 
needs to be someone who you can trust and discuss PR issues with that affects you culturally.  As it was 
in the print media, I was often looked upon as the reporter who could connect to the black community.  
That’s also how I have been seen in public relations.  No one can tell you how better to deal with this than 
another black who has been cast in the same role.” 
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However, one student said: “Sometimes African American women are kind of hostile to other 
African American women and I don’t know why that is.  But I would like to see more African American 
role models.” 

Another student pointed out: “I think having more than one role model is best – a white male, 
someone who is Spanish, Jewish or white.  Some people are willing to help besides those of your own 
ethnic group.”  That was the experience that Felicia and Rachel had.  Both said they had had white men 
who served as their role models.  Both agreed that finding someone who has a genuine concern for your 
welfare was more important than the mentor’s color or gender. 

On the other hand, many of the practitioners and students agreed that finding mentors and role 
models of color has been difficult.  According to Janel: “Unfortunately, I have not had a mentor who has 
played a major role in my life.  That’s why I try to spend time with college students and when I’m in a 
position to hire, I try to find somebody who needs mentoring to take them to the next level.”  Myra 
agreed, “Over the years since school, I have had a chance to build relationships with many individuals but 
none have developed into deep mentoring relationships.  I also count my friends in the industry – others 
who attended school with me – as mentors.  They provide another level of support in that we share 
common experiences and situations and are able to help each other deal with these situations.” 

One student said that she thinks not having a role model – someone who is like her – has had an 
impact on her decision about whether she will work in public relations after graduation.  “That (having a 
role model of the same race and gender) would have probably been more influential in me being more apt 
to go out in the public relations field and look for work and be more proactive about it.” 

Some students also spoke about their school having mentoring opportunities, but not taking 
advantage of them.  One student who did said she was disappointed in the experience, because the 
program did not provide for enough contact with her mentor for it to be useful. 

Networking was perceived as important in getting started on a career by students and for advancing in 
a career by practitioners.  A number of practitioners spoke of the importance of getting your face out 
there.  Felicia said: “I have done a lot of networking.  I’ve been president of our local PRSA chapter for 
example.  I think it helps with new business, getting your career to grow, just being out there.  At the 
entry level, you need to let people see you, that you’re interested in getting ahead in your career.  Rachel, 
who owns her own business agreed.  “More than 75 percent of our business comes through referrals.  We 
probably get three to four solid referrals a month that turn into business.” 

Janel compared the importance of networking to having a good mentor: It is critical, in her view.  
“When you feel as if you are swimming alone or against the tide, it’s good to talk to somebody else in the 
business and find they are going through the same things.  It’s also good to find out how they are doing 
things, so you won’t have to reinvent the wheel with every project.  I attend several networking meetings 
and other professional groups and belong to several listservs where we share information and ask  
questions.” 

While acknowledging its importance, however, a number of practitioners said they were busy to 
network as much as they thought they should.  However, most of them said that networking becomes less 
important over the years.   They felt it was much more important to do when just getting started on a 
career. 

Some students also said they were busy to pay as much attention to networking as they felt they 
should.  Two students said they did not join their PRSSA chapter because they didn’t have the time to 
attend meetings. 
Perceived effect of race and gender on career 

Many of the practitioners in this study felt that, as a profession, public relations has improved its 
openness to people of color; however, many of them said that they face gender discrimination.  Janel said: 
“Like all things, I feel the field has been less open to women of color, and when it is, the salary is not 
what it was for the man you replaced.  In addition, the job expectations are higher.  But again, this is true 
for a black person in any field.  In addition, once you enter the profession, because you have to report to 
or work closely with senior management, you are often working with a group of men who have little 
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respect for you as a woman or a black person.  Despite the number of places I’ve worked, I don’t see this 
changing very much.” 

Rachel said that generally speaking, gender bias has been more of a problem for her than racial bias.  
“I’ve actually been overlooked in a meeting where someone treated me as if I were invisible.  A 
colleague, who is a black man, and I were meeting with a prospective client, who also was a black man.  
Even though it’s my company I’m the one who pays the bills, you know, the client talked only to the guy 
with me.  I was invisible.  As a result of that meeting we weren’t going to work with that client.” 

Felicia, who works in an agency, said that sometimes clients are surprised when they meet her that 
she is African American.  “They just don’t see this – an African American woman in an upper-level 
management position.” 

Some of the practitioners in this study felt that opportunities for advancement for African American 
women are quite limited; however, students felt their hard work would overcome such barriers.  One 
student said: “There is always a chance for discrimination, but you balance that with your hard work.  We 
know we have to work extra hard.  We have what it takes to be qualified.   

Another student was optimistic about succeeding in public relations.  “Twenty years ago the PR field 
may have been closed to us, but today I don’t think we are looked at as black first.  Being a woman, I 
think companies are more receptive to us as women.”  Still another student was equally optimistic.  
“Ideally you would hope that it (race) wouldn’t be a problem.  But you never know; it might be a plus.”  
Finally, one student said that the only time race came up in relation to public relations was during a 
meeting with a professor who was talking about internship possibilities.  The professor indicated to the 
two African American female students that they had “a great chance to get a job because the field really 
needs minorities.”  The student said she took that as a compliment and felt her self-esteem was boosted 
that day. 

Discussion and Conclusions 
The practitioners have different insights and degrees of optimism based on their organizational and 

functional roles in their organizations.  Those who worked in minority owned agencies appeared to have 
the most perceived opportunity for advancement.  While those who worked for profit and non-profit 
organizations and government entities were not as positive in their outlooks for advancement.  However, 
this bleak outlook was not necessarily attributed to racial bias or gender limitations.  Indeed, some 
practitioners did mention that racism, either overt or subtle, does exist in their organizations but not to the 
point that it has thwarted their progress.  Many practitioners mentioned that they must work harder than 
others in their organizations to succeed or be considered for promotions.  Gender issues were mentioned 
by several of the respondents.  Agency practitioners mentioned gender bias in connections with the 
interaction with clients, but not in relationship to advancement and promotion.  Several respondents felt 
males were paid more than females in the same roles.  Also several respondents felt that men’s opinions 
are readily accepted over female opinions.  One respondent at an educational institution felt she would 
have excelled in her job faster had she been a male. 

The students do not seem to be preparing for perceived bias and hoped it would not be a limiting 
factor in their hiring and promotion.  They acknowledged that the public relations field is made up largely 
of females and felt this would positively impact their experience in the profession. 

The absence of mentors and role models by the practitioners seemed to also be an issue for the 
students who were interviewed for this study.  The students did not mention any formal mentor/mentee 
relationships and some expressed disappointment with attempts to create relationships in formal mentor 
programs.  Similarly, practitioners who identified mentors mentioned males and did not see gender as a 
determinant for mentor selection. 

Practitioners were very satisfied with their career choice in public relations and the students are 
optimistic about the field.  Both groups expressed reality-driven evidence that the higher-ranking 
positions in public relations and other industries that interact with public relations remain primarily 
dominated by white males.  However, neither group saw this as an insurmountable obstacle that occupies 
much, if any room, in their planning for careers and getting the job done. 
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Students’ perceptions of the field were positive overall.  They are confident that a degree in the field 
will afford them the choices when they reach the workforce.  They did express a willingness to “work 
themselves up” and start out on the bottom of an organization.  In terms of racial and gender bias, the 
students did not think much about these topics and emphasized a “hope” that these issues would not 
hinder them, while they acknowledged that racism and sexism does exist.  When asked about positions in 
the field and what they see themselves doing after graduation, some of the students were vague and non-
responsive while others were sure of their career path.  The fact that some respondents were vague about 
their futures may be attributed to the fact that they did not identify any role models they wished to 
emulate in the field.  In fact, the lack of a role model or designated mentor was diminished in the 
importance by the practitioners and some of the student.   

The lack of African American women in public relations field speaks volumes about the degree of 
inclusiveness and openness of the field.  Only one of the practitioners in this sample of interviews was a 
member of the national trade organization and the students had not joined the student chapter.  Why 
haven’t these women chosen to participate in these groups?  Time and priorities were cited by the 
practitioners, and the students were not recruited heavily by the student group.  

The degree of success students may have will be based largely on the successes and failures of 
current practitioners.  Those practitioners should take an active role in recruitment of African American 
females and make themselves available to speaker’s bureaus and academic institutions. 

The visible presence of African American women in the field of public relations will go a long way to 
encouraging those who choose the career despite messages from the industry that appear to be saying, 
“this career is not for you because you do not see images of yourself here.”  Current practitioners have 
had to create representation from fractured images of other careers and male figures, both inside and 
outside their organizations.  

Overall, this study reveals that the future successes of the public relations field and its accountability 
to the diversity of the nation is dependent upon its response to a lack of mentors and gender 
discrimination. 
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Since the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks in the United States of America, the U.S. government and 
the United Nations increased their emphasis on anti-terrorism exponentially.  The United States, led by 
the Bush administration, is the main proponent of this war on terror, with its primary target being the 
global al-Qaeda terrorist network.  Secondary targets include such organizations as Hamas and other 
organizations operating under the influence of extremist or Wahhabist Islam.  Because of its direct link to 
the 9/11 attacks, al-Qaeda has and continues to be the main target of global anti-terror efforts due to its 
size and level of organization. 

There are two major components to the global war on terrorist organizations such as al-Qaeda.  One 
of these involves the identification, location, and containment or capture of terrorists themselves.  This 
aspect is largely a function of military branches and covert information gatherers.  The other component 
involves the location and tracing of monies and assets used to finance terrorism.  This second component 
follows the reasoning that if financial pipelines to terrorist operations are identified and eliminated, the 
activities of their terrorist recipients will be hampered or impossible to conduct altogether.  The execution 
of this plan has produced increasingly dynamic complications in the few years since its inception, 
especially in the realms of public relations and philanthropy.  

The philanthropic and public relations challenges produced by this financial crackdown on terrorism 
are many.  From a public relations perspective, many Islamic-oriented foundations and charitable 
organizations have taken a serious blow to their reputations due to allegations of collusion with terrorist 
organizations.  There are several documented examples of such collusion occurring, which complicates 
the communicative reputation-rebuilding process for those organizations that operate legitimately.  There 
are also important consequences for those organizations performing the crackdown.   

To add another layer of complexity to this situation, many Islamic charitable organizations allegedly 
siphon financial resources to illegal causes while simultaneously fulfilling their duties to their stated 
philanthropic causes.  The end result is a confounding nexus of finger-pointing, ill-founded blanket 
accusations, public denials, and a conflicted arena of public relations communications from a variety of 
sources.  Subjectively framed messages must be sorted out if anti-terrorist efforts are to be successful and if 
Islamic charitable organizations are to regain legitimacy and trust in the global public gaze.        

From a philanthropic perspective, these alleged (and some confirmed) episodes of terrorist funding, 
combined with the conflicting messages discussed above, can influence the practices of these charitable 
entities and the arena of religious philanthropy in many significant ways.  First, they may influence the 
managerial and staffing efforts of these organizations because accusations of wrongdoing may force key 
stakeholders to look more closely for internal financial discrepancies or illegalities.  This can result in the 
closing or opening of new branches, frozen, lost or seized assets, alterations in hiring and firing practices, 
changes in how funds are received and distributed, and even in a name change for an existing 
organization.   Second, these accusations may potentially influence existing and future donors to either 
augment or reduce their financial contributions to the organizations in question.  This potential loss of 
funding poses a major threat to organizational survival.  While losing donors is a common threat for 
philanthropic organizations in many areas, the subject of terrorism is a sensitive or even inflammatory 
issue for many types of donors.  When combined with the media salience of terrorism-related news, the 
potential for large segments of donors to shift their opinions and dollars to different philanthropic 
endeavors is seen as a very real issue based on trustworthiness.   

The third major influence of these circumstances on Islamic philanthropic entities involves religious 
philanthropy’s movement towards greater organizational accountability.  In order for organizations to 
prove to anti-terrorism enforcers that they are operating legitimately, such organizations must enact 
protocols for tracking the movement of funds and resources within and without typical organizational 
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confines.  In the United States, for example, this means organizations must develop and adhere to a 
transparent financial documentation process.  Conversely, more stringent rules for accurate financial 
reporting by such organizations must be enacted and enforced by regulatory agencies in order to promote 
this shift.  This has significant bearing on philanthropic activity (especially in the U.S.) because religious 
philanthropy has traditionally lacked the same level of fiscal accountability that has been expected of for-
profits and other non-profit organizations.  This, fourthly, means that philanthropic activities of other 
religiously affiliated organizations must also comply with newly updated regulations for accountability 
within their spheres of operation.  Thus, religion-based philanthropic organizations within the United 
States and other nations will be influenced by this shift in that they will be held to these new standards of 
financial accountability.  This signals an eventual industry-wide shift for religious philanthropic 
organizations, which should serve to alter the face of religious philanthropy within (at the very least) the 
United States.        

To recap, there are several compelling reasons to examine the realm of Islamic-based philanthropic 
activity through the public relations lens, in large part because the conflicted public relations messages 
and numerous target audiences have facilitated the creation of this somewhat disordered state of affairs.  
Additionally, there are situational factors that warrant mention because they help to frame and focus on 
the bigger picture at hand.  Some of these factors concern religion, politics and economics, but the final 
scope of this paper is neither religious, political, nor economic.  This paper is meant to shed some light on 
the specifics of the financing of terrorism through philanthropic and charitable entities - in particular, 
those entities anchored in Wahhabist-driven Saudi Arabia.  Examining Saudi Arabia’s religious and 
political roots should promote a better understanding of current affairs encompassing the nation’s 
financial links to terrorism.    Following this explanation is an evaluation of the impact that such elements 
have on the public relations situations and outlooks for the many stakeholders that are involved.  
National and Global Elements 
“Saudi Arabia’s official complicity in terror is undeniable.  The government has and will continue to 
finance international terrorism, even after September 11th.” Dore Gold, April 4, 2003 

Israeli Ambassador to the United 
Nations, 1997-99. 

Investigative discoveries performed up to this point in time indicate that the overwhelming majority 
of financial support for al-Qaeda and other terrorist operations comes from United States ally Saudi 
Arabia (Levitt, 2002).  Estimates on the dollar amount given to terrorist groups by Saudi Arabia vary, but 
all reach well into the hundreds of millions of dollars (and some into the billions).  Perhaps even more 
startling are the ways that those operating in a terrorist capacity acquired the money from Saudi Arabian 
sources.  It is a documented fact that the September 11th attacks themselves were conducted by mostly 
Saudi nationals: “15 of the 19 hijackers who carried out the attacks on the World Trade Center and the 
Pentagon were Saudi citizens” (Gold 2003: 1).  What is less certain, however, are all of the different 
avenues that the hijackers and their terrorist affiliates used to build up their infrastructure to the global 
level that enabled them to plan and execute such an attack.  There is increasingly damning evidence, 
though, that indicates a large portion of financial backing for terrorist operations came through different 
Islamic charitable organizations and foundations, some of which had physical operations on U.S. soil 
(Meyer, 2003).  There is also evidence that shows how many of these U.S. branches had direct funding 
and personnel links to religious philanthropies headquartered in Saudi Arabia and other areas in the 
Middle East (Drees, 2004). These same areas are also a proven breeding ground for Islamic extremist 
ideology.     
Saudi Arabia’s Links to Terrorism 

According to Gold (2003), the spread of Saudi Arabia’s extremist or fundamental version of Islam 
(known as Wahhabism) is rooted in the nation’s establishment of Wahhabist oriented philanthropies and 
charities in the 1960’s and 1970’s.  These organizations, which are funded by religious donations and 
overseen by the Saudi Arabian government, soon gained a global reach by establishing branch offices 
throughout the world.  However, members of terrorist networks such as al-Qaeda and Hamas infiltrated 
many of these branches, assimilating them as financial and communicative waypoints for terrorist 
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operations.  The largest and farthest-reaching of these organizations is the Muslim World League, which 
functioned as a sort of authoritative or governing body for religious and domestic affairs while wielding a 
great deal of political influence within the Saudi government.   In addition, the Muslim World League 
exerts a degree of religious-doctrine based control over several major subsidiary Islamic charities, 
including the World Assembly of Muslim Youth, the International Islamic Relief Organization and the 
Charitable Foundations of al-Haramain1.  As Gold (2003) implies, it is difficult to draw the distinction 
between religious, political and philanthropic interests in this particular case: 

“It would be incorrect to view these charities as purely non-governmental organizations. At the 
apex of each organization’s board is a top Saudi official. The Saudi Grand Mufti, who is also a 
Saudi cabinet member, chairs the Constituent Council of the Muslim World League. The Saudi 
Minister of Islamic Affairs chairs the secretariat of WAMY and the administrative council of al-
Haramain. All three organizations have received large charitable contributions from the Saudi 
royal family that have been detailed in Saudi periodicals” (Gold, 2003: 6). 

According to Matthew Levitt2 (March 11, 2002), there are both proven and alleged links between 
humanitarian Islamic organizations and acts of terror abroad against the United States.  Raids by NATO 
forces of various branches of Islamic philanthropic organizations in India, Tanzania, Kenya, Bosnia, 
Somalia, the Philippines, Canada, Afghanistan and Pakistan have all produced evidence of past and future 
terrorist plots from around the world with ties to militant Wahhabism and its Saudi (among other) 
backers3.  In a few of these cases, there is overwhelming evidence to tie the financial records of these 
organizations to the personal funding of notorious al-Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden.  Also, other 
branches of these same philanthropic organizations (some operating under different or multiple names) 
located within the United States were subsequently raided by U.S. authorities with parallel results.   
Aspects of fundamental Wahhabism, along with domestic anti-terrorism efforts and an awareness of 
Saudi Arabia’s political climate, should aid in understanding the situational philanthropic and public 
relations contexts surrounding this unique communications situation. 
Wahhabism’s Influence on Saudi Arabian Culture 

Dahwah, or Islamic culture, is the overwhelmingly dominant influence on culture and lifestyle in 
Saudi Arabia and throughout much of the Middle East (South Asia Terror Portal, 2001).  Islam, much like 
Christianity, is not a universal religion.  In fact, there are multiple interpretations of various aspects of 
Islam that have historically divided factions of believers and caused them to go to war with each other.  
Thus it is important not to categorically classify all Muslims as having the exact same religious beliefs.  A 
prime example of this has to do with the divide between the different Muslim interpretations of what 
terms such as jihad entail.  The broadly accepted definition of jihad is a “holy war or struggle” (Middle 
East Online, January 2002).  Accordingly, though:  

“Islam has crystal clear rules and provisions that forbid the killing of non-combatants, innocent 
persons, such as the elderly, women and children; pursuit of fleeing persons, slaying persons who 
have surrendered, injuring prisoners, or mutilating the bodies of the dead, or destroying structures 
and buildings that have no connection with combat.” (Muslim World League, 2002: 6)   

Thus, according to some Muslim scholars, the terrorist attacks on the United States of September 11th 
did not constitute an act of holy war.  Dr. Mohammad Wasiullah Khan, of Chicago’s East-West 
University, stated, “You go to hell if you commit suicide.  What they did is not Islam” (DeBartolo, 2002: 
5).  Additionally, Saudi Arabia’s Islamic Fiqh Council dictates that jihad should be thought of more as a 
defense mechanism than a call to violence: 

“…Jihad has been ordained to eliminate all forms of terrorism, and to defend the homeland 
against occupation, plunder and colonialism.  Jihad is waged against those who support others in 
driving people out of their homes, as well as those who are in breach of their covenants.  Jihad is 
meant to avoid tempting away Muslims from their faith or restricting their freedom to conduct 
peaceful propagation of their religion.” (Muslim World League, 2002: 5-6)   

The Muslim World League is a major body that widely disseminates its interpretation of Islam within 
the Middle East from its headquarters in Saudi Arabia.  Wahhabism, which is the prominently adhered to 
version of Islam in Saudi Arabia, offers one of the strictest interpretations of Islamic doctrine.  To some 
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Wahhabist Muslims who adhere to the strictest interpretations of Islamic tenets, though, even parts of this 
last quote could be interpreted in an entirely different context: ‘Jihad has been ordained to…defend the 
homeland against occupation, plunder and colonialism.’  From some perspectives, the involvement of 
Western entities in the affairs of Muslim countries could certainly be construed as a type of occupation or 
even a form of imperialism or colonialism, which would then justifiably classify terrorist attacks on 
Western targets as an act of jihad.  Because there are so many different interpretations of Islamic 
scholars’ understanding of laws and religious provisions, the subjectivity of any one sect’s outlook bears 
remembrance in that it likely represents a unique situation.  It is also noteworthy that within the Islamic 
community, the Muslim World League offers viewpoints that do influence many Muslims.   

Gold (2003) provides an overview of the history and impact of fundamental Islam in Saudi Arabia.  
He illustrates the evolution of the power base in Saudi Arabia and explains how the inception of 
fundamental Islam in Saudi Arabia impacted the power structure of the Saudi royal family, petrodollar 
politics and the development of a global presence for militant Wahhabist Islam (see Appendix V.2).  This 
explanation also shows how the power base within the dominant coalition of Saudi Arabian religious and 
government leaders is grounded in the principles of Wahhabism.  A direct result of this grounding is the 
current systemic infrastructure that Wahhabist (and other sects of) Muslims utilize for donating money to 
philanthropic causes.   Understanding the religious dedication and faith-based obligations of Muslims is 
central when discussing an important cultural concept like charitable giving.  According to Huang (2001), 
“…for many Muslims, donating to Islamic charities is a fundamental practice in their faith.  The Koran 
stipulates that Muslims must give zakat, or charitable donations, calculated at 2.5 percent of a person’s 
income.”  Such donations are given to Wahhabist-backed charitable governmental organizations or are 
collected by Mosque leaders, who then allocate and distribute funds to individual charitable 
organizations.  However, these monies often prove difficult to track, especially when transferred through 
organized personal and religious networks instead of financial institutions.   This complicates the 
accountability process with respect to those organizations that receive much of their funding in this 
manner.   According to Rachel Ehrenfeld, PhD, director of the New York-based American Center for 
Democracy (2003), “The Saudi government has admitted to spending more than $87 billion over the last 
decade in an effort to spread Wahhabism.  This money has been spent on the creation of Mosques, 
schools, and other institutions that have constituted the breeding grounds for the foot soldiers of the 
global Islamic terrorist movement” (1-2).  Obviously, this rather large amount of estimated money had to 
come from somewhere, and it is likely that a significant portion of it came through donation-driven zakat 
collection disbursement through Saudi-government-backed Islamic channels.   

Another potential complication associated with this specific type of philanthropic infrastructure is 
tracking actual cash flows of wealthy Muslim donors and the leaders of various Islamic organizations 
across the globe.  According to Turnbull (2003), there exists a global network of financial operants that 
transfer money in a virtually untraceable manner.  This network, known as hawala4 or ‘flying money’, 
operates verbally and thus produces no paper trail for terrorist investigators to follow.  It is quite 
conceivable that terrorists with access to some or all of a Wahhabist-oriented organization’s assets could 
illicitly siphon money from a legitimate organization to terrorist recipients by utilizing this network.  It is 
also conceivable that the parent or umbrella organizations could turn a blind eye towards this activity 
given the traditional militant stance and pro-terrorist sympathies associated with Saudi Arabian 
Wahhabism.        

A potentially inherent problem with a religiously regulated (and enforced) system of giving such as 
zakat does exist.  It is highly likely that many Muslims, when called upon to submit their annual zakat, 
donated to what were perceived to be worthy causes and organizations.  Subsequently, the blind trust of 
donors could have resulted in apathy in terms of their monitoring of who or what their money actually 
went to.   Or, donors knew their gifts were merely benefiting the spread of Islam and thus placed an 
inordinate amount of trust in the parent philanthropic organizations or government offices that were 
collecting their money.  In either of these hypothetical cases, there would have been little reason for 
individual donors to risk challenging the religious status quo or the authoritative power of their 
religious/political leaders.   Either way, it is not too great a stretch to visualize how the zakat system and 
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the practice of hawala potentially contributed to the creation of multiple avenues for the transference of 
private and state dollars to Islamic extremist organizations. 
Saudi Arabia’s Political Climate 

The strained political climate that currently exists in Saudi Arabia is another motivating factor behind 
the nation’s ability, desire and means to finance terrorism.  Ironically, these motivations come in large 
part from a long-standing symbiotic relationship between Saudi Arabia and the United States.  In an 
article entitled The Fall of the House of Saud, veteran Central Intelligence Agency operative Robert Baer 
(2003) explains the origin and change in this relationship and the current dissenting mentality among 
members of Saudi Arabia’s dominant coalition.  A quote from Baer’s thorough explication appears in the 
Appendix V.4 as a supplement to this paper.      

Briefly, an examination of Baer (2003) reveals that the current political climate of Saudi Arabia is 
growing increasingly unstable.  Recent actions and maneuvers made by members of the extensive Saudi 
royal family, combined with the spread and reinforcement of Wahhabism-driven anti-Western sentiments 
has done much to create this current state of affairs.  However, almost the entire Saudi Arabian economy 
is based on petroleum exports, the majority of which are sold to the United States.  Within Saudi Arabia, 
the clashes between fundamental Wahhabist ideals, the aging individuals who formed and maintain the 
nation’s trade-reliant economic power base, and current popular resentment towards a collapsing and 
unfair system of government have combined to produce an environment suitable for the creation of 
terrorist networks and activities.  While the ultimate goals of individual terrorist groups may differ 
somewhat, the hijackings of September 11th, the bombings of U.S. embassies and materiel, and various 
attacks on individuals and public spaces are testaments to the capabilities that terrorist networks have 
utilized to make their voices heard.        
Implications for Islamic Philanthropic Efforts 

The potential links between Saudi Arabia and the financial backing of global terrorist efforts have 
spurred investigative actions and policy changes in the global community and the United States.   
Specifically, charitable organizations influenced by or connected to fundamentalist Islam have been or are 
currently under scrutiny from various government bodies.  This extra attention quickly resulted not only 
in many frivolous accusations of organizational wrongdoing, but also in very tangible changes in the 
accountability and operations of some of the charitable organizations in question. Such changes have 
taken different forms, and have had some interesting results for those on both sides.  Following is a 
general discussion of (1) how charitable organizations are being affected, (2) potential implications for 
the field of public relations, and (3) a case study on a particular Islamic charity with a U.S. presence. 
Changes affecting Islamic philanthropy within the United States 
We must assure people around the world who are giving money to help others that all of the money given 
for charitable purposes only goes for good purposes.  Organizations that pervert the name of charity with 
acts of hatred and cruelty are an affront to us all, and we will find them, expose them, and shut them 
down.       Paul O’Neill, U.S. Treasury Secretary 

       March 11, 2002 
In light of the alleged connections between many Islamic charitable organizations and the funding of 

terrorism, the United States government has adopted a three-prong strategy for fighting this problem.  The 
first phase involves the identification of foreign-based religious charities or philanthropic organizations 
that have potential links to Islam and/or terrorism.  The second phase involves freezing the assets of such 
organizations, both in the U.S. and abroad.  The most reliable numbers come from the United States 
Treasury Department, and they indicate that since the September 11th attacks, “$138 million in terrorist 
assets have been frozen…and that some steps have been taken to clamp down on charities and other 
known terrorist funding mechanisms” (Farah, 2003: 2-3).  The third phase in this effort is thorough 
investigation, which includes the collection of physical evidence and testimony of employees of the 
organizations in question, their families and acquaintances (U.S. Treasury 2004).   

Because many of the organizations in question are registered or operate as tax- 
exempt 501c(3) charities, the Internal Revenue Service is a key player in tracing their financial 
transactions within the United States.  The brunt of the investigative work, however, is conducted by the 
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U.S. Treasury Department, which has the means and manpower to handle the diverse kinds of information 
that such an investigation entails.  According to a 2002 press release, “Our [the U.S. Treasury] first step 
has been to deny terrorists access to the world’s organized financial structures; simultaneously, we have 
been moving to bring more of informal money transfer systems and phony charities under government 
regulation” (U.S. Treasury, 2002).  The third player in this process is the United States Senate Committee 
on Finance, with Senator Charles Grassley acting as chairman (Grassley, 2003). 

One of the biggest steps in this movement was the identification of suspect organizations and their 
personnel.  On January 14, 2004, the Senate Finance Committee released a list of organizations scheduled 
for intense scrutiny.   Pipes5 (2004) lists the organizations in question and the types of information being 
sought by the Senate committee.  This includes IRS Form 990s, Form 990 PFs, Form 1023s, donor lists, 
names of leaders, organizational applications for tax exempt status, audits, and past criminal investigation 
records (Pipes, 2004).  
Mixed Results and Opinions 

In conjunction with the assembly of organizational data and this list, a number of raids by various 
United States government organizations on these philanthropic entities have taken place, with mixed 
results.  Much of the information that has been retrieved is serving a dual purpose.  In addition to proving 
or disproving the legitimacy of organizations in question, it is also serving as evidence in a $1 trillion 
class-action lawsuit in which families of 9/11 victims are suing organizations and persons linked to al-
Qaeda terrorists (Bell, 2002).  If seen to its fruition, such a lawsuit could potentially bankrupt not only 
terrorist operations but also many honest humanitarian efforts through the  

Another key issue in this investigation is the Senate committee’s actual request for the tax information 
for these organizations.  Usually, such information, especially in the case of religious philanthropic and 
charitable organizations, is private (Eggen and Mintz, 2004).  Such a broad exercise of power by the 
investigative committee has the potential to put not only Islamic organizations (such as the Muslim Student 
Association or the Holy Land Foundation) under the proverbial microscope, but also establishes a legal 
precedent for the government’s ability to scrutinize all religious philanthropic activity within its borders – an 
issue that many religious philanthropies should take into account.  

From another standpoint, many Islamic entities accuse this government-led investigation of being 
unfairly slanted and harmful to their ability to facilitate humanitarian aid, not to mention damaging to their 
respective reputations.  Muslims belonging to such groups as Muslims Against Terrorism or the Islamic 
Supreme Council of Canada, criticize militant Wahhabist Islamic terrorists for distracting public opinion 
away from the humanitarian benefits that many Islamic philanthropies and charities worked hard to spread 
(Islamic Supreme Council of Canada & Soharwardy 2004).  Concurrently, Drees (2004) expresses how 
many law-abiding Muslims negatively perceive aspects of the ongoing investigation into Islamic philanthropy 
as being an ethnically biased ‘witch hunt’ that intimidates donors and hampers work (Drees, 2004).    

Along this line of thought, there is at least one documented case of a wrongful accusation of terrorist 
affiliation not by the government, but by the media.  On May 7, 2003, the Berkeley Jewish Journal accused 
the UC Berkeley Center for Middle Eastern Studies of accepting significant funds from groups linked to 
terrorism.  The article cited links between a Saudi Arabian bank associated with al-Qaeda and donors to the 
Berkeley Center (Sexton and Barron, 2003).  Other newspapers and school officials were quick to deny the 
validity of the charges while showing that none of the program’s money had come from a group with known 
links to terrorism.  One professor ‘accused the journal of giving selective attention to the center and singling 
out professors with Middle Eastern names for their article’ (Cutler and Abdollah, 2003: 2). 

Another point that critics of this investigation make is that there is no plausible way to stop all global 
financing of terrorism.  There are two main reasons for this outlook.  The first is that certain governments 
(such as Iran and Syria) with political and religious agendas that differ from the United States (and the 
United Nations) will refuse to physically cooperate with efforts to round up terrorists or freeze terrorist 
assets.  The second such reason, discussed previously, is that a great deal of terrorist funding is virtually 
untraceable given the money’s roots in anonymous religious philanthropic giving and the paperless financial 
networks that are in place.  
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Despite all of this, the United States investigation into charities supporting extremist Wahhabism yields 
two arguably beneficial results for the philanthropic sector and U.S. citizens.  The first result is a dynamically 
increased supervision of organizational accountability, especially among religious and educational charities 
and foundations.  It stands to reason that if all religious and educational 501c(3) organizations in the U.S. will 
soon be held to stringent new protocols for financial accountability, they will be forced to operate in a more 
fiscally efficient and responsible manner.  In essence, the day-to-day operations of such organizations will 
have to be conducted ‘in the sunshine’; in turn this should serve to elevate the quality of religious philanthropy 
in the United States.  The second main result for the philanthropic sector is a much-needed change in the 
overall accountability process in general.  By requesting both organizational and private financial records, the 
Senate Committee on Finance and the Internal Revenue Service have effectively sent the message that such 
paperwork need not only to be present, but also properly filled out, documented and registered.  Ultimately, 
this should translate into a more complete and accurate assessment of the actual number of religious 
philanthropies and their resources – information that was previously difficult to collect because of the 
inconsistent and incomplete paperwork that characterized religious philanthropies.      

This increasingly investigative and critical examination of religious charitable organizations by the U.S. 
government will eventually mean that if an organization’s affairs aren’t in order and readily available, then the 
organization is either hiding something or is inept.  Currently, there is a broad perception that “news 
media, no less than the politicians, have been swayed by the Bush ultimatum ‘either you’re with us or for 
terrorism’” (Debartolo, 2002: 7).  Public accusations of wrongdoing can be detrimental or potentially fatal 
to donor-reliant organizations, but current trends indicate that there will be increasingly negative 
consequences in the realm of social trust towards organizations that are not operating legitimately 
(Salamon, 2002).  Therefore, legitimate religious philanthropic organizations that have a history of low 
accountability need to make accountability and transparency an immediate priority if they are to avoid 
suspicion in the future.  This coincides with the U.S. philanthropic industry’s overall shift towards greater 
organizational transparency and the restoration of public trust.    
Implications for Public Relations 

Depending on which side clients are on, the current public relations situation revolving around this 
nexus of Islamic charities can be construed as being either a windfall or a crisis for practitioners.  For those 
communicators representing the broad interests of the United States anti-terrorism movement, the basic 
strategy behind the creation and delivery of messages appears to be relatively simple.  However, there are 
some underlying complications that arise when individual members of the U.S. government are examined 
more closely, and such complications could potentially have negative and wide-ranging effects.  For 
practitioners with charitable Islamic organizations as clients, the overall strategy appears to be simple and 
direct, yet effective implementation of such strategies may grow increasingly difficult as more information 
comes to light.   

The overall message that the United States government has repeatedly conveyed to its citizens and to the 
world since the September 11  attacks is very straightforward, and includes constant reminders of the 
following; terrorism is evil, terrorists are evil, nations that finance and harbor terrorists will be treated no 
differently from the terrorists themselves, and the U.S. government bears the serious responsibility and 
dedication to bring these evildoers to justice, no matter the cost.  Reiterations of this staunch policy and 
mindset have flooded mainstream media outlets within the U.S.  From a public relations perspective, this 
message is congruent to the strategically dominant position that the United States is forever seeking, and it 
parallels the strategy behind the ongoing U.S. anti-terror military campaign.  The names themselves that have 
been given to these operations represent the ideological concepts that the U.S. government is promoting.  
According to Huang (2001), “the administration of President George W. Bush dubbed its financial anti-terror 
strategy ‘Operation Green Quest’, reflecting its recognition that denying terrorists of funding is as crucial 
element in the anti-terrorism war as the military campaign under ‘Operation Enduring Freedom.’”  With names 
such as these, it is apparent that the communication strategy for the U.S. government is to constantly remind 
the world that it is backing its actions from a morally defensible standpoint.  Indeed, the words of U.S. 
President George W. Bush echo this underlying strategic communicative mindset: “We put the world’s 
financial institutions on notice: if you do business with terrorists, if you support them or sponsor them, 
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you will not do business with the United States of America” (U.S. Treasury, 2002: 3).  In the same U.S. 
Treasury press release that this quote is excerpted from, there is another quote that exemplifies how the 
language and content of a strategic message about the U.S. can be utilized to reinforce its larger theme: 

“On December 4 [2001], President Bush froze the assets of a U.S.-based foundation – The Holy Land 
Foundation for Relief and Development – that has been funneling money to the terrorist organization 
Hamas.  In 2000, the foundation raised $13 million.  Because of our actions, next year it won’t raise a 
penny.  On January 9, we blocked another spurious charity and two offices of a third for stealing from 
widows and orphans to fund al-Qaeda terrorism.”  (U.S. Treasury, 2002: 4) 

Note how this tidbit of data fails to include further information on any positive aspect or actual beneficiaries of 
the organization in question.  Also, the distant imagery of al-Qaeda stealing from widows and orphans serves 
to reinforce the U.S. government’s overall condemnation of terrorism and terrorist nations.      

From far away, these messages and perspectives being put forth by the United States government and its 
supporters appear to accurately reflect the strategic route that the government is employing.  From a closer 
perspective, though, there appear to be some potential public relations crises hovering in the periphery of this 
bold approach.  Specifically, there exist a number of links between current and former U.S. government 
employees and many of the same Saudis who have been found to associate with or finance the same terrorists 
that the U.S. government has progressively condemned.  These links also hint at a potential conflict of interest 
attributable to such employees.  Baer (2003) illustrates very plausible reasons for the quiet way in which the 
U.S. has confronted Saudi Arabia regarding its links to terrorism by identifying the many links between 
prominent business people, past and current U.S. government officials (including both Bush presidents, Dick 
Cheney, and Condoleeza Rice), petroleum companies with vested Saudi interests, and Saudi lobbyists in 
Washington, D.C.  In addition, Baer also illustrates the tenuous position that the United States must occupy 
when dealing with Saudi Arabia’s links to terror:    

“Just to make sure that no one upsets the workings of this system, perhaps by meddling in internal 
Saudi affairs, Saudi Arabia now keeps possibly as much as a trillion dollars on deposit in U.S. banks – 
an agreement worked out in the early eighties by the Reagan Administration, in an effort to get the 
Saudis to offset U.S. government budget deficits.  The Saudis hold another trillion dollars or so in the 
U.S. stock market.  This gives them a remarkable degree of leverage in Washington.  If they were 
suddenly to withdraw all their holdings in this country, the effect, though perhaps not as catastrophic 
as having a major source of oil shut down, would still be devastating” (Baer, 2003: 85). 

This level of financial influence that Saudi lobbying efforts have wielded have the potential to cast some 
U.S. government officials in a negative light due to plausible conflicts of interest.  In particular, one member of 
the Saudi royal family, Prince Bandar, has the ear of America’s political leaders: “A visit in the early nineties 
to the summer home of George H.W. Bush, in Kennebunkport, Maine, earned the prince the affectionate 
family sobriquet ‘Bandar Bush.’  Bandar reciprocated by inviting Bush to hunt pheasant on his estate in 
England.  For good measure he also contributed a million dollars to the construction of the Bush Presidential 
Library, in College Station, Texas.  [Saudi Arabia’s] King Fahd sent another million to Barbara Bush’s 
campaign against illiteracy (he had donated a million dollars to Nancy Reagan’s ‘Just Say No’ campaign 
against drugs four years earlier).  Bandar was once Colin Powell’s racquetball partner” (Baer, 2003: 85).  The 
presence of these personal and financial links between the Saudi royal family and persons of power and 
influence within the United States, if they were to be the object of serious mainstream media coverage, could 
not only jeopardize the careers and credibility of those involved but also undermine the nation’s confidence in 
the U.S. government’s ability to act as a moral agent and not as a collection of self-serving individuals.  Some 
of these financial associations could also be construed as an abuse of political power or even bribery.  
Interestingly enough, Dick Cheney’s relationship with Halliburton seems to be the only one of these 
associations that has received any serious mention within the mainstream American media.  For many of these 
links reported by Baer, though, accusations of wrongdoing could potentially escalate into a public relations 
nightmare over government personnel accountability, as well as undermine the public trust that the United 
States government is acting in the best interest of its citizens.                

For public relations practitioners with charitable Islamic organizations as clients, the use of public 
relations tactics has been threefold.  One essential part of the strategy that has been broadly exhibited is 
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damage control.  The second is the dissemination of facts and ideas supporting the decidedly non-terrorist 
nature of certain interpretations of Islam and differentiating it from Wahhabi fundamentalism.  The third 
public relations strategy has been characterized by communications that publicly criticize and seek to de-
legitimize the U.S. war on terror.  The first aspect, damage control, came immediately after the September 
11  attacks when the Saudi Arabian government hired public relations firm Burson-Marsteller: “th Three days 
after the September 11th attack on the World Trade Center in New York, in which 15 of the 19 alleged 
suicide bombers were Saudis, Saudi Arabia again hired B-M to ensure that its national image remains 
untarnished” (Corporate Watch UK, 2002).  Additionally, PR Watch took a somewhat cynical stance 
towards the Saudi approach to damage control public relations.  The publication indirectly accuses the 
U.S. and Saudi governments exercising a double standard in that Saudi officials have been publicly 
treated as allies in the fight against terrorism despite the fact that many terrorist activities originate from 
Saudi Arabia (PR Watch, 2003).  The second and third public relations strategies utilized by charitable 
Islamic entities have tended to follow one another closely when employed.  Examples of this appear in the 
Appendix (V.6), where two press releases that (a) champion Islamic philanthropy and (b) denounce the 
U.S. crackdown on charitable Islamic entities (these items appeared on About.com in 2001 and 2002 
respectively).  By framing Islamic philanthropies and charities in a positive light and demeaning the 
efforts and intentions of the U.S. government, these public relations efforts are attempting to combat the 
negative stigmas of fundamental Islam’s relationship to terrorism that has come to pervade Western 
media channels.   
Case Study on the Al-Haramain Islamic Foundation 

According to multiple sources, the Al-Haramain Islamic Foundation (AHIF) typifies the  
key role that some Islamic charities have played in financing terrorist operations, particularly those of Al-
Qaeda.  The AHIF was established in 1988 in Karachi, Pakistan by Aqeel al-Aqil, who served the foundation 
until stepping down in 2003.  Shortly after creating the organization, he transferred the foundation’s 
headquarters to Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, and the AHIF flourished dramatically.  With its success, the AHIF 
quickly developed its infrastructure and established several branches worldwide (Middle East Online, 2004).  
Foundation branches were established in Africa, Asia, Europe and North America. Afghanistan, Albania, 
Bangladesh, Bosnia, Ethiopia, the Netherlands, Somalia and the United States became host countries to AHIF 
operations (U.S. Treasury, 2004).  The stated mission of Al-Haramain reads, “to be a non-profit organization 
dedicated to explaining that Islam is a religion of justice, peace, and mercy, and committed to the promotion of 
peaceful co-existence among persons of all faiths” (PR Newswire, 2003).  Foundation officials stated that the 
AHIF “received between $45-50 million each year in donations and has spent some $300 million on 
humanitarian work overseas” (Aljazeera.net, 2004).   

Following the attacks of September 11, 2001, “Al Haramain figured among a number of Saudi charities 
accused by Washington of ‘financing terrorism’” (Aljazeera.net, 2004).  This accusation led to investigation 
and raids of some AHIF branch offices.  According to Tremoglie, “In March 2002, Bosnian intelligence 
reported that Al-Haramain was related to terrorist operations – especially al-Qaeda and Chechnyan rebels.  A 
raid of the Sarajevo office of Al-Haramain revealed that $1.59 million was unaccounted for by the group.  
Bosnian intelligence reported that a ‘clear lack of any concrete humanitarian projects indicates that the 
existence of this organization was a fictitious cover for probable links with terrorism’” (Tremoglie, 2003).  
Also, in March 2002, President Bush froze the assets of al-Haramain and other Islamic charities based on 
allegations of terrorism financing activity (Tremoglie, 2003).  Despite the terrorist designation and efforts to 
shut down foreign branches of AHIF, the U.S. Treasury (2004) reports that the organization’s foreign office in 
Bosnia defied anti-terror sanctions and investigative authorities.  When branch offices of AHIF were raided in 
June 2002, employees were told not to cooperate with authorities or answer their questions.  The following 
quote describes actions that the organization took to further evade investigators: 

“In 2003, AHIF headquarters in Saudi Arabia provided instructions to AHIF in Bosnia for the 
disposition of AHIF assets. These instructions provided for actions contravening local and 
international counter terrorism laws and regulations. Al-Aqil stated that AHIF’s work in Bosnia 
would continue. After the Bosnian branch reconstituted itself under the name "Vazir," the U.S. 
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and Saudi Arabia joined in designating the branch as an alias for the AHIF-Bosnian branch.” 
(U.S. Treasury, 2004) 

AHIF’s branch in Bosnia was not the first outlet of the foundation to be shut down – following the 
1998 U.S. Embassy bombing in Kenya, the AHIF branch there was forced to close by the Kenyan and 
U.S. governments (Armstrong, 2004).  In 2002 the Treasury Department froze assets of the group's 
Bosnian and Somali branches because of suspected links to terrorists (Reynalds, 2003).  Collectively, 14 
foreign offices of AHIF were closed down between 1998 and 2003 (Aljazeera.net, 2004). However, there 
are reasons to doubt the integrity of Saudi Arabia’s initial cooperation with the United States in its public 
reprimands of AHIF.  Tremoglie (2003) states,  

“In September 2002, Indonesian al-Qaeda informant Omar al-Faruq told the CIA that Al-
Haramain was used to remit funds to him from bin Laden.  Al-Haramain’s website used to have a 
direct link to qoqaz.net, which is a website that is part of the al-Qaeda propaganda network.  The 
website is owned by Azzam publications, bin Laden’s propaganda vehicle, and operated from 
Houston, Texas.  Al-Haramain is also involved with the Al-Baraka banking empire, which was 
also named in the 9/11 lawsuit.  Al-Baraka finances the activities of bin Laden and al-Qaeda.  In 
his Senate testimony in July 2003, terrorism expert Steve Emerson said that although initially 
Saudi Arabia denied allegations that Al-Haramain were involved in terrorist activities, in June 
(2003) they stated that Al-Haramain was not acting according to its charter and announced that all 
foreign offices were to be closed.”  

The U.S. investigation of the three Al-Haramain entities in the United States was not initialized until well 
after such findings were reported.  In one article, Reynalds (2003) discusses how freely the American 
branches of AHIF had continued to operate given their legal status as 501c(3) charities well after the 
events of September 11th.   In 2001 an American branch of AHIF filed paperwork that listing income, 
expenses and assets for that year, but there is reason to believe that financial channels on the 
organization’s Web site could have allowed undisclosed and untracked amounts of money to flow through 
the branch outlet to the organization’s headquarters (and 24 different bank accounts) in Riyadh before it 
was shut down (Reynalds, 2003).  Also worthy of mention is the fact that in the U.S., al-Haramain had 
three different businesses operating simultaneously in Oregon from the same physical location: al-
Haramain Foundation, al Haramain Islamic Foundation, and al Haramain Islamic Foundation, Inc.  
Additionally, the registered names of the president and vice-president for all three of these businesses 
match those of the Riyadh office’s secretary general and deputy general (Reynalds, 2003).  With the ease 
of modern financial mechanisms such as electronic banking and access to offshore or unregulated bank 
accounts, it is plain to see that the means for deceptive financial practices by al-Haramain were firmly 
established. 

A prime example of the conflicted relationship between the United States and Saudi Arabian interests 
followed shortly after news of this situation began appearing.  Although various accusatory articles 
initially lacked concrete proof of wrongdoing, they mentioned AHIF in association with terrorism – a 
move that generated some public discord along with retractions in publications such as The Washington 
Times.  In a September 15, 2003 a story entitled “Oregon Non-Profit Investigated for Terror Ties” 
appeared in the Times.  The retraction stated,  

“The Times, in its Sept. 15, 2003 editions, reported that Al Haramain was listed in a Presidential 
Order in 2001 allowing the United States to block the resources of individuals and institutions 
determined to be involved in possible terrorists acts, and that Al Haramain allegedly has ties with 
al-Qaeda. The Times, in its September 19, 2003 editions, had an editorial discussing the Al 
Haramain Islamic Foundation, Inc. (USA) as an example of "suspicious Saudi charities." Al 
Haramain (Saudi Arabia) has had branches at various places around the world. The branches in 
Somalia and Bosnia were closed at the demand of the United States, which asserted that those 
two branches were tied to al Qaeda. On March 11, 2002, Treasury Secretary O'Neill stated that 
the Saudi headquarters is dedicated to promoting Islamic teachings.  The Al Haramain Islamic 
Foundation, Inc. (USA) has not been identified as being involved in actual or possible terrorists acts 
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or with having any ties to al Qaeda. The Times regrets any inference to the contrary in the article.” 
(PR Newswire, 2003) 

Shortly after this interplay occurred, though, action was taken against the AHIF in the form of the U.S. 
government’s freezing of all assets of its Oregon branch in February 2004 (Drees, 2004).  Then, on 
October 5, 2004, news broke that the Saudi ministry of Islamic affairs had decided to dissolve the Al-
Haramain Foundation (Middle East Online, 2004).  According to Aljazeera.net (2004), “A senior Saudi 
official said that Al-Haramain and other private groups would be dissolved or have their international 
operations and assets folded into a new Saudi National Commission for Charitable Work Abroad.”  
Aljazeera went on to describe that the U.S. Treasury Department has [again] stated that Al-Haramain had 
shown ‘financial, material and logistical support to…the al-Qaeda network and other terrorist 
organizations’ (Aljazeera.net, 2004).                                                                                                       

There are some interesting discrepancies in the way that this series of events played out.  The AHIF 
obviously had strong enough financial links to terrorism that the Saudi government did not contest the 
folding of the Foundation’s branches in Kenya, Somalia and Bosnia.  Yet, the Saudi government 
maintained that the overall organization was innocent of any wrongdoing.  September 11th occurred, the 
AHIF quickly topped the U.S. government’s list of suspected charities with ties to terrorism and parts of 
the organization’s assets were consequently frozen.  Then, news was released stating that the AHIF has a 
presence on U.S. soil. This subsequently generated questions from the American media as to how such a 
thing could be possible.  This branch of AHIF quickly had its assets frozen and activity investigated.  
Next, in the wake of a public apology over a wrongful accusation, the branch’s assets were released.  
Shortly thereafter, the American branch of the AHIF has its assets frozen again, only this time it is 
followed by an official Saudi decree that the organization’s headquarters are finally being dissolved.  This 
chain of events seems to ground Armstrong’s (2004) argument and reasoning behind why the actual war 
against terrorist financiers is progressing in a somewhat cumbersome fashion: 

“…but despite these efforts, the United States has made only limited progress in blocking the 
funding of terrorists. Al Qaeda and other Islamic terrorist groups remain well financed. And one of 
their main sources of funding, a network of Islamic charities financed by Saudi Arabia, remains 
relatively uninterrupted. It's tough talk notwithstanding, the Bush Administration has failed to take 
decisive action against this significant source of terrorist financing -- in part, it seems, to protect the 
government of Saudi Arabia and its friends in Washington.” (Armstrong, 2004)          

The end result of the Al-Haramain situation, though, is reflected in the U.S. government’s assessment 
of the organization printed in a release coming through the Treasury Department’s Office of Public 
Affairs: “When viewed as a single entity, AHF is one of the principal Islamic NGOs providing support 
for the al-Qaeda network and promoting militant Islamic doctrine worldwide. Under Al Aqil’s leadership 
of AHF, numerous AHF field offices and representatives operating throughout Africa, Asia, Europe and 
North America appeared to be providing financial and material support to the al-Qaeda network” (U.S. 
Treasury, 2004).  Indeed, former law enforcement officer and author Michael P. Tremoglie (2003) cites 
the phenomenon exhibited by Al-Haramain: “We detected a pattern here…for terrorist cells and those 
who aid and harbor them to operate behind the shield of legitimate humanitarian organizations…They 
were preaching good, and sometimes doing good, while plotting evil.”   

Conclusion 
For charitable Islamic organizations, and for the governments of the United States and Saudi Arabia, the 

abuse of trust in the essential goodness of philanthropic and humanitarian organizations at the hands of 
terrorists has created an awkward and challenging communications and public relations environment.  The 
interplay between issues of organizational and governmental transparency and accountability, along with 
international economic, political and religious issues is a difficult conceptual framework for organizations 
and government to operate within.  As this paper has shown, though, elements of legal action have been 
successfully combined with political pressure and increased statutory regulation within the charitable sector 
to root out some financiers of terrorism.  These changes will ultimately impact American philanthropy by 
altering the requirements for and expectations of religious philanthropy in the United States.  Concurrently, 
this chain of events has been partially carried out in the realm of public relations with aspects of image and 
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reputation building, crisis communication, and coalition building within multiple frameworks.  Hopefully, 
this paper has raised awareness of the need for more stringent guidelines regulating all 501c(3) 
nongovernmental organizations in America.  Additionally, an awareness of characteristics of Wahhabi 
Islam, the nature of the U.S. – Saudi political/economic relationship, and knowledge of the financial 
workings of terrorism has been addressed.    

Either religion-oriented or secular public relations and philanthropic communicators could conceivably 
conduct future and more detailed research in this realm.  Additionally, a content analysis of media coverage 
of these topics would prove useful in learning about the many voices and messages in this communications 
arena, as it would also help to more firmly establish the connections between these various economic, 
religious and political elements.  Such research will also become easier with the passing of time and the 
relinquishing of information by various private and government entities.   

 
Appendix 

Levitt’s illustration of the extent of terrorist funding networks  
*Quoted from: “Tackling the financing of terrorism in Saudi Arabia” as found in Policywatch, March 11, 2002 (see 
bibliography for full citation) 

“Last October [2001], NATO forces raided the Saudi High Commission for Aid to Bosnia, founded by Prince 
Selman bin Abdul-Aziz and supported by King Fahd. Among the items found at the Saudi charity were before-and-
after photographs of the World Trade Center, U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, and the USS Cole; maps of 
government buildings in Washington; materials for forging U.S. State Department badges; files on the use of crop 
duster aircraft; and anti-Semitic and anti-American material geared toward children. Six Algerians are now 
incarcerated at Guantanamo Bay's Camp X-Ray for plotting an attack on the U.S. embassy in Sarajevo, including an 
employee of the Saudi High Commission for Aid to Bosnia and another cell member who was in telephone contact 
with Osama bin Laden aid and al-Qaeda operational commander Abu Zubayda. Authorities are now trying to track 
down $41 million of the commission's missing operating funds. While there is no information suggesting the 
involvement or knowledge of senior Saudi officials, this is not the only Saudi charity linked to terrorist activity.  

Saudi-sponsored humanitarian organizations such as the Mercy International Relief Organization (Mercy) 
played central roles in the 1998 U.S. embassy bombings. At the New York trial of four men convicted of 
involvement in the embassy attacks, a former al-Qaeda member named several charities as fronts for the terrorist 
group, including Mercy. Documents presented at the trial demonstrated that Mercy smuggled weapons from Somalia 
into Kenya, and Abdullah Mohammad, one of the Nairobi bombers, delivered eight boxes of convicted al-Qaeda 
operative Wadi el-Hage's belongings -- including false documents and passports -- to Mercy's Kenya office.  

Along with Mercy, the Kenyan government also banned the International Islamic Relief Organization (IIRO) 
after the embassy bombings. From 1986 to 1994, bin Laden's brother-in-law, Muhammad Jamal Khalifa, headed the 
IIRO's Philippine office, through which he channeled funds to terrorist groups affiliated with al-Qaeda, including 
Abu Sayyaf. In January 1999, Indian police foiled a plot to bomb the U.S. consulates in Calcutta and Madras. The 
mastermind behind the plot was Sayed Abu Nasir, an IIRO employee who received terrorist training in Afghanistan. 
In 2001, Canadian authorities detained Mahmoud Jaballah based on an Interpol warrant charging him with being an 
Egyptian Islamic Jihad terrorist. In 1999, Canadian officials attempted to deport Jaballah based on his work for IIRO 
and what they described as IIRO's involvement in terrorism and fraud. Finally, September 11 hijacker Fayez Ahmed 
reportedly told his father he was going abroad to work for IIRO when he left for the suicide mission.  

Like many other Saudi humanitarian organizations, IIRO is part of the Muslim World League, which is funded 
and supported by the Saudi government (in fact, the Muslim World League and IIRO share offices in many locations 
worldwide). The Treasury Department has frozen the assets of other Muslim World League member organizations 
suspected of funding terrorism, including the Rabita Trust. A senior League official in Pakistan, Wael Hamza al-
Jlaidan, is listed on the Treasury's terrorist financial blocking order list.  Another key Saudi charity linked to terrorist 
financing is the al-Wafa Humanitarian Organization. U.S. officials have described al-Wafa as a key component of 
bin Laden's organization. One official was quoted as saying that al-Wafa and other groups listed ‘do a small amount 
of legitimate humanitarian work and raise a lot of money for equipment and weapons’.” 
Gold’s summary on the evolution of Saudi Arabian Wahhabism 
*Quoted from: “Saudi support for international terrorism” as it appears in Human Events Online, August 1, 2003 
(see bibliography for full citation). 

“The particular creed of Islam practiced in Saudi Arabia, which is known in the West as Wahhabism, emerged 
in the mid-18th century in Central Arabia from the teachings of Muhammad ibn Abdul Wahhab. This Arabian 
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religious reformer sought to rid Islam of foreign innovations that compromised its monotheistic foundations and to 
restore what he believed were the religious practices of the 7th century at the time of the Prophet Muhammad and 
his immediate successors. He established a political covenant in 1744 with Muhammad bin Saud, according to 
which he received bin Saud’s protection and in exchange legitimized the spread of Saudi rule over a widening circle 
of Arabian tribes. This covenant between the Saudi royal family and Wahhabism is at the root of modern Saudi 
Arabia. 

In retrospect, Wahhabism was significant for two reasons. First, it rejuvenated the idea of the militant jihad, or 
holy war, which had declined as a central Islamic value to be applied universally. Under the influence of Sufism, for 
example, jihad had also evolved into a more spiritual concept. Second, Wahhabism became associated with a brutal 
history of political expansion that led to the massacre of Muslims who did not adhere to its tenets, the most famous 
of which occurred against the Shiites Muslims of Kerbala in the early 18th century and against Sunni Muslims in 
Arabian cities, like Taif, during the early 20th century. These Muslims were labeled as polytheists and did not 
deserve any protection. The highest spiritual authority of Islam during this period, the Sultan-Caliph of the Ottoman 
Empire, regarded the Wahhabis as heretics and waged wars against them in defense of Islam. 

Yet it would be a mistake to focus on Wahhabism alone as the ideological fountainhead of the new global 
terrorism. Modern Saudi Arabia in the 1950s and 1960s hosted other militant movements that had an important 
impact, as well. For reasons of regional geopolitics, King Saud, King Faisal, and their successors provided sanctuary 
to elements of the radical Muslim Brotherhood from Egypt, Sudan, Jordan, and Syria. Some were provided Saudi 
stipends. Others were given positions in the Saudi educational system, including the universities, or in the large 
Saudi charities, like the Muslim World League, that was created in 1962. For example, Egyptian President Abdul 
Nasser had the Muslim Brotherhood ideologue, Sayyed Qutb, executed in 1966; his brother, Muhammad Qutb, fled 
to Saudi Arabia and taught at King Abdul Aziz University in Jiddah. He was joined in the 1970s by one of the heads 
of the Muslim Brotherhood from Jordan, Abdullah Azzam. In 1979, both taught Osama bin Laden, a student at the 
university. 

Saudi Arabia’s global charities, like the Muslim World League, permitted the spread of the new militancy that 
was forged from the cooperation between the Wahhabi clerics and the Muslim Brotherhood refugees. After 1973, 
these charities benefited from the huge petrodollar resources dispensed by the Saudi government, which 
undoubtedly helped them achieve a global reach. Abdullah Azzam headed the office of the Muslim World League in 
Peshawar, Pakistan, when it served as the rear base for the war against the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. He was 
joined by his student, bin Laden, who with Saudi funding also set up the Mujahidin Services Center (Maktab 
Khadmat al-Mujahidin) for Muslim volunteers who came to fight the Red Army. After Moscow’s defeat in 
Afghanistan, this office became al-Qaeda.”      
Turnbull’s description of the hawala network 
*Quoted from Turnbull, 2003.  (See VI. Bibliography for official citation) 

“Another manner in which funds are transferred to support terrorist operations is through a system called 
hawala, or trust.  The hawala system works based on the trust between dealers around the world.  It has its origins in 
an ancient Chinese system called fei qian, or flying money, which was adopted by traders on the Silk Road to avoid 
robbery.  Many hawala dealers are linked through familial ties or close associations.  A person can go to a hawala 
dealer, turn over any quantity of cash, and have it transferred across the world without any physical transfer of 
funds.  The hawala dealer contacts an associate in the country of destination and tells him to disperse the money to 
the intended recipient.  The recipient is provided with a code word needed to pick up the money at the other end.  
Generally, neither the sender nor the receiver is identified by name.  Through the trust developed between the 
originating dealer and the receiving dealer, the accounts are balanced over time as transactions flow both ways.  
Within the Filipino community, this system is referred to as balik bayan and can be found in many Filipino-run 
shops throughout the United States.  The majority of those utilizing this medium of exchange do so for the 
legitimate purpose of remitting funds to family members back home.  Its shadowy nature, however, makes it a prime 
conduit for the transfer of terrorist money.  Western governments have only recently begun to address the issue of the 
hawala system.  Norway has taken the first step in attempting to regulate the system with its arrest of four Somali-born 
citizens for the illegal transfer of 35 million kroner abroad.  The outcome of this case could set an international precedent 
for dealing with the hawala system.” 
Baer’s Assessment of Saudi Arabia’s Political Climate 
*Quoted from “The fall of the house of Saud” as it appears in The Atlantic Monthly, May 2003 (see VI. 
Bibliography for official citation) 

“Americans have long considered Saudi Arabia the one constant in the Arab Middle East.  The Saudis banked 
our oil under their sand, and losing Saudi Arabia would be like losing the Federal Reserve.  Even if the Saudi rulers 
one day did turn anti-American, the argument went, they would never stop pumping oil, because that would mean 
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cutting their own throats.  This, at any rate, is the way we looked at the matter before fifteen Saudis and four other 
terrorists launched their suicide attacks on September 11th; before Osama bin Laden suddenly became for the Arab 
world the most popular Saudi in history; before USA Today reported last summer that nearly four out of five hits on 
a clandestine al-Qaeda Web site came from inside Saudi Arabia; and before a recent report commissioned by the UN 
Security Council indicated that Saudi Arabia has transferred $500 million to al-Qaeda over the past decade. 

Five extended families in the Middle East own about 60 percent of the world’s oil.  The Saud family, which 
rules Saudi Arabia, controls more than a third of that amount.  This is the fulcrum on which the global economy 
teeters, and the House of Saud knows what the West is only beginning to learn: that it presides over a kingdom 
dangerously at war with itself.  In the air in Riyadh and Jidda is the conviction that oil money has corrupted the 
ruling family beyond redemption, even as the general population has grown and gotten poorer; that the country’s 
leaders have failed to protect fellow Muslims in Palestine and elsewhere; and that the House of Saud has let Islam be 
humiliated – that, in short, the country needs a radical “purification.” 

We can try to wish this away all we want.  But the reality is getting harder and harder to ignore.  Per capita 
income in Saudi Arabia fell from $28, 600 in 1981 to $6,800 in 2001.  The country’s birth rate has soared, becoming 
one of the highest in the world.  Its police force is corrupt, and the rule of law is a sham.  Saudi Arabia almost 
certainly leads the world in public beheadings, the venue for which is often a Riyadh plaza popularly known as 
Chop-Chop Square.  Illegal arms routinely flow into and out of the country.  Taking into account its murky “off-
budget” defense spending, Saudi Arabia may spend more per capita on defense than any other country in the world 
(some estimates put the figure at 50 percent of its total revenues), and the House of Saud believes this is necessary 
for its personal protection.  The regime is threatened by increasingly hostile neighbors – and by determined enemies 
within the country’s borders.  Popular preachers all over Saudi Arabia call openly for a jihad against the West – a 
designation that clearly includes the royal family itself – in terms of vitriolic as anything heard in Iran at the height 
of the Islamic revolution there.  The kingdom’s mosque schools have become a breeding ground for militant Islam.  
Today two out of every three Ph.D.s earned in Saudi Arabia are in Islamic studies.  Doctorates are only very rarely 
granted in computer sciences, engineering, and other worldly vocations.  Younger Saudis are being educated to take 
part in a world that will exist only if the Wahhabi jihadists succeed in turning back the clock not just a few decades 
but a few centuries.  Recent attacks in Bali, Bosnia, Chechnya, Kenya, and the United States, not to mention those 
against U.S. military personnel within Saudi Arabia, all point back to these schools – and to the House of Saud 
itself, which, terrified at the prospect of a militant uprising against it, shovels protection money at the 
fundamentalists and tries to divert their attention abroad. 

Recent examples of Saudi support for the fundamentalists abound.  In 1997 a high-ranking member of the royal 
family coordinated a $100 million aid package for the Taliban.  In Los Angeles two of the 9/11 hijackers met with a 
Saudi working for a company contracted to the Ministry of Defense.  A raid on the Hamburg apartment of a 
suspected accomplice of the hijackers turned up the business card of a Saudi diplomat attached to the religious-
affairs section of the embassy in Berlin.  Most of the more than 650 al-Qaeda prisoners being held at the 
Guantanamo Bay Naval Base in Cuba – “the worst of the worst,” according to Secretary of Defense Donald 
Rumsfeld – are rumored to be Saudis. 
I served for twenty-one years with the CIA’s Directorate of Operations in the Middle East, and during all my years 
there I accepted on faith my government’s easy assumption that the money the House of Saud was dumping into 
weaponry and national security meant that the family’s armed forces and bodyguards could keep its members – and 
their oil – safe.  “The royal family is like the fingers of a hand,” my colleagues at the State Department liked to say.  
“Threaten it, and they become a fist.”  I no longer believe this.  Saudi Arabia is more and more a breathtakingly 
irrational state.  For a surprising number of Saudis, including some members of the royal family, taking the 
kingdom’s oil off the world market – even for years, and at the risk of destroying their own economy – is an 
acceptable alternative to the status quo.” 
Islamist Organizations Under U.S. Government Scrutiny 
*Quoted from: Pipes, 2004.  (See VI. Bibliography for official citation) 
Al Haramain Foundation 
Alavi Foundation 
Benevolence International Foundation (BIF) 
Global Relief Foundation (GRF) 
Help the Needy 
Holy Land Foundation for Relief and Development (HLF) 
Human Appeal International 
Institute of Islamic and Arabic Science in America (IIASA) 
International Islamic Relief Organization 
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International Islamic Relief Organization (IIRO) or Internal Relief Organization (IRO) 
Islamic African Relief Agency and/or Islamic American Relief Agency 
Islamic Assembly of North American 
Islamic Association for Palestine 
Islamic Circle of North America (ICNA) 
Islamic Foundation of America 
Islamic Society of North America 
Kind Hearts 
Muslim Arab Youth Association (MAYA) 
Muslim Student Association 
Muslim World League 
Rabita Trust 
SAAR Foundation and all members and related entities 
Solidarity International and/or Solidarity USA 
United Association for Studies and Research (USAR) 
World Assembly of Muslim Youth (WAMY) 
Press Releases Illustrating pro-Islamic Public Relations Tactics   
(source: About.com, 2004 – see VI. Bibliography for official citation) 
 
 

More Islamic Charities Shut Down 
 
Benevolence International and Global Relief raided two days before the end of Ramadan  
Dateline:  Saturday, December 15, 2001  
 
Federal officials have raided and shut down two more major Islamic charitable organizations, days before the end of 
the holy month of Ramadan.  
The offices of Global Relief Foundation (GRF) and Benevolence International Foundation (BIF) were raided by 
federal officials on Friday.  All of their financial assets and records have been blocked, pending an investigation into 
possible ties to terrorism.  
This government action has effectively shut down all major Islamic charitable outlets in the United States.  On 
December 4th, government officials raided and froze the assets of the Holy Land Foundation for Relief and 
Development (HLF).  These three charitable groups are the largest and most-respected Islamic relief organizations 
operating in the U.S., passing tens of millions of dollars to needy children and families throughout the world each 
year.  All three organizations are registered non-profit 501(c)(3) charities -- HLF since 1989, BIF and GRF since 
1992.  Officials from all three organizations are reportedly cooperating with investigators and providing voluntary 
interviews, in the belief that this error will be cleared and the funds released.  All three organizations have 
vehemently denied any link to terrorism.   
The organizations have provided emergency and developmental assistance in Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Somalia, 
Lebanon, the Balkans, the former Soviet Union, Bangladesh, China, Pakistan, Turkey, and within the United States. 
While the government has not yet issued an official statement about Friday's action, Treasury officials previously 
acknowledged that a 'substantial amount' of the money raised (by HLF) does go to worthy causes.  
The government action comes two days before the end of the Muslim holy month of Ramadan, when most Muslims 
make their annual charitable contributions.  Muslims are required to pay 2.5 percent of their savings and assets in 
charity each year, a pillar of the faith called zakat (purification of wealth). 
 

(continued)  
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Government Raids American Muslim Institutions 
 
Well-respected, mainstream Islamic organizations targeted  
 
Despite President George W. Bush's repeated vows in support of American Muslims, and his reminders that the faith 
of Islam is not to blame for the September 11 attacks, Islamic institutions and individuals are increasingly being 
targeted in law enforcement actions. On Wednesday, March 20, 2002, a coalition of government agencies raided the 
homes and offices of some of the most respected, and respectable, Islamic leaders and institutions in the country.  
Fourteen warrants were served in Georgia and Virginia; materials were seized but no one was arrested.  The 
affidavits filed in support of the warrants are under court seal. Among the victims of the latest law enforcement 
action:  

• The Graduate School of Islamic Social Sciences (the first school in the country approved by the Pentagon 
to train Muslim chaplains - most of the military's Muslim chaplains have studied there) 

• The Fiqh Council of North America (a body of North American Islamic scholars who give legal rulings and 
consult with Islamic organizations - respected members include Dr. Jamal Badawi and Dr. Muzammil 
Siddiqui) 

• The International Institute of Islamic Thought (an intellectual organization that publishes scholarly works 
and supports research projects) 

• The Muslim World League (U.S. office of an international non-governmental organization, with 
headquarters in Mecca, Saudi Arabia) 

• The International Islamic Relief Organization (U.S. branch of a Saudi relief organization established in 
1978, with over a hundred offices worldwide)  

Wednesday's actions follow previous government raids that shut down the three largest Islamic charitable 
organizations in the U.S., amidst allegations of terrorist funding.  These allegations have not been proven in any 
court of law - indeed the "evidence" is being kept secret by the government, and is not being disclosed even to 
defense attorneys.  Millions of dollars in charitable contributions remain frozen by the government, with no plans to 
either release the money or prove that it was derived from or intended for terrorist purposes. In addition, civil rights 
groups continue to call upon the government to disclose information regarding hundreds of individuals who remain 
in U.S. custody, who have not been found to have any links to terrorism.  Most of these people have lingered in jail 
for nearly six months, because the government refuses to deport them or charge them with any serious crime. Also 
Wednesday, Attorney General Ashcroft disclosed that an additional 3,000 "foreign individuals" (read: young 
Muslim men on student or business visas) will be sought for questioning, in addition to the 5,000 men who were 
previously targeted.  After many weeks, and thousands of hours of law enforcement time, the previous sweep 
resulted in the arrest of fewer than 20 individuals, all for citations that had nothing at all to do with terrorism. 
American Muslim leaders and organizations call upon the government to cease harassment of Islamic individuals 
and institutions, to presume that people are innocent until proven guilty, and to provide evidence for the allegations 
of wrongdoing that are the basis for these continuing raids. 
 

Endnotes 
1. In order to provide a more in-depth look at some examples of organizational wrongdoing, the affairs and 

actions of al-Haramain will be utilized as a brief case study later in this paper.    
2. “Matthew Levitt is a senior fellow and director of The Washington Institute's Terrorism Studies Program. 

Prior to joining the Institute, Mr. Levitt served as an FBI analyst providing tactical and strategic analytical 
support of counterterrorism operations. In this capacity, he focused on fundraising and logistical support 
networks for Middle East terrorist groups.”  (Biographical information quoted from 
http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/templateC10.php?CID=5) 

3. For details describing the breadth of physical evidence supporting this claim, please read Appendix V.1. 
4. For Turnbull’s (2003) full description of how the hawala network operates, please see Appendix V.3 
5. Although a weblog does not constitute an ordinary scholarly source, this is a case where the expertise of a 

weblog’s author is permissible.  Pipes reputedly has over 20 years’ experience with writing about Islam 
and has been touted by The Wall Street Journal as being ‘an authoritative commentator on the Middle 
East.’ (www.danielpipes.org) 
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Ethics in public relations have been used primarily to insure that the practice meets fundamental tests of 
honesty and accuracy. While the development of codes of ethics and professional standards has been 
helpful, one issue of PR and ethics has gone largely unaddressed. This form of public relations concerns 
the use of strategic communication to promote socially responsible corporate conduct (Daugherty, 2000). 
This essay examines the relationship of social responsibility to the practice of public relations and looks at 
ways that public relations activities can be used to promote social responsibility. 
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Present literature presents primarily an “organization-centered view of publics” (Letch & Neilson, 129).  
Often working from “a systems perspective,” this perspective is more likely to be a benign descriptive 
approach of organizational infrastructure.  Thus the concepts of public and organizational relationships 
are not as fully represented in most research.  Plus the role of public relations in the mix of the 
organization and public entities is often a source of tension.  Whether the dialogic or strategic approach is 
best in the development of public relations essentially exacerbates the discussion further. Regardless, 
Letch and Neilson suggest that neither approach allows publics to exist without an organization’s 
recognition.  These authors further stress “that the concept of public . . .  appears not to be actively 
involved in the ongoing construction of their own identity, strategies, or goals” and the “organization is 
always in the subject position for both dialogic and strategic approaches.” This is what these authors call 
the “dominance of the systems theory” (Letch & Neilson, 128).  So although systems theory is essentially 
an inert concept from a communication point-of-view, the theory does have the effect of “framing” the 
conversation in terms of power.   

It is essential to view systems theory as having the elements of organization and publics as grounded 
in the communication process (beyond the mechanistic source/receiver/feedback but the more interactive 
and cyclical process as connected with various contexts).  With the element of communication as a 
process, it is possible to level the playing field to provide more equalization in terms of power balance.  
So if public relations is fully imbued with a communication intent, then the access of latent and active 
publics becomes very feasible.  Without communication, the possibilities of inclusion are not feasible. 

Communication takes the organization from a static concept into the dynamic process that underlies 
all aspects and allows the integration of the critical elements involved (an ever changing dynamic per se).  
Communication, especially as viewed from the role of public relations, is a discipline that “connects the 
dots” for the community.  Essentially the public relations professional “builds relationships through 
credible communication.”   

Generally how these concepts are developed depends on the sources a researcher is citing.  Relying 
on the more sensational public relations books that play on spin and other negative approaches certainly 
presents public relations in a negative light.  Thus public relations when viewed as spin, lies, or 
propaganda in its roles working with crisis communication, issues management, or engaging public 
relations campaigns, the role is demeaned (Fairchild, 2001).  This lack of fully understanding the public 
relations professional function, which includes the ethical dimensions, hinders the potential discussion of 
the role of stewardship in community relations development.  Thus a strong background and ability to 
execute public relations practice as a communication process is essential to truly integrating the 
organization and publics from a balanced power perspective. 
Framing the Public Relations Role 

This situation or organizational dominance is outlined by Letch & Neilson as stemming from the 
systems theory and subsequently the four models developed by the Grungiest (Letch & Neilson, 128).  
When an organization is faced with the challenge of developing a public relations role, the functions 
defined essentially frame the potential of the PR outcome.  The traditional function of PR as publicity is 
very limiting for an organization, for example.  A publicity-only function focuses the organization’s 
relationship to one type of public—the mass media.  Yet many organizations, particularly nonprofits, are 
blinded by the allure of reaching many with what seems to be a single message.  Yet research indicates 
that the reach of a mass media message is not assured nor well attended to.  It is the transitional nature of 
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the public relations discipline that further confuses the issue.  Some of the more senior practitioners who 
are the spokespeople for the discipline are less likely to have a public relations formal education.  Such 
statements emanated from a recent review of the Encyclopedia of Public Relations whereas it was 
proclaimed that ”ninety percent of the workers in public relations and ninety percent of the work they do 
are at the technician level” (Heibert, 2005). 

Public Relations viewed unjustly from this narrow communication perspective will not allow publics 
to be full participants in the dialogue.  Only if communication moves beyond the narrow publicity model 
will latent and active publics feel engaged.  Just as symmetry is too narrow of a model to handle power 
imbalance.  A more complex communication process model is needed to assure that the power imbalance 
identified in terms economic, social, and cultural factors will be addressed.  Often symmetry is expressed 
as understanding.  Yet understanding is not enough commitment to bring about the openness to 
communication or to allow publics to “construct their own identifies, strategies, or goals”.  Letch and 
Neilson go on to say that “this gap in public relations theory can lead to conceptual flaws” (Letch & 
Neilson, 128).  Coombs concurs there is an “absence of power in mainstream public relations theory 
(Coombs, 113).  A lack of addressing this issues does not mean power is not being dealt with.  Discourse 
theory power is conceptualized both in terms of asymmetries between participants in discourse events and 
in terms of unequal capacity to control how texts are produced, distributed and consumed (and hence the 
shapes of texts).  However, this seems to continue along the continuum of the “printed” form of 
communication.  It would seem the interpersonal and public communication form could be a very 
different weighting in terms of communication and power.  True, “a willingness to listen is not enough” 
but to say simply that the power factor makes it impossible to be symmetrical (again symmetrical is not 
the best model for the communication process) is probably not the entire spectrum of possibilities.  What 
one means by a “power” imbalance is also a factor that will always need to be more fully analyzed.  And 
perhaps what is even truer is the thought that “model selection is more of the nature of the organization 
than experience or ethics.”  Furthermore, “models do not distinguish between publics and organizations” 
(Letch & Neilson, 129). 

This study explores the use of a wide range of public relations functions primarily outside the 
publicity role.  What is very critical to this discussion is the sense of “multiple competing voices” (Letch 
& Neilson 131).  The idea that participation is the “core of democracy” is really defined by the public, not 
necessarily organizations. 

Case Study—Public Broadcasting 
Philosophy 

The philosophy and mission statement for public broadcasting is clear.  Every viewer counts.  Also 
within this organization is an inherent balance-of-power clause.  In fact, the Community Advisory 
Committee is a required active group for renewing a station’s license.  This is an instance where the law 
assures there is input into the organization from publics who are encouraged to emerge.  Mandated 
Community Advisory Committee 

The Community Advisory Committee meets to advise the Board of Directors.  This advice must be 
considered and reflected in the decisions of the board.  It is also clear this advice is not legally binding 
and given in advisory capacity only.   
Opportunity for Digital Input 

At the moment, PBS, has mandated a move to digital status with at least each station emitting a 
digital test pattern by fall 2004.  The state in which this PBS case study resides is supported by state 
money establishing the transmission of the digital signal but not programming monies.  This PBS case 
study involves a station that will have five channels to program:  four digital and one analog.  The signal 
covers sections of two states.  This PBS station is also broadcasting to an area dominated by a larger out-
of-state PBS station.  However, the station in this study is licensed to serve its state of residence.  Hence 
the effort to meet the needs of a particular viewing area, especially by providing local news. 
Public Relations as a Professional Discipline 

Kathleen Kelly describes “stewardship” as the “fifth step in the public relations process” (Kelly, 
1998. 432).  The importance of this statement emphasizes how critical “previously established 
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relationships” are to one’s public relations efforts.  Yet, in much of what nonprofit boards do, these 
established relations are often not integrated into public relations efforts, particularly when fundraising on 
the grassroots level.  Similarly, Data-Bergman discussed an “engaged public” (Data-Bergman 2004, 354) 
as the connection between the organization and the community.  The impact of a public relations role in 
using their “community relations skills in the building high social capital” must be integrated into a 
fundraising campaign effort, for example.  Such stewardship can be best approached through the 
utilization of the infrastructure of the community from both an internal and external organizational 
perspective. 

The public relations function is viewed as the critical function for PBS.  The concept of stewardship 
from the public relations professionals is especially important when examining the organization and the 
publics in the PBS context.  Fortunately, in this case study, public relations is providing the leadership on 
the board, the manger of this study is the board representative for the Community Advisory Committee, 
and now the public relations expertise is available internally within the organization.  This contrasts, no 
doubt, with most other PBS stations that capitalize on marketing as the primary leadership component 
with no leadership emanating from public relations professionals with the function of public relations 
primarily publicity and/or promotions.    

Methodology.  This research is part of a longitudinal study on a regional public broadcasting effort.  
The first study focused on telephone interviews and established that many were viewing the evening 
news.  In fact, the conclusions indicated there were enough viewing numbers to pursue verification 
through the Neilson Research Company.  Neilson agreed to provide the data en gratis to establish the PBS 
station now in this study had one share point of the viewing audience.  The larger PBS in an adjoining 
state had three share points in contrast.  Thus the research proved there was a substantial viewing 
audience for local coverage and the development of this regional PBS should be pursued further, 
especially in terms of news and public affairs. 

The next study (2002-2003) examined more fully the programming interests of the viewing audience 
especially in terms of antenna, cable, and satellite capacity.  Again, the news and public affairs programs 
were important to the viewer.  There were differences in demographics (diversity and age differed for 
each state).  The viewers in the station state were older and certainly supported the Lawrence Walk type 
of programming as well as programs on Polish culture.  The adjoining state, having a younger viewing 
audience, stressed the importance of Hispanic programming.  This research established a very different 
viewing audience within each state with both audiences primarily focused on the news and public affairs 
program representing the station’s home state.  

In the third research effort (represented by this study), the research team from the university worked 
closely with the Community Advisory Committee.  The research effort came from two concerns:  1) the 
need for fundraising consequently expanding the station’s membership base and 2) the challenge of 
programming for one analog and three digital channels in the near future.  The membership numbers were 
low and renewals were low.  It was clear the premiums were bringing in memberships but in most 
instances, there was little evidence the viewer knew he/she was buying a PBS membership.  Most viewers 
believed they were purchasing a premium (book, video tape, DVD, CD, etc.).  A research statement on 
the value of fundraising through memberships was presented to the students heading up the PBS 
campaign and to the PBS station’s board of directors.  The research essentially stated that a relationship 
was needed between the organization and its publics.  Furthermore, memberships were a very good way 
to establish a fundraising effort and develop a relationship.  The findings also noted that one’s future 
fundraising contacts often came through a growing membership list.   

Two stages of the study were conducted during the spring of 2004 and 2005.  Both efforts were 
developed by a university’s public relations research seminar class.  To establish a research approach to 
the needs of the station (revenue, branding, and programming ideas), two questionnaires were developed.   

Stage One (2003):  A long questionnaire was developed focusing on current programming likes, 
special membership features, future digital programming suggestions, image of the station, and basic 
demographic information (age, gender, diversity, state residence, with an optional request for a mailing 
address and e-mail).  This was an opportunity for respondents to have input into the station’s upcoming 
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digital programming effort. These one hundred and thirty questionnaires (41% of this population returned 
the questionnaire) asked the respondent about interests in sports, childrens’ programming, news/weather, 
and special programming (Lawrence Welk, arts, travel, cooking).  The convenience sampling utilized the 
local library networks and community organizations.  The broadcast “reach” was defined as a two-state 
effort via antenna, cable, and/or satellite in a major market.  The viewers were asked about membership 
and if a member, their participation in the Kids’ Club (birthday on television).  The respondents were also 
asked about their interest in the libraries partnering with PBS.  The last series of questions focused on the 
intensity of the relationship with the PBS stations.  Additional questions as “why do your prefer to watch 
your local PBS?,” Do you visit the website for additional information?, Do you visit your local library for 
additional information?, Would you like PBS to partner with local libraries?.  Finally, each respondent 
was asked for the “three words that describe the station.”  Demographics included age, gender, diversity, 
state of residence and optional request for name and address along with an e-mail address.    

The results indicate that viewers are watching a variety of programs.  Again, local news programming 
is rated as very important.  Most receive this PBS signal via cable with antenna a close second.  Satellite 
was least likely to be found (on second dish not the primary dish at the moment).  Membership was, 
again, not very likely.  People are very confused about membership since they receive the programming.  
There obviously needs to be some very motivating reason to join PBS. 

The membership was so low among the sample that the Kids Club benefit could not be reported out.  
The interest in libraries partnering with PBS seemed to be logical although that was not a stated interest.  
Visiting the web site or local libraries to connect more with the material, again, was not found.  The 
words that most likely describe PBS were “public affairs/news,” “educational,” “childrens’ 
programming,” and “specials.”  The population was generally over 35 years of age, primarily female, five 
per cent nonCaucasion, primarily living in the station state, and very enthusiastic about filling out the 
questionnaire.  

Stage Two (2004):  A short insert (combined membership form/questionnaire/demographic 
questions) was developed for mass distribution through selected organizations.  The students also created 
a cover letter describing the campaign for the targeted organizations.  Essentially the campaign was to 
reach one million residents of the potential viewing audience through selected organizational 
infrastructures such as banks, girl scouts, churches, restaurants, libraries, and 4-H and cooperative 
extension.  This distribution of the short insert through organizational infrastructures returns the insert to 
the station not to the researchers directly as in the previous stage.  This is also tied to 
membership/fundraising directly without the incentive of premiums.  Clearly this group knows they are 
paying money for membership in PBS.  The two stages of research were conducted in both instances at no 
cost to the PBS station. 

The central mission for this second stage was a research-based campaign focused on the need for 
revenue through membership.  Translating viewers into financial supporters through organizational 
outreach was a unique approach.  Members of the Community Advisory Committee represented major 
community organizations and were obviously the first group to be involved.  Some board members also 
participated directly in this stage of the research.  Specifically, this study combined the efforts of a board 
member (also a professor in public relations), a member of the public broadcasting community advisory 
committee (who also heads a public relations agency), the professor’s research students in public relations 
(research focused on grassroots fundraising), and the CEO of the public broadcasting station.  These 
representatives formed the team to explore the following hypotheses: 

Several hypotheses were tested and included:   
H1   Was the identity and demographics for these local PBS viewers similar for both subscribers and 

nonsubscribers? 
H2  Was the opportunity to contribute to the digital program potential of four channels (in addition to 

the existing analog channel) a positive challenge for these respondents? 
H3  Could an intensive and personal relationship campaign turn an assumed latent community 

(positive toward PBS)  into an active public (financially supporting the station as members of PBS)? 
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Obviously, this campaign outreach in the form of membership/fundraising is highly dependent upon the 
emergence of publics.  This research effort also offered a dialogic opportunity to become engaged with 
the organization.  In most case, the responses allowed the publics to be identified for further involvement, 
especially with the Community Advisory Committee.     

Extended Results. The questionnaire insert is on target to surpassing its one million outreach and will 
probably be facilitated to reach closer to two million residents.  The test of this approach will be the 
ROI—return on investment in terms of paid memberships.  Results at this time indicate the following: 
Girl Scout Council: Impact—5,000 members of the community were reached. 
   Future—More than one council may follow through with support. 
Area banks:  Impact—newsletters, mailers, on-the-counter handouts, posted on   
   the ATM.  Potential contact:  250,000 during summer of 2005 
   Future—Three banks are participating and the intent is to enlarge   
   this pool of contacts. 
4-H:   Impact—On-the-counter insert is a handout.  Traffic estimated    
   around 1,000 
   Future—Effort can be repeated and tracked by printing trail. 
Other organizations yet to report in include library systems, restaurants, churches (there will be a major 
outreach here), retail, and schools.  This effort can now be connected to the PBS station for ongoing 
support and integration into its membership effort.  The new hire for the “marketing” position is actually a 
public relations major from a major PR program in the United States.  This allows for such a campaign to 
be appreciated and supported.  The tendency is to rely on marketing techniques and hire independent 
consultants when there is not a true public relations function at an organization. 

When the million mark is reached (one million residents receive the insert), then the evaluation 
component will begin.  Obviously, new memberships should be arriving through this rather intensive 
campaign outreach that relies on an organization’s infrastructure to provide accessibility to the PBS 
message.   

Discussion 
This approach allows for more of a relationship approach to develop through the communication 

efforts.  In this case study on PBS, the intent is to develop long-term relationships especially life-time 
relationships.  In this relationship it is expected that the member knows much about the organization and 
contributes to the main characteristic—the programming.  The upcoming transition to the digital age has 
created a unique opportunity for PBS. 

By federal law, an organization exists to serve the publics.  This balance of power is not only 
supported legally but by the very nature of its mission—to serve the community.  This mission allows 
other public power and/or resources to emerge.  Such needs as a better supported educational system, the 
educational, social, and cultural support for dropouts and the unemployed, the development of a regional 
identity, and, of course, an outlet to express the creativity, news and public policy of the viewing area. 
Balas perhaps expressed this best in her conclusions from her dissertation on public broadcasting: 

Public television must find new ways to grant individuals and constituencies space on the 
spectrum, access to public speech through public media. 
 

Public television must encourage popular performance and televisual literacy. 
 

Public television must make a commitment to invigorated, broad-based national—local 
discourse. 
 

Not only must public television lose its timidity and learn to take programming risks, it should 
accept an overtly reformist vision. 
 

Public television must develop a proactive vision of its own that is more than an alternative to 
commercial broadcasting purpose and practice. 
 

Public broadcasters must take the lead in demanding structural change in U.S. media. 
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The nurturing of the relationships was particularly effective when the community organizational 
infrastructure related to the key PBS constituents.  The empowerment of these infrastructures was 
attributed to the more direct outreach of the research effort.  The end result was to 1) obtain the critical 
input for future programming directions on a four-channel digital PBS station, working beyond the 
current capacity of an analog, one-channel source, 2) create an ongoing grassroots infrastructure 
supporting PBS not only as a viewing community but as a source of revenue, and 3) establish a research 
tradition that recognizes public relations as the steward of the organization, a concept not currently 
established within this PBS regional organization.  The results will be also used for further grant requests.  
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In his fascinating, Power, Pleasure, Patterns a conceptual History of the Mass Media in the United 
States, Joshua Meyrowitz of the University of New Hampshire, suggests that every “new media” from the 
printing press to the Internet, creates a power struggle over access to wealth, resources and power. 
Guttenberg’s printing press wrenched the power of the written word out of the hands of the church. 
Several centuries later the “newspaper” essentially helped foment the American Revolution. In the 1830s 
the Penny Press brought the news to the masses causing the start of advertising based publishing. Blogs 
are already wrenching power away from corporations and putting into the hands of individuals. Each 
century has seen its media revolution and blogs are clearly the media revolution this new century. 

Thanks to advances in technology that have made it incredibly easy and virtually free to create them, 
blogs (short for webblogs) are turning both the communications and PR measurement world upside down. 
More and more independent bloggers -- be they journalists, pundist, experts or ordinary gadflies – 
are taking to the internet to put forward their views to anyone who will listen. This phenomenon is 
shaking the communications world, as PR people envision yet another new medium to address. But blogs 
are also making PR researchers rethink their approaches as well. 

The normal maxim for measurement is, “If you can’t measure it, you can’t manage it.” The problem 
with measuring blogs is not how to do it, but rather that the nature of blogs renders management 
impossible. You simply can’t “manage” what 10 million independent minded, opinionated people are 
going to say. And, woe to those who try, since the blogosphere resembles nothing more than a cornered 
porcupine that will automatically begin to throw darts the moment it sees someone trying to control it. 

This paper looks at both the tools and techniques that can be used to get a handle on this 
phenomenon, as well as provides advice to communications professional on what to do with the data once 
they have it.  Part one of this article describes the basic structure of a blog measurement program and 
describes a few of the tools available for measurement. Part two will describe more sophisticated methods 
of blog measurement as well as discuss ways to participate in the blogosphere. 
Definitions 
Blog – short for webblog– essentially an ongoing dialog that an individual has with whoever wants to 
listen. 
Consumer Generated Media (CGM) – includes blogs, newsgroups, chat room and anything else your 
customers want to say about you on the Internet 
Trackbacks – 1 TrackBack is an open specification that enables bloggers to send notification of updates 
between two Web sites via “ping.” The ping lets you know that someone else has referenced your Web 
site. 
Social Networks – (Definition courtesy of wikipedia.) A social network is a map of the relationships 
between individuals, indicating the ways in which they are connected through various social familiarities 
ranging from casual acquaintance to close familial bonds. The analysis of social networks (sometimes 
called network theory) has emerged as a key technique in modern sociology, anthropology, Social 
Psychology and organizational studies, as well as a popular topic of speculation and study. Research in a 
number of academic fields have demonstrated that social networks operate on many levels, from families 
up to the level of nations, and play a critical role in determining the way problems are solved, 
organizations are run, and the degree to which individuals succeed in achieving their goals. Social 
networking also refers to a category of internet applications to help connect friends, business partners, or 
other individuals together using a variety of tools. 

mailto:kdpaine@kdpaine.com
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Whats’s the Goal? 
Like any other form of communications, before you start trying to measure blogs you need to know 

what your objectives are. And, as with any other measurement program there are essentially three things 
you can measure: outputs, outtakes and outcomes. 
Blog Outcomes 

Outcomes are defined by the Institute for Public Relations as “ (1)quantifiable changes in awareness, 
knowledge, attitude, opinion, and behavior levelsthat occur as a result of a public relations program or 
campaign; (2) an effect,consequence, or impact of a set or program of communication activities or 
products,and may be either short-term (immediate) or long term. 

In the blogosphere, outcomes can be financial or relational. If the objective of a blog is financial… 
i.e. to raise money (i.e. www.blogforamerica.com) or sell something (www.fastlane.gmblogs.com), the 
metrics and the math are very simple.  What was the cost per click thru, cost per sale, cost per lead or the 
cost per dollar raised? 

If the objective is not as directly commercial, i.e. you want to move people along the purchase cycle, 
you can measuring the number of people who click thru from a blog to your site. By assigning specific 
and unique URLs to links, it becomes very easy to track the click thru rate from individual blogs. To 
determine the efficiency, divide the cost of the program with the number of click thru’s to get cost 
per click thru. 

However, if your objective is to establish or improve relationships, the metrics are quite different. 
Essentially the strength and power of the blogosphere is in the networks it creates and the relationships 
you can form. 

In the traditional marketing space, we would recommend surveying customers to determine the 
strength of their feelings towards your brands on issues like trust, satisfaction, commitment and control 
mutuality. However, the nature of the blogosphere is to eschew traditional marketing techniques in favor 
of far more direct interactions. Woe be it to the poor marketer who makes an obvious attempt to  
“manage” bloggers or somehow shield their reputation. The blogosphere is rife with snide comments and 
occasionally downright hostility towards marketers blundering attempts to interject themselves into a 
conversation. 

That’s not to say that some attempt to measure relationships shouldn’t be applied. If you have a 
mechanism to capture emails of people who have visited your blog, you could conduct an email survey 
using Dr. Jim and Laurie Grunig relationships measurement instrument (available from The Institute for 
Public Relations: www.instituteforpr.com/relationships.phtml?article_id=1999_guide_measure_relatio 
nships ) 

However, clearly that level of direct interaction with readers and posters is not possible with the vast 
majority of blogs. This leaves us several indirect measures.  

1. Simply counting the volume of conversations and comments and the number of trackbacks is 
one indication of the size and scope of the network surrounding your blog. Whether or not those 
comments are in agreement or disagreement requires content analysis, but presumably positive or 
neutral comments would be indicative of a healthy relationship between the blogger and his/her 
audience. 
2. Examining the credibility and authority of the people who are commenting and/or linking to 
the site is another way to assess the impact and importance of the blog. 
3. One needs to look beyond just quantity of postings or links to the quality of the dialog. I like 
the way Dennis G. Jerz of Seton Hill University (http://kairosnews.org/trackback/3944) 
categorizes blogs in his classroom and have adapted his categories below: 

• "Coverage" –The number of times your brand or issue is mentioned 
• "Depth" – How deeply does the posting discuss the brand? Is it just a passing mention or 

does the blogger go into the subject in depth with numerous links? 
• "Interaction" – What was the nature of the interaction.  Was the posting designed to solve a 

problem, compare different brands, or simply allow the author to rant? 
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• "Discussion" – What was the nature of the discussion? Was it a true dialog with extensive 
exchange of ideas, or was it just bantering back and forth. Jerz further classifies comments 
as: 

o Comment primo – a comment that launches a discussion on someone else's blog 
o Comment grande -- a long comment posted on a peer blog, which is then advertised via a 

cross-blog posting 
o Comment informative -- in which a commenter uses his or her particular knowledge in 

order to flesh out a general or incomplete statement made in a peer's blog entry 
o Link gracious –a link that draws attention to the source of an idea or to a good 

conversation happening on someone else's blog 
4. I would also add “tonality” as an indicator of the health of the relationship between the blog 
community and the brand. If the tone of the posting leaves a reader less likely to do business with 
your organization it is negative. If the posting leaves a reader more likely to do business with 
your  organization, or recommends the brand, it is positive. If it essentially just discusses facts it 
is neutral or balanced. 
5. Social Capital and Social Networking measures. There has been extensive research done by 
Robert Putnam and other on the value of social capital and social networks. In essence, for an 
individual, the more relationships you have, the better your life is, the longer you live, the 
healthier you are. For a company, good social capital means that information flows more easily, 
innovation and efficiency increase and legal costs go down. You can extend this concept to the 
networks created by blogs. If a blog is generating favorable comments, engaging employees or 
customers in the business of the organization, disseminating information quickly and accurately it 
is contributing to the social capital of your organization. Again, the challenge is that in order to 
understand and measure your social network you need to analze the content of all the blogs that 
are discussing your organization. 

Outtakes: Blog Takeaways 
According to the IPR’s Dictionary of Measurement Terms Outtakes are: (1)measurement of what 

audiences have understood and/or heeded or responded to a communication product’s call to seek further 
information from PR messages prior to measuring an outcome; (2) audience reaction to the receipt of a 
communication product, including favorability of the product, recall and retention of the message 
embedded in the product, and whether the audience heeded or responded to a call for information or 
action within the message. 

To determine what the readers are taking away from a blog, the medium offers several interesting 
opportunities for measurement. Essentially, what your customers say about you in the chat rooms, news 
groups and blogs presumably reflects what they think about you. So if they’re telling their fellow cyber 
whiners that your product sucks, chances are they’re not buying into your messages. On the other hand, if 
they’re repeating a phrase or a message that you put out in your latest press release, it means they’re 
listening. So in essence, paying close attention to what is being said in the blogosphere is a great way to 
get inside your customers minds without doing a survey. This requires a thorough content analysis of 
what the postings actually say. 

Content Analysis of blogs should include an analysis not just of the above mentioned characteristics, 
but should also look for messages and themes. How does the blogosphere position your brand on issues 
like “employer of choice” “value” or customer service?” A good analysis will pull out recurring themes, 
complaints, and messages and quantify them to determine if they require action or can be ignored. Does 
that mean slogging thru 1000 postings a day, not necessarily? It depends on several factors. First of all, 
how frequently does your brand (or the competition) appear, and how important to your audience are the 
blogs in which is does appear. You only want to read postings from the blogs and sites that really matter 
to your target audiences. 

CyberAlert, the Connecticut based on-line clipping service, offers several methodologies that rank 
order blogs to help you set priorities. 
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• Web Rank: Web Rank is the rank of the site in numerical order of all Internet sites 
worldwide, based on a sample of millions of Web users who voluntarily have installed a 
special measurement toolbar attached to their Internet Explorer Web browser. The special 
toolbar aggregates data on sites visited while users browse the Web. The Web Rank takes 
into account both the number of visitors to a site and the average number of page views by 
each visitor while browsing the site. The Web Rank is based on three months of aggregated 
traffic data and is updated monthly. The measurement system includes the rank of Webbased 
forums, message boards and discussion groups, but does not measure the rank of clips from 
Usenet News Groups. 

• News Rank: News Rank is the numerical rank of the Web site among the 20,000+ worldwide 
news sources monitored daily by CyberAlert. This rank provides a good indicator of the 
relative importance of a news source among online news sources worldwide. 

• Reach/Million: Reach per million measures the number of daily visitors to the Web site as a 
percentage of all Internet users. It is a measure of market penetration. A reach of 22% 
indicates that, for every one million Internet users, 220,000 visit that particular site each day. 
For most news sources, the reach/million is based on the visitors to the main domain name 
(nytimes.com). For Internet portals like Yahoo, the reach/million is based on the number of 
visitors to the relevant news or discussion section of the main domain (news.yahoo.com, 
finance.yahoo.com, groups.yahoo.com). For blogs, reach/million measures the reach of the 
main domain (blogspot.com), not the individual blog (online-pr.blogspot.com).  

• National OTS (Opportunities to See): National OTS estimates the number of daily visitors to 
the Web site from the site's home country,based on the site's rank, page views, reach per 
million and total number of Internet users in that country. The figure does not include visits 
by users from other countries. For most news and consumer discussion sites on the Web, this 
figure is the closest possible equivalent to the base circulation figure of print publications. 

Getting the Content 
Since there are over 10 million blogs out there, one needs to carefully evaluate the claims of the 

various monitoring services. As of this writing, the free service PubSub monitored 8.8 million blogs, 
Technorati monitors 7.7 million, Feedster monitors 5.4 million and Intelliseek analyzes 3.5 million blogs. 
On the other hand CyberAlert claims 16,000 “online sources” (not necessarily blogs) CustomScoop 
claims 6,000, BurrellesLuce claims 1000 and Bacons claims 91. 
Figuring out What it Says 

Postings and comments in blogs can take many different forms. Some may be complaints about 
customer service, others may be speculation on your stock price, and still others may be protests over 
your personnel policies. So the next step in setting up a blog measurement system is to make a list of the 
various categories the postings fall into and prioritizing the categories. Are they all equally important, or 
are there some that are potentially more damaging or require faster action? 

In the media and in most news groups the vast majority of what is said about a particular organization 
is neutral. But the unfettered and unfiltered nature of the blogosphere brings more opinions and frequently 
more negative opinions. Remember to step back as far as you can and remain objective. Think like your 
target audience. Just because someone leaked apiece of information, or got a name wrong is not reason to 
respond or get involved in a discussion. There are a number of tools to make the process easier. 

Cymfony offers a “Digital Consumer Insight” tool that uses Natural Language Processing to analyze 
consumer discussions, trends and sentiment expressed in blogs, message boards, customer feedback sites, 
consumer emails, and Usenet groups. Digital Consumer Insight analyzes over four million consumer 
postings per day. However, computers can’t tell the difference between irony and sarcasm, so 

don’t rely on a computer to determine tonality. 
Outputs: Measuring Blog Activity 

The IPR dictionary defines outputs as: (1) what is generated as a result of aPR program or campaign 
that impacts on a target audience or public to act or behave in some way this is deemed important to the 
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researcher (also known as a “judgmental sample”); (2) the final stage of a communication product 
production process resulting in the production and dissemination of a communication product 
(brochure, media release, web site, speech, etc.); (3) the number of communication products or services 
resulting from a communication production process, the number distributed and/or the number reaching 
a targeted audience.e 

At the most basic level, if you are hosting your own blog, the server log files can tell you how many 
“visitors” there have been, how long they stayed and where they came from. Of course the term “visitors” 
must be taken with a grain of salt, since the technology behind determining a visitor is far from perfect, as 
it makes very generalized assumptions about human behavior. More sophisticated tools like ClickTracks 
and WebTrends provide far more data and unlike your basic log files, can display it in an understandable 
way. 

The next level of response is the click thru- literally, when a visitor clicks thru to link that enables 
him/her to take action – i.e. donate money, buy something, ask for more information, volunteer. The 
percentage of visitors who take action or click thru is a fundamental measure of success. More 
importantly, if you factor in your budget, you will determine your cost per click thru which can be easily 
compared to other web marketing tools. 

The most important part of any measurement program is teasing insight from the data and drawing 
actionable conclusions. The most important analysis is to look at trends over time. What happened 
yesterday or last week is important, of course, but what you need to do is to see if complaints are going up 
or down over time. If you’re relationships are getting better or worse over time, or if there the ranks of 
complainers is growing faster than the ranks of your supporters. 
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The increased threat of and heightened concern for terrorist attacks since 9/11 has reinvigorated the 
debate about industrial production security efforts, especially in the chemical manufacturing and refining 
industry. Through a telephone survey (n=400), researchers examined public perceptions of industry 
preparedness in the event of terrorism by featuring several risk communication variables. Results suggest 
that near-neighbor community residents who are more aware of recent industry terrorism security efforts 
demonstrate an increased sense of risk of living in an “at-risk” community. Residents who are aware of 
industry’s efforts related to safety and terrorism express more trust for local industry and government 
officials, are more cognitively involved, and are more supportive of the local chemical industry. 

Introduction 
Safety and security have been a primary concern for the chemical industry prior to September 11, 

2001. After the terrorist attacks of 2001, plant operators, regulatory agencies and community residents, 
among others, asked themselves whether they would be next: are industrial chemical facilities, as well as 
residents in those communities, first responders, law enforcement and intelligence agencies ready to 
anticipate, deter and respond to terrorist threats and acts?   

Recent efforts of the Department of Homeland Security, such as the introduction of the Chemical 
Facilities Security Act of 2003, underscore the urgency of securing the chemical sector of the economy 
from terrorist attacks. In its planning to prevent and respond to such events, former U. S. Department of 
Homeland Security Secretary Thomas Ridge identified Houston as “one of seven cities most vulnerable to 
a terrorist attack, based on criteria that include population density and intelligence squeezed from al-
Qaida detainees” (Masterson & Mack, 2003, p. A1).  For this reason the Houston metropolitan area, home 
to one of the largest petrochemical complexes in the world, offers an exceptional opportunity to study 
terrorism preparations related to the chemical industry.  

Since 9/11, U. S. congressional inquiries, such as Enhancing America’s Energy Security oversight 
hearing, have addressed among other things whether the industry is being appropriately vigilant and 
responsive to community residents’ concerns regarding terrorism, including limited disclosure of counter-
terrorism plans. Given this industry’s strategic and symbolic visibility, it is an ideal opportunity to 
examine a new era of terrorism alert, planning, response and risk communication. 

This research note investigates established and new risk communication variables to explore 
community residents’ risk perceptions, their perceptions of industry security preparedness, and their 
current level of support for the industry operating in their community. Featuring a multiple variable 
approach to risk communication study, Nathan, Heath and Douglas (1992) reasoned that if relationships 
can be determined among risk communication variables, “those relationships will give insights into 
strategies that risk communicators can use to solve the problems they confront” (p. 239). Building on 
numerous studies over nine years of longitudinal analysis (e.g., Heath & Abel, 1996; Palenchar & Heath, 
2002), researchers can tap community residents’ awareness of and sensibility toward terrorism that is 
likely to affect their willingness to support or oppose the presence of these facilities as their neighbors. In 
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short, if the industry is not responsive to community needs regarding their awareness of facility security 
efforts, area residents are likely to oppose rather than support these facilities, less likely to be aware of 
and understand proper security measurements required during an emergency, and less likely to behave 
accordingly. 

Literature Review 
During the 1980s, iconic industrial chemical production crises such as Union Carbide India Limited’s 

toxic methyl isocyanate gas spill in Bhopal, India, and the oil tanker Exxon Valdez running aground in the 
Bligh Reef in Prince William Sound, Alaska, tested the abilities of local, national, and industrial 
organizations to prepare for, and respond to, disasters of crisis magnitude. It also tested the role of risk 
communication as an integral part of strategic preparation and crisis response. 

The lack of strategic risk management and communication caused many people to distrust and, 
therefore, to oppose industry (Chess, 2001). Specifically, worries that what happened in India would 
happen in the United States prompted federal legislators to create the Superfund Amendments and 
Reauthorization Acts of 1986 (SARA), which included community right-to-know provisions (SARA Title 
III). SARA Title III gives the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) oversight of risk communication 
efforts related to the formation of local emergency planning committees (LEPC) in communities near 
high-risk facilities. LEPCs are designed to plan for manufacturing emergencies, but they are also designed 
to serve as community forums where nearby residents, government officials, industry representatives, 
health and safety officials, and any other concerned individuals and organizations could request 
information and voice concerns. 

Responding to these federal and state initiatives, the American Chemistry Council (formerly the 
Chemical Manufacturers Association) developed and implemented Responsible Care, a program 
established to meet at a minimum the requirements of SARA Title III. The Responsible Care program 
includes the formation of community advisory panels (CAPs), which are designed to serve as forums for 
public dialogue related to manufacturing safety concerns and risks. 

Developed in response to 9/11, the Responsible Care Security Code focuses on safeguarding against 
potential terrorist attacks, expanding industry relationships with law enforcement and the community, and 
providing a model for chemical site protection. The security code chapter in the Responsible Care 
Practitioner’s Site states that chemical companies should constantly work to improve their security 
processes, and that companies should communicate as openly as possible without giving away 
information that would pose a threat in the wrong hands (American Chemistry Council, 2003).  Thus, the 
industry as a concerted effort, as well as individual companies, have given attention to developing risk 
communication plans that include components sensitive to terrorism.  

Positive impact of such measures is not a given. For instance, research has led to mixed reviews of 
LEPCs and CAP’s ability to communicate environmental information to citizens. For example, Heath, 
Bradshaw and Lee (2002) found a lack of awareness of the existence of LEPCs and CACs and low use of 
such organizations, while at the same time more than two-thirds of the residents surveyed approved of 
their intended functions. Overall, their findings suggested, “a fully functioning communication 
infrastructure leads to a healthier community that responds to risks as manageable uncertainties” (p. 317). 

At the core of these federal regulations and industry efforts is the role of risk communication within 
industrial responsiveness in an era of heightened risk perception, with risk being the possibility that an 
event will occur and that it will be bearable or severe. Leiss (1996) defined risk communication as “the 
flow of information and risk evaluations back and forth between academic experts, regulatory 
practitioners, interest groups, and the general public” (p. 86). Heath and Abel (1996) and Palenchar and 
Heath (2002) demonstrated that the lay public wants to be a part of the risk communication process but 
often have difficulty understanding risk messages and participating in risk discourse, trusting information 
sources, and lack awareness of some risk communication protocols.  

Risk communication has become focused on “understanding the quality of relationship construction, 
maintenance, and repair” (p. 130). To extend this literature, featuring community infrastructure, several 
established risk communication process variables seem relevant: sense of risk, trust, cognitive 
involvement and support. 
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Sense of Risk: Sense of risk arises from normal concerns about the probability that a risk could occur 
that causes varying amounts of damage to people or the environment. It is a subjective prediction for lay 
people who impose a variety of heuristics that became better understood after Three-Mile Island (Covello, 
1992). Sandman (1986) has long advised industry and government that citizens have a right to feel 
outrage. 

Trust: Trust can be defined as a person or organization that is competent, objective, fair, consistent, 
having no hidden agenda, and being genuinely concerned about the vulnerability of its stakeholders 
(Heath, Seshadri & Lee, 1998). Covello (1992) speculated that the public’s trust in the chemical industry 
will increase when chemical plants “have built up track records of dealing openly, fairly, and safely with 
their employees, customers, and neighboring communities” (p. 362). Heath and Abel (1996) noted that 
stakeholders may trust the industry more if it gives “proactive solutions to problems rather than attempt to 
downplay them by stressing the improbability that emergencies will occur” (p. 170). Community 
members desire knowledge of how to protect themselves against a risk. 

People in each community where risks occur must be able to trust the efforts to achieve reasonable 
levels of security. Such levels need to withstand the “smell” test of the area residents that they could and 
should trust industry to exert reasonable amounts of security and communicate in ways that increase 
rather than decrease citizens’ security.  People are vulnerable to the quality of planning by industry. 
Industry is vulnerable to the cleverness and treachery of terrorism. Employees, investors, customers and 
community members are vulnerable to terrorism to the extent that the relevant industry is vulnerable. 
Trust is a central factor in predicting whether members of a community accept and rely on the 
conclusions and recommendations of people who are trained in science, national security, business 
operations, engineering, emergency management, and public policy. Risk assessments require scientific 
and decision-making techniques that are often foreign to lay public. If expert risk estimates conflict with 
one another, the decision to be made becomes more complex and requires greater amounts of trust. For 
effective risk communication, the source of information and advice needs to have a satisfactory level of 
trust in the judgment of each public (Renn & Levine, 1991). 

Cognitive Involvement: Cognitive involvement is the feeling that one’s interest is at stake. People 
become cognitively involved as they recognize that a problem relates to their self interest or to some 
altruistic interest, as explained by the seminal work of Petty and Cacioppo (1986). As Palmlund (1992) 
reasoned, people know that they may be risk bearers, the ones to suffer if some risk manifests itself. 
Cognitive involvement predicts whether people will become interested in receiving, even seeking 
information, to form attitudes which they believe are useful in advancing their self interests (e.g., Heath & 
Abel, 1996; Palenchar & Heath, 2002).  

Persons who are frightened, angry and powerless resist information that implies that their risk is 
modest, whereas those who are optimistic and overconfident deny that their risk is substantial (Sandman, 
1986). When people feel that the source of risk harms their financial well being they are likely to become 
more cognitively involved with the discussion of the risk and its abatement (Heath, Liao & Douglas, 
1995).   

Cognitive involvement and support/opposition exhibit a curvilinear relationship (Gay & Heath, 1995; 
Heath et al., 1995).  That means that persons who strongly oppose or support a product, service, company 
or industry are likely to exhibit higher cognitive involvement than will persons who neither strongly 
support nor oppose those items or organizations.  Overall, people are more willing to communicate about 
and to think about an issue that relates to their self-interest or to some altruistic interest (Heath & 
Douglas, 1991; Kunreuther, Easterling, Desvousges, & Slovic, 1990).  

Support: One key dependent variable in risk communication studies is whether stakeholders support 
or oppose the source of a risk (Heath et al, 1998). Support consists of “positive feelings for an 
organization and the desire to have it operate in the community” (p. 45). Seeger, Sellnow and Ulmer 
(2001) stated that risk communication focuses on building relationships and achieving understanding and 
agreement with various stakeholders, which can increase support. Companies and governmental agencies 
can use dialogue and consensus-building to establish and maintain strong, positive relationships with 
stakeholders. 
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Given this brief literature foundation, this study examined “at-risk” community residents’ 
perspectives on whether less or more awareness of the chemical industry’s terrorism security efforts is 
needed in this post 9/11 era, and the relationship among awareness of terrorism security efforts and other 
established risk communication process variables. To explore this line of reasoning, the following 
hypotheses were advanced: 
 H1:  Respondents who report higher levels of awareness of the local chemical industry’s 

terrorism security efforts post 9/11 will report higher levels of sense of risk and cognitive 
involvement. 

H2:  Respondents who report higher levels of awareness of the local chemical industry’s 
terrorism security efforts post 9/11 will report higher levels of support for the local 
chemical industry, trust in the local chemical industry and trust in local government. 

H3:  Respondents who report higher levels of awareness of Responsible Care will report 
higher levels of support for the local chemical industry. 

Methodology 
As part of its ongoing risk communication research program, a major Southwest University 

conducted a survey of community residents in La Porte, Texas, located along the Houston Ship Channel, 
which has the largest concentration of petrochemical plants in the United States. The survey measured 
awareness of industry’s Responsible Care protocols, including efforts related to the Responsible Care 
Security Code, and to determine levels of residents’ awareness of and relationships among terrorism 
security efforts, sense of risk, trust (local industry and local government), cognitive involvement and 
industry support. 

As commissioned by the La Porte LEPC, the data were gathered by a professional telephone survey 
company that used random digit dialing to survey residents (n = 400) who were ages 18 and older with an 
even distribution between male and female. The data were gathered in the last two weeks of May 2003. 
The survey consisted of a mix of 35 closed and open-ended questions. The instrument used a 4-point 
Likert scale for most questions, with rating of 1 (strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (agree), and 4 
(strongly agree). Questions measured awareness, knowledge, attitudes and behavioral intentions of 
specific organizations, risk communication efforts and events, as well as demographic information. 

Results 
Results indicate that in this post-9/11 era awareness of industry’s preparedness had a positive 

relationship with residents’ sense of risk, trust of local industry and local government, cognitive 
involvement, and support of the local chemical industry. With caution, the research results are offered 
though in general the hypotheses are supported. 

Descriptive statistics indicate that approximately 80% of the respondents reported receiving 
information about the local Responsible Care initiatives. An even higher percentage believe local industry 
has taken measures to reduce the likelihood of a 9/11 attack in this community (strongly agree = 39.8; 
somewhat agree = 43.3; somewhat disagree = 11.3; and strongly disagree = 5.6). Eighty percent report 
that local industry has cooperated with government to increase citizen safety in the event of a terrorist 
attack (strongly agree = 40.5; somewhat agree = 39.5; somewhat disagree = 13.5; and strongly disagree = 
6.5), while a lower percentage (73.3) believe that local industry works with local media to communicate 
the safety measures being taken (strongly agree = 31.8; somewhat agree = 41.5; somewhat disagree = 
20.3; and strongly disagree = 6.4). 

The survey also asked respondents to rate the degree to which they agreed or disagreed with 
statements regarding industrial chemical production. One new variable was added to this stream of study: 
residents’ awareness of industry’s terrorism security efforts post 9/11. Three survey items formed a 
coefficient alpha = .80.  

Building upon previously identified risk communication process variables, the variable support for 
the local chemical industry, which combined two questions related to being a positive economic or 
community presence, formed a coefficient alpha = .81.  In addition to estimating the respondents' sense of 
industry performance, a variable was formed to operationalize their trust in local government.  Three 
items were combined to form this variable, which produced a coefficient alpha = .77.  Four items were 
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combined to operationalize their trust in the local chemical industry, which produced a coefficient alpha 
= .78. The survey also asked respondents to rate the degree to which they agreed or disagreed with 
statements regarding the likelihood of chemical releases from pipelines, tanker trucks and chemical 
plants. Combined into a single variable, three questionnaire items were used to create sense of risk, with a 
coefficient alpha = .72.  

Awareness of the Responsible Care program was formed by combining responses to two questions 
about hearing and receiving information about this program, which formed a coefficient alpha = .66. 
Cognitive involvement was created by combining items that measured respondents' predictions that living 
in the community could affect their safety and long-term health.  Combined into a single variable, these 
two survey items produced a coefficient alpha = .58.  Worth noting is the use of some variables with low 
alphas. While indices with alpha coefficients as low as 0.70 are still useful measures of constructs (Broom 
& Dozier, 1990), these lower alpha coefficients are still functional for discussion based on strength of 
their relation, correlation or association with other items in the index, as well being comparable to those 
obtained in previous studies (see Heath & Abel, 1996; Heath & Palenchar, 2000). 

The relationship among awareness of terrorism safety efforts, trust, cognitive involvement and 
support was explored by looking at their correlations. Residents who are aware of the efforts of the 
chemical industry to increase community safety and work with the media and governmental organizations 
following the events of 9/11 and terrorism threats (terrorism safety efforts) had a positive relationship 
with industry support (r(400) = .42; p < .01), trust in the chemical industry (r(400)  = .23; p < .01) and 
trust in local government (r(400)  = .18; p < .01).  In a similar manner, residents who are aware of local 
community safety initiatives (Responsible Care) had a positive relationship with industry support (r(400)  
=.13, p < .01) and are more likely to be cognitively involved (r(400)  = .21; p < .01). Residents who are 
more aware of industry efforts related to safety, both from manufacturing and terrorism perspectives, are 
more likely to be supportive of the industry, more trustworthy of local industry and government officials 
and more cognitively involved. 

Residents who reported a higher awareness of their sense of risk in living in an “at-risk” community 
are more likely to be aware of the local chemical industry’s terrorism security efforts (r(400)  = .22; p < 
.01). Sense of risk also had a positive correlation with cognitive involvement (r(400) = .29; p < .01) and 
trust in the chemical industry (r(400) = .13; p < .01). The data continue to show that people who have a 
stronger sense that they are at risk and experience high cognitive involvement are likely targets of 
communication and more aware of risk management protocols, and that those targets of communication, 
or at least the means to communicate, are becoming increasingly aware. 

Cognitive involvement had a positive relationship with support for the local chemical industry (r(400)  
= .20; p < .01), trust in local government (r(400)  = .12; p < .05), trust in local industry and awareness of 
Responsible Care (r(400)  = .11; p < .05). As expected, the more cognitively involved residents are the 
more aware of terrorism and manufacturing safety efforts, more supportive of the industry, and more 
trusting of local government and industry.  

Overall, residents who are aware of industry’s efforts related to safety and terrorism are generally 
more supportive of the industry and more cognitively involved.  They demonstrate more trust in local 
industry and government officials. It appears that while residents are aware of recent industry efforts in 
this area and supportive of the industry in relationship to these efforts, that doesn’t necessarily translate 
into a reduced sense of risk, but rather risk communication campaigns are elevating awareness of the risks 
associated with living and working in a “high-risk” community. 

Discussion and Conclusions 
After September 11, 2001, many lay people, news reports and surveys indicated that security against 

terrorism by the industrial chemical industry is a high priority, but research was needed to understand 
how awareness of counter-terrorism efforts post 9/11 relate to establish risk communication variables. 
Has the existing track record of effective risk communication in some communities built a solid 
community of trust and understanding, or will it erode that community?  Research is needed to better 
understand how awareness of counter-terrorism efforts affects the resilience of people who live and work 
near high risk, targetable facilities such as those dedicated to petrochemical manufacturing and oil 
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refining. For the oil and chemical industry – most notably refineries, chemical plants, storage terminals 
and pipelines – the tragic events of 9/11 continue to generate strategic and tactical adjustments to 
communicating about security.  Conventional wisdom postulates that a resilient community can live with 
rather than in fear associated with terrorism. 

The community survey reveals high levels of confidence that the industry is taking appropriate 
counter-terrorism measures and voices support for industry. The reason for this level of support may, at 
least in part, result from knowledge and support of previous Responsible Care initiatives. For this reason, 
industry is wise to demonstrate that its counter-terrorism measures are connected with local emergency 
management protocols that are in keeping with Responsible Care initiatives. 

The industrial chemical business doesn’t want to be the “poster child” of a successful terrorist attack. 
Open and effective risk discourse, both federally required and industry initiated, can aide in the 
understanding and managing of risk perceptions related to terrorist attacks. Indeed confidence in open 
communication is vital, not only so that the community believes industry is doing “the right thing” but 
also so that the community residents are willing to know and comply with the emergency response 
protocols. 

Immediately after the Union Carbide tragedy in Bhopal, India, Rosenblatt (1984) observed, "If the 
world felt especially close to Bhopal last week, it may be because the world is Bhopal, a place where the 
occupational hazard is modern life" (p. 20).  Similar sentiments have been expressed about terrorist 
attacks. The historical realities of risk management as the essence of society have once again become 
front-page and top-of-the-hour news hooks. In a similar manner, the events of 9/11 have placed a renewed 
emphasis on the role of risk communication efforts related to industrial chemical production. In an era of 
terrorism, too much transparency can have negative consequences; information could fall into hands that 
might be able to use it against the industry and the people whose interests must be served. However, 
organizations should be concerned that this strategically dampened flow of information about counter-
terrorism planning might harm their relationship with community residents.  

This study is about terrorism, in the context of a highly visible and potentially dangerous industry. 
That context seems ideal for such studies to assist corporate and governmental planning as well as 
reinforce or alter the plans as they are implemented. In a time when critics caution against communication 
because it could aid terrorist planning, advocates of effective risk communication need reinforcement that 
their efforts can lead to an empowered rather than cowed community. To this end, communication has a 
value unto itself, apart from the utility of information it generates (Hadden, 1989). By making the 
information available, even in formats unsuited to making rational risk choices, it still addresses key 
concerns regarding the imposition of and discontent regarding terrorism security efforts. At a time of 
heightened concerns related to risk from terrorist attacks in the industrial chemical sector, open yet 
cautious discourse of site, cyber and transportation security may be even more important. 
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Having developed a threat appraisal model to examine the fabric and faces of threat, and how it can be 
communicated, the authors empirically test the model on an ongoing issue, the issuance of terror alerts by 
the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), on how threat is appraised by DHS, and the conservative 
and liberal audiences. Findings showed a shared view by the DHS and the conservative audiences while 
the liberal audiences thought otherwise. Though there appear to be consensus in threat communication, 
more internal consistency within DHS is needed to optimize its effectiveness.    

Introduction 
Since September 11, 2001, Americans, wary of another terrorist attack on home soil, have lived 

perilously under the pervasive umbrella of alert warning systems. Until a nationwide coordinated color-
coded alert system was implemented in March 2002, alerts were issued, albeit haphazardly, from either 
the federal and/or state offices (Nieves & Winter, 2001). Between September 11, 2001 and February, 
2002, there were four occasions (Pincus & Miller, 2002) where terror alerts were issued by various 
security officials and/or agencies: Attorney General John Ashcroft issued the first two alerts in October 
2001 (Pianin & Eggen, 2001); then White House director of homeland security Tom Ridge issued the 
third in December 2001 (“White House issues a new terror alert,” 2001); and the Federal Investigation 
Bureau (FBI) issued the next in February 2002 (Johnson, 2002; Miller, 2002). Disagreements over what 
constituted to threats led to calls for a more comprehensive alert system to assess and communicate them 
(Nieves & Winter, 2001).  

The situation did not appear to improve even after the newly formed Department of Homeland 
Security (DHS) introduced its five-level coded system in March 2002: Green for low risks, blue for 
general risks, yellow for significant risks, orange for high risks, and red for severe risks (Miller, 2002). 
With the country’s security level set at a perpetual, default state of significant risks (yellow), there were 
five occasions, between March 2002 and November 2004, where the risks were elevated to “high” (code 
orange): Once in 2002, in September (“9/11/02; America enduring,” 2002); four times in 2003, with three 
over four-month span, from February to May (Mintz & Schmidt, 2002), and the fourth straddling from 
December 2003 to January 2004 (Mintz, 2003; Weiss, 2004). In August 2004, for the first time, code 
orange was alerted for specific sites in specific geographic locations, primarily the financial institutions in 
New York City, Washington, and Newark (Block, 2004).  

However, the color-coded system, touted to enhance the ethical and expeditious appraisal and 
communication of threats, soon begin to lose its luster, urgency, and credibility (Fahrenthold, 2003). 
Accused of being unnecessarily worrisome and wearisome to a wary but “jaded” public, Secretary Tom 
Ridge admitted that its desired impact on its target audiences appeared diffused (Mintz, 2003), and there 
are increasingly divergent views between DHS and its publics of what constitutes threats, and how threats 
should be appraised, as well as how threats can be communicated.  

Indeed, the underlying inability by all parties concerned to fully grasp and communicate the nature, 
extent, and composition of the threats posed appears to be the fundamental problem faced by DHS 
throughout the implementation of the color-coded system. It is a central, yet ironically elusive, concept in 
the fight against terror. 

Even in the public relations and crisis literature, though threat has been alluded to, most of the current 
works have focused on how it can be communicated, and countered (Grunig and Gruing, 1992; Cancel, 

mailto:ap5xd@mizzou.edu
mailto:yj82c@mizzou.edu
mailto:camerong@missouri.edu


 404

Cameron, Sallot, & Mitrook, 1997; Coombs, 1998; Ray, 1999; Wrigley, Salmon, & Park, 2003; Richards, 
2004; Benoit, 2004). Ray (1999), for instance, argued that threat could be controlled with effective crisis 
management. Richards (2004) called for greater understanding on how public relations can be utilized to 
counter terrorism-based threats. Coombs (1998) argued that an appropriate organizational response to 
threats should take into account two key variables: First, whether the organization has strong or weak 
control over the crisis; second, whether the organization is perceived to be strongly or mildly responsible 
for the crisis.  

Threat was alluded to in Grunig and Grunig’s (1992) excellence theory. Based on the two-way 
symmetrical model in the theory, which has been positioned as normative theory (Cancel, Cameron, 
Sallot, & Mitrook, 1997), threat could be “smoothed over,” if you will, if both the organization and its 
publics can engage in meaningful dialogue to achieve a win-win solution.  

Cameron’s contingency theory of conflict management, which takes an alternative perspective that 
two-way symmetrical communication may not always be possible, but instead argued that public relations 
and conflict management ought to be viewed along a continuum rather than by positing ideal models of 
excellence, provides a comparatively deeper glimpse into the concept of threat: Threat is a “potentially 
negative situation involving publics,” Cancel, Mitrook and Cameron (1999) argued. The “greater threat a 
public presents to an organization, the faster the organization will respond to the public and the more 
accommodating the organization will be to the public” (p. 184), the authors argued.  The contingency 
theory separates threat into two components, external and internal. While it has attempted to organize the 
different types of threats, a full explication of just what threat means remains to be seen.  

While current theories and research have provided the vital footprints to understand threat, few have 
attempted to analyze threat communication based on appraisal. By appraisal, we mean understanding the 
faces and fabrics of threat so that one can develop appropriate strategies and messages to address and 
communicate the nature, composition, extent, and implication of the threat. Drawing on a rich tapestry of 
literature from cross-disciplinary perspectives involving behavioral, business, and the communication 
sciences, the authors have developed a threat appraisal model (2005) to examine the fabric and faces of 
threat, and how these can be translated into communication thrusts.  

This model proposes to appraise threat at two levels: 
 A primary appraisal (situational demands) based on degrees of (a) perceived Danger,  

(b) Uncertainty (lack of prediction and control increase difficulty of threat) of the issue, (c) 
Required Effort to address the threat; and  

 A secondary appraisal (resources) based on the following as required to deal with the threat: 
(a) Knowledge; (b) Skill; (c) Time; (d) Finance; and (e) Support from the Dominant 
Coalition. 

Employing  the proposed threat appraisal model, threat communication is examined along three 
distinct dimensions:  

 Threat level,  
 Threat duration, and  
 Threat type.  

Given the increasingly divergent views between DHS and its publics of what constitutes threats, this 
present study attempts, using our appraisal model, to understand firstly, how threat is appraised, and 
communicated by DHS; secondly, how the same threat message is appraised, and communicated by news 
publications with ostensibly differing political and ideological persuasions, as enactments of differing 
communication strategies and reflections of public opinions; thirdly, what are the similarities and 
differences among the DHS and the stance and opinions expressed in and through the media outlets; and 
lastly, to examine the schism, if any, among multiple players, and then understand why, despite all good 
intentions and purposes, there may not, after all, be a common understanding of threat among DHS and its 
publics.  

Data to examine how threat is appraised, and communicated, by DHS comes from content analyses of 
all its terror-alert news releases. To examine how terror alerts are appraised, and regarded by conservative 
and liberal masses, two media outlets, The Washington Post and The Washington Times, are chosen for 
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their purported differences and as evidence of enactments of their persuasive and informational strategies 
to both their respective conservative and liberal audiences while serving the same geographical location 
(Song, 2004; Viguerie & Franke, 2004). The population of news stories and commentaries from March 
2002 to November 2004, the duration of the implementation of the color-coded system, are content 
analyzed.  

This study is important for two reasons. First, we believe our threat appraisal model adds a deeper 
and richer conceptual understanding of threat, particularly providing a firmer understanding in diagnosing 
threats. Second, by studying the threat alerts, we hope to explicate our threat appraisal model by 
empirically testing an ongoing issue. In doing so, we hope that this study will provide a useful test to link 
threat appraisal and communication, and in so doing, illuminate practical insights for practitioners on how 
the appraisal of threats affects a contingent approach to communication strategies and tactics in an effort 
to manage conflict and when appropriate, find common grounds with various audiences. 

Literature Review 
Threat has been commonly used to describe the state of seizure a nation, organization, or individual, 

is in during a crisis. Even though it is such a heavily used word, the concept of threat has not been fully 
explicated, particularly in public relations literature. Yet, threat, which is often used interchangeably with 
“risk,” “fear,” and “conflict,” is both the cause, and effect, of crisis. To assess the effects of threat, a 
clearer explication and appraisal of threat is critical. Drawing on cross-disciplinary perspectives involving 
behavioral, business, and the communication sciences, the authors have developed a threat appraisal 
model to examine the fabric and faces of threat to understand how these can provide critical insights for 
communication.  
Threats, Fear and Risks 

Threat appeals have been widely used by communication practitioners in designing effective threat 
messages and communication campaigns (Strong, Anderson & Dubas, 1993). In their definition, a threat 
is a warning to recognize danger and accept the recommendation to avoid the negative consequences.  
They advocated that it is important to differentiate between threat as a stimulus and the recipient’s 
cognitive and emotional responses to that stimulus.  Threat appeals sometimes are used interchangeably 
as fear appeal or fear arousal.  However, based on the distinction between threat as a stimulus and the 
outcome of threat, we can see that fear is only an outcome of perceived threat.  Different levels of threat 
may lead to different emotional responses. 

Risk is another concept sometimes used as a synonym for danger or threat.  However they are 
different concepts from each other.  Risk is usually defined statistically to provide a relative measure of 
safety, which should be more precisely regarded as a synonym for expected loss as defined in decision 
theory (Oppe, 1988). Unlike threats, risk is the “expected loss” of an alternative to be chosen, thereby 
emphasizing the process of decision making and not solely on the result: Risk is not loss but expected 
loss, which strongly connects with the decision-maker’s behavior. By collecting and processing 
information about the situation, one can reduce the uncertainty about the expected outcome of each 
possible action (Oppe, 1988).  From the public relations’ point of view, risk is the expected loss if a 
particular strategy is chosen, given the information available.  The real loss is uncertain and is only 
known afterwards.  A hallmark of risk communication, argue Wilcox and Cameron (2005, forthcoming), 
thus, is to reduce the danger and threat posed. As Oppe (1988) mentioned, the relation between the 
information and the choice of an action is called a strategy, and a strategy will be chosen such that, given 
the information, the expected loss is minimal.  In this sense, the uncertainty attached to risk can be a 
component of threats. 
Threats in Power Relations 

Power is essentially a structural concept, referring to certain aspects of the functional arrangements of 
any social system, and at the same time deals with the motivations of individuals (Cohen, 1959).  The 
exercise of power requires some acceptance by those who are part of the social system, and because 
reward and punishment are inherently involved, it has repercussions upon the adjustment and reactions in 
the power relations between parties.  With regard to threats, studies have been done to determine the 
amount of threat experienced by a low-power person in one’s relations with someone of higher power 
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(Cohen, 1959).  It was found that a person’s reactions to being under the power of another depend, to a 
considerable degree, upon one’s view of the self (self-esteem). 

Cohen defined “power” as “the ability of one party of a relationship to determine whether or not the 
other party is carried toward his goals or away from them, over and above the second party’s own efforts” 
(p. 36).  In public relations context, power can be taken as the ability of one party of a relationship to 
influence the behavior of the other party.  In many situations, one party’s power consists of the ability to 
determine whether or not another party reaches its goal, which amounts to the ability to control the means 
by which the other approaches to the goal. 

As Cohen (1959) further theorized, threat may have many sources.  One possibility is to put the 
perception of the adequacy of oneself to deal with the situation and to satisfy one’s needs on a continuum.  
In this sense, threat can be defined as “the state of the individual in which he feels inadequate to deal with 
a given situation and to satisfy his needs” (p. 36).  Combing the definition of power and threat, it seems 
that anyone under the power of another would experience threat.  However, the possession of power 
consists of the potential to withhold or to permit the gratification of a need.  Therefore the degree of threat 
one may potentially experience in a social setting is related to the degree of power which is exercised over 
him. 

Closely related to the concept of power, “structure” refers to the degree to which a social situation 
provided the individual with clear and accessible cues so that he may behave in a goal-directed and need-
satisfying manner. Indeed, such a structure is deemed to be essential, as evident in public relations 
literature, to address the imbalance caused by threat. Since communication is conceived as a “goal-
directed activity” (Benoit, 1995, p. 63), the individual must, given the chance, work within the social 
“structure” and context to regain one’s reputation when it is threatened, either by accusations, or an 
offensive act. This is because accusations affect one’s face, image and reputation, and when one’s face, 
image and reputation are rendered in question, it limits one’s ability to influence the other (Benoit, 1997). 
“When face is threatened, face works must be done” (p. 75), argued Benoit and Brinson (1994). This 
happens when one is held responsible for a reprehensible act, and when the act is considered offensive 
(Benoit, 1997). In understanding the impact of threat to one’s reputation, the key questions, argued Benoit 
(2004), then, are firstly, “not whether the act was in fact offensive, but whether the act was believed to be 
offensive by its salient audiences” (p. 264); and secondly, “not whether the accused is in fact responsible 
for the offensive act, but whether the accused is thought to be responsible by its salient audience” (p. 
264). When image and reputation are threatened, as Benoit (2004) argued, one must be motivated to offer 
explanations, defenses, justifications, rationalizations, apologies, and excuses for one’s behavior. 
Threats and Conflicts 

How to deal with threats and the threatening situation has been an intriguing and important facet of 
conflict management and crisis communication research.  Maslow (1943) broached the attempt of 
studying conflict, frustration and the theory of threat in his early work, in which the outcomes of threat 
were categorized into cognitive outcomes and affective outcomes manifested by fear and frustration.  The 
understanding of these key concepts was highlighted to be very important especially in terms of coping 
strategies in a conflict situation.   

According to Maslow (1943), there are two kinds of conflict:  Threatening vs. non-threatening.  Four 
types of conflicts were proposed according the nature of choice in the given situation and the importance 
of the given goal: First, sheer choice, which involves a choice between two paths to the same goal, which 
is relatively unimportant for the organism or the organization in a public relations setting, therefore not 
threatening at all; Second, choice between two paths to the same (vital and important) goal, in which even 
though the goal itself is important for the organization, there are alternative ways of teaching the goal.  In 
this sense, the goal itself is not endangered. Third, threatening conflicts are still a choice situation but now 
it is a choice between two different goals (both vitally necessary).  In this situation, a choice reaction 
usually does not settle the conflict since the decision means giving up something that is almost as 
necessary as what is chosen.  Giving up a necessary goal or need-satisfaction is threatening, and even 
after the choice has been made, the effects of threat persist.  Fourth, more extremel are the catastrophic 
conflicts, which are also called pure threats with no alternative or possibilities of choice.  All the choices 
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are equally catastrophic or threatening in their effects or else there is only one possibility and there is a 
catastrophic threat. 

In explaining of the occurrence of threats, Maslow (1943) took the view of psychopathology: The 
most nuclear aspects of threat are the direct deprivation, or thwarting, or danger to the basic needs.  
Tightened with his motivation theories, Maslow (1943) advocated that we must ultimately define a 
situation of threat in terms of the individual organism (in our case, organization) facing its particular 
problem.  It was also emphasized that the feeling of threat to be inherently considered a dynamic 
stimulation to other reactions. By the same token, to better understand threats in a conflict or crisis 
situation we have to examine not only their antecedents, but also their nature or dimensionality as well as 
the consequence on how an organization will react to deal with the situation. 

Analyzing Threats: A Threat appraisal model 
Studies argued that the perception of threat is not strictly a function of an environmental stimulus 

itself, but involves an interpretation of the stimulus (Carver, 1977), which corresponds to Jin and 
Cameron’s appraisal model of emotions in public relations (2003). 

Jin and Cameron (2003) integrated cognitive appraisal in emotion theories with public relations 
models, with appraisal referring to the evaluation of the significance of what is going on in the public-
organization relationship for each party’s benefit; One of the key stages in the appraisal process is called 
action tendency, which means to link between emotions from both parties and their observable responses; 
regarding the coping process, the public and the organization may choose crisis management strategies to 
either alter the relations or to revise the emotional status by different encounter interpretation.  In terms of 
the short-term outcome may include immediate emotional response to a campaign and hence further 
change in emotional states; long-term outcome may deal with a continuum of emotion inhered within 
each party toward the other with an aim to maintain a mutually positive affect.  More specifically, in the 
emotion process in public relations, primary appraisal may refer to whether something of relevance to the 
public or organization’s well being has occurred.  Its components include corporate goal relevance, 
corporate goal congruence or incongruence, and the involvement of the party.  There is another layer of 
appraisal at stake, the secondary appraisal, which may refer to whether any given action that might 
prevent harm, for instance, how the corporation can manage the demands of the relational encounter, and 
whether the strategy is feasible and what result is expected.   

Additionally, in a public-organization encounter, there is the coping mechanism at work. Coping 
refers to what the public and the organization think and do to try to manage the relational encounter so as 
to alter a troubled relationship or to sustain a desirable one.  It consists of cognitive and behavioral efforts 
to manage specific external or internal demands (and conflicts between them) that are appraised as 
exceeding the resources of the public or the organization.  There may be two types of coping: First, 
problem-focused coping – change the actual relationship between the public and the organization via 
actual measures and steps; and second, emotion or cognitive-focused coping, which changes only the way 
in which the relationship is interpreted by practitioners. 
Threats as a result of Skewed Relationship between Demands and Resources 
 The threat appraisal has been proposed by Blascovich and Mendes (2000) as a cognitive appraisal 
process consisting of “primary” appraisals (of situational demands) and “secondary” appraisals (of the 
individual’s resources).  Threat appraisal consists of the interplay between demand and resource 
appraisals.  More specifically, demand appraisals involve the perception or assessment of danger, 
uncertainty (situational versus task uncertainty), and required effort inherent in the situation. On one 
hand, perceptions of high demand on any one of these dimensions may trigger high overall demand 
appraisals.  On the other hand, resource appraisals involve the perception or assessment of knowledge and 
skills relevant to situational performance. 

Psychological research demonstrated that affective cues influence the experience of threat.  
Blascovich and Mendes (2000) attempted to integrate purely affective and cognitive processes into their 
biopsychosocial model of threat.  By definition, threat represents person/situation-evoked motivational 
states that includes affective, cognitive, and physiological components.  According to Blascovich, 
Mendes, Hunter, and Salomon (1999), as motivational states, threat is related to approach-avoidance or 
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appetitive-aversive states. On the affective level, this involves positive and negative feelings and 
emotions, and on the cognitive level, it involves attention and appraisal. 

Thus, threats occur when the decision maker in the organization experiences insufficient resources to 
meet situational demands (demands > resources; Otherwise it would be challenge).  Threat appraisal 
begins in a situation in which a decision maker expects to perform. In that sense, the person must perceive 
the situation as goal-relevant and evaluative, and believe that adequate performance is necessary to his or 
her continued well-being or growth as well as that he or she will undergo evaluation in this situation 
either by others or by oneself on some important self-relevant domain. In a crisis, we propose the 
following model to understand the elements that compose a given threat (see Figure 1): 

 

Threat

Demand Allocated vs.  
Available 

Resource 

Require
d  

Danger Uncertainty

Difficulty Duration Severity Situation Familiarity

Knowledge
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Therefore, for a threat to occur to a practitioner or for an organization, there has to be some 
insufficiency of resources to meet situational demands.  Here the resources need to be specified as 
resources that can be allocated at the moment; otherwise the crisis might be an unsolvable disaster.  The 
threat appraisal process in a crisis is composed by firstly, a primary appraisal (situational demands) 
including Danger, Uncertainty (lack of prediction and control make it difficult for meeting adequately), 
Required Effort; and secondly, a secondary appraisal (resources) which includes Knowledge and Skill, 
Time, Finance, and the Support from the Dominant Coalition.  Noticeably, the perceived uncertainty may 
influence the way a practitioner or an organization’s assessment of the required effort and danger in the 
crisis situation. 
Dimensionality of Threats 

Lanzetta, Haefner, Langham and Axelrod (1954) broached the question of variation in threat and its 
influence on group behavior.  They operationalized the variation in threat along several dimensions: 
Nature and/or intensity, locus in time, locus in “psychological” space, and target.  The latter two are 
peculiar to a concern with group processes and have no counterpart if the focus were the individual acting 
alone.  In their experiments, the authors manipulated the threat condition as external and internal.  
Similarly, Carver (1977) mentioned threats may come from external agents or they may be self-imposed. 

Management literature discussed three types of threats (Strong, Anderson & Dubas, 1993): 1) 
physical/social threats; 2) immediate/delayed threats; and 3) second/third party threats (depending on the 
target of the threat, e.g. whether the threats lead to primary or secondary recipients).  If we look at this 
categorization from a public relations perspective, we should focus on the social threats in the 
communication management process with different publics; secondly, immediate/delayed threats can be 
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further developed into durations of threats and the perceived levels or intensity of threats; and thirdly, it 
would be better to understand the target of threats in terms of their being external or internal.  Therefore, 
we propose the following dimensionality of threats in public relations, especially during a crisis situation 
(see Figure 2): 

Threat 
Type 

External 

Internal

Threat Level

High

Low
Threat Duration

Short-term Long-term

Operationalizations: 
Dimension 1: Types of Threats.  Cameron and his colleagues (1997) identified two types of threats in 
public relations context: external threats and internal threats.  External threats include: Litigation, 
Government regulation, potentially damaging publicity, Scarring of organization’s reputation in 
community, and legitimizing activists claims.  Internal threats include: Economic loss or gain from 
implementing various stances, Marring of employees’ or stockholders’ perception of the company, and 
Marring of the personal reputations of the company decision makers (Image in employees’ perceptions 
and general public’s perception).   
Dimension 2: Levels of Threats.  Levels of threat have been operationalized as low, medium and high in 
previous studies (Corneille, Yzerbyt, Rogier & Buidin, 2001).  
Dimension 3: Duration of Threats.  This dimension refers to the longitudinal facet of a threat, which 
means whether the threat is perceived as a short-term one or long-term one. 
Research Questions 

Based on our threat appraisal model analyzing threats on (1) primary appraisal (i.e., situational 
demands), and (2) secondary appraisal (i.e., resources), and our examination of threat communication 
along the dimensions of threat level, threat duration, and threat type, we propose to apply this model to 
understand how the ongoing terror alerts are understood, appraised, assessed and communicated by DHS, 
and by The Washington Post, and The Washington Times, two news publications with purportedly 
differing political and ideological persuasions as exemplars of enactments of differing communication 
strategies and reflections of public opinions of the conservative and liberal masses, respectively. 
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RQ 1: Primary appraisal (Situational demands): 
RQ 1.1:  How do DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times appraise the level of situational 
difficulty of the threat?  
RQ 1.2:  How do DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times appraise the level of situational 
duration of the threat? 
RQ 1.3:  How do DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times appraise the level of situational 
severity of threat? 
RQ 1.4:  How do DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times appraise the level of certainty 
of DHS to deal with threat? 
RQ 1.5:  How do DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times appraise the DHS’ situational 
familiarity with the threat? 
RQ 1.6: What are the similarities and differences in the appraisal of the situational demands expressed by 
DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times? 
RQ 2: Secondary appraisal (resource): 
RQ 2.1: How do DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times appraise DHS’ level of 
knowledge to deal with the threat?  
RQ 2.2: How do DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times appraise the response time DHS 
takes to deal with the threat?  
RQ 2.3: How do DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times appraise the level of financial 
support available to DHS to deal with the threat?  
RQ 2.4: How do DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times appraise the level of support 
given to DHS from the country’s top officials to deal with the threat? 
RQ 2.5: What are the similarities and differences in the appraisal of resources available to DHS expressed 
by DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times? 
RQ 3: Threat communication: 
RQ 3.1: How do DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times communicate the threat type?  
RQ 3.2: How do DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times communicate the threat 
duration? 
RQ 3.3: How do DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times communicate the threat level? 
RQ 3.4: How is threat level described by DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times 
correlated to the color code in terror alerts? 
RQ 3.5: Where do DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times, cohere and differ in threat 
communication? 
RQ 4: Based on the model, how can DHS and its publics build a common understanding on how threat is 
appraised and communicated during the terror alerts? 

Method 
Using the proposed theoretical model, content analysis was employed to understand firstly, how 

threat is appraised, and communicated by DHS; secondly, how the same threat message is appraised, and 
communicated by news publications with purportedly differing political and ideological persuasions to 
both their respective conservative and liberal audiences, as enactments of differing communication 
strategies and reflections of public opinions; thirdly, what are the similarities and differences among the 
DHS and media outlets; and lastly, to examine the schism, if any, among multiple audiences, and then 
why, despite all good intentions and purposes, there may not, after all, be a common understanding of 
threat among the different audiences.  ANOVAs, Scheffe’s post-hoc analyses, chi-squares, and 
correlations were employed for data analyses. 
Sample 

Data to examine how threat is appraised, and communicated by DHS comes from content analyses of 
all its terror-alert news releases. To examine how terror alerts are appraised, and communicated by media 
outlets as evidence of enactments of their persuasive and informational strategies, The Washington Post 
and The Washington Times are screened and chosen for their purported differences as reflections of  
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conservative and liberal interests while serving the same geographical location (Song, 2004; Viguerie & 
Franke, 2004).  

The population of DHS releases and news stories and commentaries published on the two newspapers 
from March 2002 to November 2004, the duration of the implementation of the color-coded system, are 
content analyzed. News releases were uploaded from DHS’ website at www.dhs.gov. This yielded 240 
news releases. The authors screened them based on relevance to communication of terror or threat alerts. 
The number of news releases analyzed was filtered to 52. Stories and commentaries in The Washington 
Post, and The Washington Times were uploaded from Lexis-Nexis by typing in the key words, threat 
alert, terror alert, color coded, and homeland security. This yielded 188 stories. Stories that were relevant 
to the terror alerts were eventually filtered to 91. These are stories that revolve around four general 
themes: (1) The activation of terror alerts and its repercussions; (2) Why and what DHS considered 
threats; (3) How people responded to activation of the alerts; (4) Official views on the color coded system 
and questioning by lawmakers on the veracity of the system and the alerts. 
Coders and Training 

Two coders, both graduate students and familiar with the content analysis method, conducted the 
analysis. With the help of a codebook, the coders were given detailed instruction and description of the 
various categories used. Practice sessions were held using copies of the newspaper not included in the 
sample. The coders worked independently and were not allowed to consult with each other about the 
coding. Using Holsti’s formula, the coders achieved a 95 percent agreement.  
Coding Instrument 

The unit of analysis is defined as a DHS press release or a news story. This includes stories by the 
staff of the newspaper and wire stories and commentary from the editors or readers. The content analysis 
instrument is designed to evaluate the difference and similarity among the DHS and the two newspapers 
regarding their threat appraisal and communication.  The 143 stories were coded for 16 variables. They 
were:  

1) General Information: case source, news story number, date.   
2) Threat Appraisal: a. Demand: situational difficulty, situational duration, situational severity, DHS’ 

uncertainty about how to deal with the situation, and DHS’ unfamiliarity with the situation (measured on 
a 5 point Likert scale, where 1 was “strongly disagree,” and 5 was “strongly agree”); b. Resource: 
requirement of DHS to have the knowledge of dealing with the situation, requirement of DHS to have 
time to respond to the situation, requirement of DHS to have financial support to deal with the situation, 
and requirement of DHS to have top management/official support to its decision on how to deal with the 
situation (measured on a 5 point Likert scale, where 1 was “strongly disagree,” and 5 was “strongly 
agree”).   

3) Threat Communication: a. Threat type (1 was “external threat” which originates from abroad but 
has direct impact on the US. E.g., discovery of document in Iraq that has threatening implications on the 
US; 2 was “internal threat” that discovered in the US. E.g., Ominous anonymous letter sent to a 
government office; or discoveries by US intelligence sources of imminent attacks; and 3 was “both”); b. 
Threat duration (1 was “short term: 1-2 weeks,” 2 was “short term: 3-4 weeks,” 3 was “medium term: 5-6 
weeks,” 4 was “medium term: 7-8 weeks,” and 5 was “long-term: 3-6 months”); c. Threat level (1 was 
“not serious” to the security of the country and not threatening to normal life. E.g., Discovery of terrorist 
chatter only impacts the country where it was discovered and has little or no impact on the US; 2 was 
“mildly serious” that has some security implications on the US, but its effects are not great. E.g., a 
temporary setback in war against terrorism in Iraq, like failure to capture certain terrorists; 3 was 
“serious” that has sufficient implications on the US to cause security officials to sit up and take note of 
precautionary measures. E.g., Terrorist chatter talking about possible attacks on US soil; 4 was 
“extremely serious” which means Firm measures are taken to deal with the threat by US officials. E.g., 
Raising of threat alert; or closure of certain sensitive facilities; or increase security personnel as 
preventive measures; and 5 was “dangerous level”: In view of danger, public life comes to a halt. E.g., 
school closings.).   

http://www.dhs.gov/
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4) Color-code System or the threat level portrayed by the threat level advisory system used by DHS 
(1 was “low risk -- green,” 2 was “general risk – blue,” 3 was “significant risk – yellow,” 4 was “high risk 
– orange,” 5 was “severe risk – red”). 

Results 
Differences in Threat Appraisal 

Primary Appraisal (Situational Demand).  RQ 1.1 is about how DHS, The Washington Post, and The 
Washington Times appraise the level of situational difficulty of the threat. 
There was no difference found among the DHS, WP and WT regarding their appraisal of situational 
difficulty.  For RQ 1.2 on how DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times appraise the level 
of situational duration of the threat, significant difference occurs in terms of the duration of the influence 
of the threat (F = 11.01, p < .001):  WP (M = 3.11, SD = 1.20) perceived the threat would have shorter-
term duration than DHS (M = 4.04, SD = .53) (p < .001) and WT (M = 3.96, SD = .99) (p < .01) both did, 
while there was no significant difference between DHS and WT.  Regarding RQ 1.3 about how DHS, The 
Washington Post, and The Washington Times appraise the level of situational severity of threat, we found 
significant difference among the three (F = 3.717, p < .05): WP (M = 4.56, SD = .57) perceived the threat 
as more severe than DHS (M = 4.29, SD = .50) (p < .05) did, while there was no significant difference 
between DHS and WT or between WP and WT. 

As for the DHS-specific situational demand, there is no significant difference about the appraisal of 
the certainty of how DHS might handle the threat (as RQ 1.4 stated), as all of them conveyed very low 
uncertainty along this dimension (DHS: M = 1.67, SD = .59; WP: M = 1.87, SD = .94; and WT: M = 
1.72, SD = .75).  RQ 1.5 was about how DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times appraise 
the level of the DHS’ situational familiarity with the threat.  Result showed that DHS, WP and WT did 
not reach consensus regarding how familiar DHS might be with dealing with this kind of threat situation 
(F = 4.93, p < .01): WP (M = 2.36, SD = 1.25) perceived that DHS was more unfamiliar (or less familiar) 
with the situation than DHS perceived itself to be (M = 1.69, SD = .67) (p < .05) according to the scale, 
while there was no significant difference between DHS and WT or between WP and WT. 

Therefore, in response to RQ 1.6 on the similarities and differences in the appraisal of the situational 
demands expressed by DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times, the above statistical 
analyses revealed that similar primary threat appraisal patterns prevailed between DHS and WT while the 
primary threat appraisal differed between WP and DHS.   

Secondary Appraisal (Organizational Resource).  Except for RQ 2.3 on how DHS, The Washington 
Post, and The Washington Times appraise the level of financial support available to DHS to deal with the 
threat (DHS: M = 4.37, SD = .49; WP: M = 4.83, SD = .39; and WT: M = 4.57, SD = .51), significant 
differences were found in terms of RQ 2.1 on the perceived resource requirement of knowledge (F = 6.18, 
p < .01), RQ 2.2 on requirement of time (F = 6.96, p < .01), and RQ 2.4 on the requirement of 
management/official support (F = 9.92, p < .001) of DHS in dealing with the threat.  Specifically, first, 
WP (M = 4.93, SD = .26) perceived higher requirement of knowledge of DHS than DHS (M = 4.60, SD = 
.50) itself perceived (p < .01), while there was no significant difference between DHS and WT or between 
WP and WT; Second, WP (M = 4.83, SD = .39) perceived higher requirement of time for DHS to respond 
to the threat than DHS (M = 4.37, SD = .49) itself perceived (p < .01), while there was no significant 
difference between DHS and WT or between WP and WT; Third, WP (M = 5.00, SD = .00) perceived 
higher requirement of top management or official support for DHS to deal with the threat than DHS (M = 
4.58, SD = .50) itself perceived (p < .01), while there was no significant difference between DHS and WT 
or between WP and WT. 

To address RQ 2.5 on the similarities and differences in the appraisal of resources available to DHS 
expressed by DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times, again we found that similar 
secondary threat appraisal patterns prevailed between DHS and WT while the secondary threat appraisal 
differed between WP and DHS.   
Similarities in Threat Communication 

Threat Type.  For RQ 3.1 on how DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times 
communicate the threat type, the result showed that the majority of DHS press releases (69.2%), WP 
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news stories and commentaries (50.9%) and WT stories and commentaries (71.0%) are given to both 
internal and external threats (Chi-square = 23.917, p < .01). 

Threat Duration.  For RQ 3.2 on how DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times 
communicate the threat duration, no significant difference was found regarding how long the threat was 
likely to last based on either the DHS press releases (M = 2.50, SD = 2.38) or the newspaper stories of 
WP (M = 1.50, SD = 1.30) and WT (M = 3.20, SD = 1.79), given the large number of missing values in 
this variable. 

Threat Level.  For RQ 3.3 on how DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times 
communicate the threat level, no significant difference was found regarding how long the threat was 
likely to last based on either the DHS press releases (M = 3.67, SD = .52) or the newspaper stories of WP 
(M = 3.78, SD = 50) and WT (M = 3.70, SD = .54). 
Schism between Threat Level and Color-Coded Advisory System 

RQ 3.4 looked at how the threat level described by DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington 
Times correlated to the color codes in terror alerts.  Correlation analyses revealed that there was no 
correlation between the threat level portrayed by DHS in their press releases and that portrayed in DHS’ 
Color-coded Threat Advisory System (r = .19, n.s.).  However, the threat level portrayed in the news 
stories or commentaries in WP and WT were significantly correlated with the threat level portrayed in 
DHS’ Color-code Threat Advisory System (WP: r = 73, p < .01; WT: r = .54, p < .01).  

RQ 3.5 was to further examine where DHS, The Washington Post, and The Washington Times, 
cohered and differed in threat communication.  Our result showed that they communicated the three 
dimensions of the proposed threat model in a similar way, while the correlations between the media-
portrayed threat level and the government-issued terror alerts consisted among the newspapers but not in 
the DHS’s own press releases. 

Therefore, for RQ 4, based on the model, we found that DHS and its media publics did not built a 
common understanding on how threat was appraised (neither at the primary level nor the secondary 
level), but they seemed to communicate the threat type, threat duration, and threat level on a common 
ground even though the DHS’ own press releases did not correlate with the terror alerts it issued.   

Discussion 
Threat Appraisal & Communication Model under Initial Test 

With the belief that our threat appraisal model will add a deeper and richer conceptual understanding 
as well as more robust tool for diagnosing threats, we tested it on an ongoing issue in this study. Our 
findings provide a useful test to link threat appraisal and communication, and illuminate practical insights 
for practitioners on how the appraisal model of threats can be used to facilitate communication strategies 
and tactics in an effort to manage the relationship with various audiences.  

First, by conducting this content analysis, we empirically tested both the Primary Appraisal Level, 
which is based on degrees of perceived Danger, Uncertainty of the issue, Required Effort to address the 
threat, and the Secondary Appraisal based on the resources as required for dealing with threat: 
Knowledge, Skill, Time, Finance; and Support from the Dominant Coalition.  Our findings indicate that 
different organizations or publics may appraise the same threat in different ways, varying in degrees of 
agreement along each dimension under the two levels of appraisals.  For example, The Washington Post 
appraised the terrorism threat as more enduring and severe than DHS did, while DHS perceived itself as 
more familiar with similar situations.  In terms of the requirement of various resources to deal with the 
threat, The Washington Post took a more critical view and assessed the resource requirement in a higher 
level than DHS did.  Further, possibly due to the characteristics of the dominant coalition, DHS and The 
Washington Times seemed to share a similar appraisal pattern. 

Further, the threat communication model provides a practical way of addressing threats.  Prior to or 
functioning as an alternative strategy of problem-focused coping as changing the actual relationship 
between the public and the organization via actual measures and steps, public relations practitioners can 
prioritize emotion or cognitive-focused coping, which changes only the way in which the relationship is 
or will be interpreted (Jin & Cameron, 2003).  Our test of the model found, however, a discrepancy 
between how threat is appraised and how threat is communicated. It may call for future study of threat 
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appraisal and communication on what leads to this kind of discrepancy, whether or how to close the gap, 
and what kind of media strategies or communication management strategies might be needed. 
Appraisal a reflection of governmental conservatism  

Rosenthal and Kouzmin (1997) argued that governmental intervention occurs in either of the 
conditions: (1) When a serious threat exists in the socio-political system; (2) When there is a necessity to 
respond to the threat; (3) When there is a necessity for government decisions; and (4) When promptness is 
required of governmental decisions, and when the government needs to engage the publics in its decision-
making. DHS’ implementation of the color-coded system is clearly in response to the threats America is 
facing: It is serious; it demands quick response; the government needs to take the lead; and it needs to 
engage the public.  

While there is little doubt that DHS, as a governmental agency, has been assiduous in carrying out 
these functions, it appears that its engagement of the masses in the appraisal of the threats were not 
convincing to some of its audiences. 

DHS’ appraisal of threats, as reflected through its press releases, appeared generally conservative, 
perhaps a reflection of the conservatism of the current Republican government: It regarded the threat 
situation as a long-term problem; it muted the possible and potential alarmism of the situation by playing 
down the severity of the situation; it portrayed itself as being certain in dealing with situation; it described 
itself as possessing the requisite knowledge, ability to respond to the threat, and having the required 
support from the country’s officials, including the President, to counter the threats. In short, what it tried 
to convey is that even though the threats are here for the long haul, they are under control, and DHS has 
the necessary expertise and resources to counter them. 

Not unexpectedly, The Washington Times, reflecting a conservative perspective shared the exact 
sentiments and perspective as DHS.  By contrast, The Washington Post, reflecting a more liberal 
perspective, appeared less sanguine in its appraisal of the threat and DHS’ ability to deal with it: It 
considered a threat to be a short-term problem; the situation was alarmingly severe; DHS was not certain 
in dealing with the problem; DHS required a much higher level of knowledge, time, and support from the 
country’s top officials, including the President, to successfully counter the threats. In short, even though 
the threats may not drag on for too long, they are enormously severe, and more needs to be done to 
counter them.  

Several explanations can be conjectured to account for these differences in opinion: First,  
If DHS and The Washington Times had seemed to speak with the same voice, it could be because it 

appealed to the same base, the conservative base, which explained for the similarities in appraisal. The 
Washington Post, however, appeared to have heightened the fervor and appraisal of the threat, plausibly 
in line with its purported appeal to a different audience, its liberal base, and in the process, provide a 
constant counterview to the conservative view. In his study of the editorial orientations of these two 
newspapers, Song (2004) found that the differences of ideological convergence stemmed largely from 
their leanings and the audience they serve. The Washington Times was more explicit in aligning its pieces 
to a conservative perspective and The Washington Post was to a liberal perspective. Having said that, just 
because The Washington Times’ views align closely with DHS, we do not think that is the consequence 
of its slavish adoption of DHS views. We would argue that this stems more from their shared views, to a 
shared audience, using a common platform, the media.  

Second, purportedly conservative, the government, as represented by DHS, either (1) firmly believes 
that it has resources and abilities to deal the threats, and as President Bush frequently says in his various 
addresses, “to win the war against terror”; or (2) if it has any shadow of doubt involving its abilities to 
deal the threats, it cannot reveal any hint of them to prevent mass pandemonium and hysteria. Nathan 
(2000) described this strategy as “threat rigidity,” a situation in which the government either refuses to, or 
for whatever reasons known to itself, cannot change from a “chosen course of action, even if it is a failing 
one” (p. 13). In many respects, whichever of the two diametrically opposite views DHS may truly believe, 
they are, from the philosophical point of view, really similar to the “half-empty, half-full” glass 
syndrome. The Chinese characters for the terms “threat” and “opportunity” are identical: When under 
threat (i.e., mulling over a half-empty glass), there is the opportunity to prove oneself (i.e., filling up the 
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half-full glass). Sanguine though it may be, DHS appeared to have chosen to see opportunities, hope, and 
success in countering the threat. 

Third, since the DHS is a brainchild of the White House, it is plausible that DHS’ appraisal of the 
threats was in tandem with the White House’s appraisal of threats. Cancel, Mitrook and Cameron (1999) 
attributed this as the predisposing stance of the dominant coalition and its decision-making power over its 
subordinate bodies when confronted with “a potential or obvious threat” (p. 189). The predominance of 
the dominant coalition in deciding how threats should be dealt with was evident in their studies of how 
different governments managed the subordinate public agencies when confronted with the threat of the 
Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) that swept Asia and North America in 2003 (Jin, Pang, & 
Cameron, 2004a. 2004b; Pang, Jin, & Cameron, 2004). 

Fourth, if the previous argument holds true, a natural consequence would be that public officials in 
charge of appraising the threat tend to echo and adopt the views of their political masters (Horsley & 
Barker, 2002). In so doing, as Rosenthal and Kouzmin (1997) argued, these officials explicate their 
“formal contributions” through their “normative conceptions” (p. 295) of what they regard their roles 
ought to be in such a situation. The attitude of the public officials could plausibly be: If top officials at the 
White House and DHS share the same assessment of the threats, my meaningful contributions would be 
to carry out what has been decided. 
A common language: Common understanding from uncommon appraisal 

Even though there were discrepancies in threat appraisals, as far as threat communication is 
concerned, there did not appear to be differences among DHS, The Washington Post, and The 
Washington Times, in communicating the threats on all proposed dimensions of threat: threat type, threat 
duration, and threat level. Additionally, for The Washington Post, and The Washington Times, their 
communication of threat correlated with the prevailing color code that DHS had issued, i.e., their 
portrayals of the severity of the threats corresponded evenly with the prevailing color code of the time. On 
the contrary, DHS’ communication of threat did not correlate with its color code. More often than not, 
DHS portrayed the threats less seriously than the color code it had set.   

There appears to be a hint of irony: Even though DHS had been much maligned for the 
implementation of the color-coded system, interestingly, it was through the color-coded system that it 
appeared to have successfully built a “common language” in the communication of threat. That over time, 
it appeared that both the conservative and liberal audiences, as represented in news publications, had 
come to understand the kinds of threats facing them through the color of the day. Yet, in its vigorous 
attempts to promote this common language as threat advisories, it appeared to be unaware of its own 
infringements. It was its own culprit in not aligning its portrayal of threat, through its press releases, to 
what it wanted others to follow, understand, and believe.  

Our diagnosis thus: Even as there have been calls to reform the color coded system (Eggen, 2003); 
and even as the Secretary of Homeland Security promised to re-examine the system (“Ridge: Re-examine 
terror alert system,” 2004); and even though code orange was activated only to be discovered to be a hoax 
as occurred in January 2005 (Lavoie, 2005), DHS has done a good job in building a common language to 
understand threats. What it did not do, as far as communication is concerned, is the act of communicating. 
It is our contention that DHS could do more to enhance their communication efforts, as long as this does 
not inadvertently infringe on national security concerns. By the nature of their set-up and orientation, 
Kauffman (1997) found that the public relations efforts of the public agency was not equipped with 
communicating crisis, like impending threats. Recognizing that public agencies are often lacking in 
communication of crisis and/or threat because of insufficient manpower, budgetary constraints, and 
shifting departmental priorities with changes in political masters, Horsley and Barker (2002) still called 
for constant evaluation and review of communication efforts as one of the key communication functions. 
Perhaps even as DHS begins to review its color-coded system, it would also be an opportune time for it to 
review its communication efforts. 

Implication 
Overall, this study suggests both practical and theoretical implications for public relations 

practitioners by proposing and empirically testing a threat appraisal and communication model in dealing 
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with crisis or conflict situations.  Public relations practitioners, particularly those on the governmental 
levels, can understand the opportunities and challenges of crisis management practice by identifying and 
examining the threats in different aspects.  A key strength of the threat model is that it allows us to 
understand the multi-layer nature of threat and its organic components as well as how to utilize the 
knowledge in making communication decisions.  As the first empirical study testing the theoretical 
model, content analysis unveiled the underlying patterns of appraisal and the more sensible 
communication strategies in an ongoing threat case.  It is the authors’ hope that this initial effort can 
provide better conceptual understanding of threat and the possibility of using this model in other public 
relations research, especially in crisis and conflict management.  

Future studies can further revise and test the threat model cross-case and cross-culturally. Additional 
research can also be conducted to understand the role of the news media in interpreting and disseminating 
the intended messages as provided in the press releases of the organization, by examining how the media 
systems function in different circumstances as well as situational contexts of the threat communication 
process. 
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The practice of public relations in the United States is compared to that in France through a literature 
review and in-depth interviews with public relations practitioners in both countries.  The investigated 
constructs include the definition of public relations, growth of the profession, media relations, reliance on 
advertising, communication styles and the cultural differences that affect the practice of public relations.  
Major cultural differences were found in the expectations of clients regarding the function of public 
relations, the level of the function of public relations as practiced, the effectiveness of mass media as a 
public relations tool, and in the type of services that are most in demand. 

Introduction 
Comparisons of practices across cultures help to increase understanding and tolerance of human 

differences.  Whether studying business practices, personal or home life practices, child rearing practices 
or religious practices, much can be learned that helps us to become more adaptable to, and tolerant of, the 
“global society” in which we live. 

Our increasingly global interdependence raises a number of issues that impact the practice of public 
relations which do not necessarily fit within established paradigms.  Such major issues as poverty, 
immigration, racism, religious fundamentalism, terrorism, famines, the spread of contagious disease and 
pestilence, natural disasters and environmental degradation can all influence the practice of public 
relations, depending on the country or region of the world.  Similarly, the globalization of normative 
super-structures, such as liberal capitalism or communications (especially satellite TV and the Internet), 
influences transactions at all levels, posing new challenges for communications practitioners seeking 
some control over the flow of information and messaging in this world of instantaneous communication 
(Taylor & Francis Group, 2005). 

In this paper, the practice of public relations in the United States is compared to that in France.  
France was chosen because of the central role it has historically played in the economy of Europe.  Along 
with England and Germany, France has been a major player in world business and economic policies for 
centuries. 

France is a “soft” market for public relations, with less demand for professional services than in the 
U.S. or other European countries. Although public communications in France have traditionally been 
dominated by advertising, there is evidence this situation is changing.  The profession of public relations 
is now growing in France for both economic and societal reasons. Globalization is helping public 
relations to become more understood, as examples of its effectiveness worldwide penetrate into French 
companies. Large publicly-owned French companies along with listed French companies already see the 
importance of reputation management and positive public opinion.  Practitioners in France expect the 
field to match U.S. development within five years, mainly because it is a powerful weapon against market 
competition.  

Methodology 
The research methodology, completed in 2004 and early 2005, includes a literature review to identify 

relevant theory and historical facts.  The review provided a framework for interpreting the findings and 
provided support for conclusion.  Interviews were conducted with 24 public relations professionals 
selected because they were familiar with the practice of public relations in both France and the United 
States.  Initial personal interviews in Dallas and Chicago identified the areas of inquiry.  Information was 
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collected from professionals in both large and small agencies in France, including the major firms of 
Burson-Marsteller, Fleishman-Hillard, Inc., Hill and Knowlton, Inc., Ketchum Public Relations and 
Weber-Shandwick Worldwide.  Representatives of Syntec RP, a Paris-based organization of 33 public 
relations firms, were also interviewed.  Four of the in-depth interviews conducted at Paris offices were 
coupled with tours of the agencies.  Additional interviews conducted in Angers, France, also explored the 
public relations curriculum in France.  Finally, several interviews with selected French public relations 
professionals covered specific topics and were completed through e-mail.  The interviews were 
supplemented with personal experience of the culture. 

The topics investigated included the growth of the profession, media relations, reliance on 
advertising, communication styles and the cultural differences that affect the practice of public relations. 

Definitions 
Definitions of such terms as public relations, media relations, publicity, advertising and the like 

abound. It is important to explore these definitions because other cultures, professions, and industries 
sometimes define the term “public relations” differently than we expect, using it to describe what we 
would call publicity, advertising, sales or marketing activities.  

Various authors have proposed definitions for the relevant terms, but some definitions have become 
more widely-embraced than others.  A search of the literature produces a sample of simple, workable 
definitions.  Public relations typically includes ongoing activities to ensure the company has a strong 
public image among its constituencies. One widely-accepted textbook definition holds: 
 Public relations is the planned process to influence public opinion,  
 through sound character and proper performance, based on mutually satisfactory 
 two-way communication (Seitel, 2004, p.3). 
The Public Relations Society of America (PRSA) offers a lengthy statement on public relations.  In part, 
it states: 

Public relations helps our complex, pluralistic society to reach decisions and function more 
effectively by contributing to mutual understanding among groups and institutions.  It serves to 
bring private and public policies into harmony.  Public relations serves a wide variety of 
institutions in society…To achieve their goals, these institutions must develop effective 
relationships with many different audiences or publics such as employees, members, customers, 
local communities, shareholders, and other institutions, and with society at large (Public 
Relations Society of America, 2004, p. B3).  

The official definition of public relations as adopted by the PRSA Assembly is: 
 "Public relations helps an organization and its publics adapt mutually to each other" (PRSA 
Assembly, 1988, para. 4). 
Other textbook definitions worth noting include: 

Public relations is that discipline that helps reconcile institutional or individual behavior in a 
manner that accords with the public interest and, when effectively communicated, creates 
opinions or attitudes that motivate target audiences to specific courses of action (Bernays, 1961). 
Public relations is the management function that identifies, establishes, and maintains mutually 
beneficial relationships between an organization and the various publics on whom its success or 
failure depends (Cutlip, Center & Broom, 1985, p.4).  

A common thread through many of these definitions is one of relationships.  Modern public relations 
is far more focused on communications intended to build trust and relationships with key publics than on 
publicity as a goal.   

A poll conducted in 1993 by the Public Relations Journal queried 84 top practitioners to ask if they 
were advocates, consensus builders, both, or other.  The results showed that the public relations 
profession at that time was very much in search of a definition.  The majority of respondents felt 
practitioners were both advocates and consensus builders (Katzman, 1993). “What distinguishes the 
public relations manager when he [sic] sits down at a table with other managers is that he brings to the 
table a special concern for broader societal issues and approaches to any problem with a concern for 
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implications of organizational behavior towards and in the public sphere”  (Vercic, Van Ruler, Butschi & 
Flodin, 2001, p. 386). 

A look at related terms might be useful at this point.  Publicity, a concept frequently confused with 
public relations, is often used to mean public visibility, especially in the media.  Advertising, on the other 
hand, is typically defined as bringing a product (or service) to the attention of potential and current 
customers.  Product promotion keeps the product in the minds of the customer and helps stimulate 
demand for the product.  Promotion involves ongoing advertising and publicity (mention in the press). 
The activities of advertising, sales and public relations are often considered aspects of promotion or 
marketing (McNamara, 1999). 

Various marketing-related terms are often used interchangeably with the term “public relations.”  The 
American Marketing Association (AMA) adopted a new official definition of marketing in August 2004: 

Marketing is an organizational function and a set of processes for creating, communicating, and 
delivering value to customers and for managing customer relationships in ways that benefit the 
organization and its stakeholders (American Marketing Association, 2004). 

Indeed, the idea of managing relationships aligns closely with what is considered in the United States 
to be public relations.  The difference, however, appears to be in the purpose.  Whereas marketing desires 
relationships that benefit the organization (especially through increased sales or market share), public 
relations seeks relationships that serve the public interest as well as the organization.  This aspect was first 
identified a century ago by public relations counselor Ivy Ledbetter Lee, who advocated that “business 
and industry should align themselves with the public interest, and not vice versa” (Wilcox, et al, 2001, p. 
31). 

The point of these definitions, in the context of this study, is that the term itself causes problems 
when translated into other languages.   There is simply no adequate translation for the U.S. term “public 
relations” (Vercic et al., 2001). 

The term “public relations” changes meaning when literally translated into French as “relations 
publiques.” Instead of describing relationships with key publics, in French it means those relationships 
that are public, or “events.”  Very often agencies specify that they do “relations publiques et relations 
presse,” meaning that they do events and media relations.  In fact, the understanding and thereby the 
practice of public relations in France is often restricted to events and press relations.  Even the acronym 
“RP,” stands only for “relations presse,” not “relations publiques.”   

As an alternative, the name “relations avec les publiques,”  or “relationships with publics” would be 
much more in line with the American definition of the profession. 

Background 
A brief history of public relations is presented here, not to be comprehensive, but to provide 

background for the reader.  Some of the differences in the practice of public relations as identified in this 
study can be linked to differences in the history, in the beliefs of selected  pioneers, and in the length of 
time for development of the profession. 
The History and Role of Public Relations in the U.S. 

The role of public relations in the U.S. has evolved dramatically over the last century.  It is a 
profession with ancient beginnings – archeologists have found evidence of early persuasive 
communications among farmers that date to 1800 B.C. (Seitel, 2004).  Practices in the United States date 
to the founding of the country, when influencing public opinion and persuading groups of people were at 
the core of the American Revolution.  In the late 1800’s, it became a viable profession, but was 
dominated by press agentry and political communications.  The beginning of public relations as we know 
it today is attributed to Ivy Ledbetter Lee and his 1906 Declaration of Principles.  He is often referred to 
as the “father of modern public relations.”  A former business reporter for the New York World, he 
espoused that for businesses to be accepted and understood, the public must be openly informed with 
accurate information (Wilcox et al., 2001). 

Grunig and Hunt (1984) identified four stages in the evolution of public relations in the United States.  
They include (1) press agentry or publicity, (2) public information, (3) two-way asymmetric, and (4) two-
way symmetric communications.  In the most advanced stage, two-way symmetric, the participants in the 
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communication process interact as equals, with both listening and adjusting their behavior.  The primary 
goal of two-way symmetric communication is to build mutually-beneficial relationships, not persuasion 
(Culbertson, 1996). 

Indicative of corporate attitudes in America toward their public relations function, a survey conducted 
by International Association of Business Communicators (IABC) and the Public Relations Society of 
America (PRSA) found that North American public relations professionals interact frequently with senior 
management. They tend to have one or two meetings daily, typically to work on communication planning, 
publication copy, or the development of key messages.  Over half of them report direct access to senior 
management (Anonymous, 2000).  

There are more communication professionals employed in nonprofits and associations in the U.S.  
(11% of the U.S. survey respondents) than in any other single industry segment, and they are more likely 
to work in nonprofit/association settings than are their counterparts outside North America (Anonymous, 
2000). 
The History and Role of Public Relations in France 

Public relations has a relatively brief history in France.  The introduction of public relations in France 
began in 1945 with the return of prisoners from the Nazi concentration camps. A specialized ministry, 
directed by a young advertiser Henri Pineau, was created to organize their return.  Afterwards, Pineau and 
Geo-Charles Veran, a former journalist, opened "Relations," the first French PR agency.  A few years 
later, Veran started his own PR firm, "Presse-Relations"  (Lougovoy & Huisman, 1981). 

In 1949, a dozen French PR practitioners who had been trained in the U.S. created the "club of the 
glass house," a public relations professional association. From 1955 to 1968, many attempts were made to 
structure the practice of public relations in France, but none of them succeeded in representing all 
professionals. This might be one of the reasons the profession of public relations took longer than in the 
U.S. to be recognized and understood (D. Huisman, personal communication, February 22, 2005). 
    By the end of the 1950s, France had adopted a PR code of ethics, and 
three specialized school had opened.  Significant growth in the profession began and soon almost all the 
government administrations and ministries had their own media relations or public relations department.  
Major public companies did the same.   

In the private sector, energy companies such as Esso Standard, Shell, and Caltex were the first to 
create in-house PR departments. They all belonged to Anglo-Saxon groups who already understood the 
importance of public relations.  In the late 1960s, most of the American public relations networks started 
to invest in France (Huisman & Lougovoy, 1981). 

During the ‘60s and ‘70s, the function grew slowly, but the consumer and corporate image-building 
movements of the 1980s accelerated the growth in demand for public relations services in France.  
Throughout the 1980s, the number of French public relations firms grew about 25 percent annually, but 
growth slowed in the 1990s (Josephs & Josephs, 1993).  

Today, an estimated 15,000 professionals are practicing public relations in France – fewer in total 
than the membership of the Public Relations Society of America alone (Beaudoin, n.d.).  The greatest 
demand has been for specialists in crisis communications, issues management, lobbyists and 
investor/financial communications (Josephs & Josephs, 1993). A study participant from the Paris office of 
a large American agency estimated that half of the French marketplace still considers public relations 
consultants as technicians, and have not yet seen the strategic aspect and implications of the discipline. 

The French government privatized many large companies, but retained controlling interest in several 
leading firms.  They try to maintain social equity through laws, tax policies and social spending; thus the 
tax burden remains one of the highest in Europe.  Current problems in France include the high cost of 
labor and labor market inflexibility resulting from the 35-hour work week and lay-off restrictions (CIA, 
2005). With the economy stagnating at 2.5% growth and productivity down 4.3% since 1999, a bill 
currently before France’s National Assembly would allow private-sector employees to work longer weeks 
in exchange for overtime pay. If productivity can be brought in line with the United Kingdom, it is 
predicted that France’s gross domestic product would rise 20 percent over the next 10 years (Cala, 2005). 
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The European Community (EC) opened up new opportunities for business in all parts of Europe in 
the early ‘90s, but especially for public relations practitioners.  Jean-Pierre Piotet, president of Eurocom, 
noted the need to constantly lobby leadership, bureaucrats and parliamentarians on an almost endless 
agenda of matters (Josephs & Josephs, 1993).  Companies must take into account government and 
ministers’ staffs, both Houses of Parliament, the administrations and elected bodies of the 22 regions, 
numerous départements and municipalities, plus the European Union, which makes more and more 
decisions with a national impact in France (Beaudoin, n.d.).  This helps to explain why public relations 
practitioners are increasingly called upon for lobbying. 

Findings 
Variables Affecting PR Practice 

Ihator (2000) identified four variables among cultures that affect the practice of public relations: 
individualism versus collectivism; high-context versus low-context communication styles; degree of 
media independence and the cultural impact on media content and channels; and orientation to time. 

Individualism versus collectivism. Individualism is essentially an American trait and may not be 
welcome abroad.  U.S. businesses value self-determination, achievement, future orientation, optimism, 
curiosity, problem-solving and doing more than is expected (Ihator, 2000).  In France, such traits may be 
seen as self-serving.  The well-being of one’s family, the community or the region is stressed over that of 
the individual.  

One European director of a large global firm points out that the U.S. is a truly capitalist system.  
France is moving towards capitalism, but social issues are still very important. Therefore, a company 
focusing only on the bottom line at the expense of social issues will soon be the target of public criticism 
or attacks from various stakeholders.  Perhaps reflecting this attitude, French firms are more secretive 
than American firms with financial figures. 

High-context/low-context communication. The United States is identified as a low-context culture, 
where the language is used in specific, technical and detailed ways and is expected to be as accurate and 
factual as possible (Kanso, A. & Nelson, R., 2002). 

In contrast to the United States, France is a high-context culture where non-verbal communication 
is more important than words.  Meaning is communicated in the physical context or internalized in the 
source and very little is in the coded, explicit words of the message (Hall, 1982).  The perception of the 
source, nonverbal cues, the existing relationship between the parties, and social and physical contexts are 
used to convey the message.  Symbols, protocol, tone and gestures are also used extensively (Ihator, 
2000).  Consistent with this concept, interview respondents noted that group interaction and dialogue are 
more appreciated in France. Open forums work well as a communication tool.  

Media independence, content and channels.  American journalism is guaranteed by the First 
Amendment of the Constitution to be free from government control.  This is not the case in many 
countries where the government owns the media.  France, however, is another exception to government 
control of the media.  Even though Agence France Presses has historically been financially supported by 
the French government, the ownership and operation are separated (Ihator, 2000). 

In the United States, the goal of news reporting is to write without bias or opinion. In European 
journalism, however, it is acceptable for a reporter to write the news subjectively and comment editorially 
on the subject. In such high-context societies, news reports are meant to be colorful, inspirational and 
insightful.  They may contain metaphors, vagueness, exaggerations and ambiguous ideas to create a 
certain effect.  Credibility may relate more to emotional appeal than to facts (Ihator, 2000).  

French journalists are cautious about working closely with companies and are less trusting than their 
American counterparts of news releases, which are often seen as promotional.  There is less public 
concern over journalism bias, however, and policies restricting the acceptance of gifts by journalists are 
not as strict as in the U.S.  The president of a small Paris agency states that some French journalists 
simply do not trust public relations practitioners, especially if they have good news from their company. 

Orientation to time. Time has a different meaning in high-context cultures like France. Time is not 
seen as a valuable commodity, nor does it dominate a person’s activities.  Instead, the flow of social 
interactions determines the rate of progress.  Social harmony takes precedence over time control in 
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communication.  Many activities, both social and business, may be scheduled at the same time, with no 
priority placed on work.  The creation and maintenance of a relationship is viewed as more important than 
deadlines or meeting times.  Work, family and social lives are all viewed as one (Ihator, 2000). 

A director-general of Edelman-France related that the nominal two-hour lunch is a favorite marketing 
device in France, even though it often takes several such lunches to get to the point (Josephs & Josephs, 
1993).  Meals in general are not hurried; a Sunday dinner with friends and associates may begin shortly 
after noon and last until dark.  Most meals are served in courses, often including a cheese course and an 
aperitif.  This is very different than the typical, hurried American business lunch. 
The Issue of Trust 

A study shared with German bank managers (Edelman, 2003) found that the United States and 
Europe have diverging views on trust.  In the United States, despite corporate scandals and recession, 
trust in business has gone up, while trust in government has declined from its peak on September 11, 
2001.  In Europe, trust in business has dropped and is only about three-fourths as strong as in the U.S.  
Opinion leaders in both regions exhibit highest levels of trust in the company they work for, particularly 
in the United States (Edelman, 2003).   

In both regions, non-government organizations (NGOs), such as the Sierra Club and Greenpeace, are 
now the most trusted institutions. For the United States, business is almost as trusted as NGOs, 
government is less trusted, and the media is lowest of all.  Still, stories in the news media are more 
credible than advertising by a margin of eight to one.  For Europe, the high trust in NGOs is followed 
closely by trust in business and the media, with trust in government the lowest of all. Opinion leaders in 
Europe find third-party authorities most trustworthy, especially academics and doctors (Edelman, 2003). 

In general, public-private partnerships are not trusted, though there are examples of this changing.  
The French Ministry of Education recently launched a public campaign to allow students to get a laptop 
for 1€. They were supported by the interactive technology (IT) industry in France and partnered with 
corporations such as Dell, Hewlett-Packard, Microsoft, Intel, IBM, and various banks. 

Major corporate brands are the most trusted in the United States.  Certain major American brands are 
significantly less trusted in Europe.  One example is France’s strong negative reaction in 1999 when 
Coca-Cola from the Antwerp facilities was found to be contaminated.   In the United States and Europe, 
trust in brands varies significantly by industry sector; consumer goods sectors are most trusted while the 
retail financial sector is least credible (Edelman, 2003). 
The French Business, Economic and Cultural Environment 

Although the major U.S. public relations firms have a presence in France (Burson-Marsteller, for 
example, has had a presence in France for some 30 years), the market-leading public relations firms tend 
to be French-owned independent firms or part of French-owned advertising agencies. Large firms can 
employ 100-140 people, but many public relations agencies in Paris are small firms with two to ten 
professional staff. 

A major difference in the practice of public relations can be found in non-profit organizations.  Even 
though charitable giving has increased lately with campaigns for orphan diseases (a telethon), cancer and 
AIDS research, French people do not have a propensity for donating money to charitable causes. Taxes 
are higher, and such causes are expected to be supported through the government. As a result, public 
relations activities in non-profit organizations are quite different than in the United States, with little 
actual fundraising and development work. 

There is also a difference in attitudes about client/service contracts. In France, it is seen as a matter of 
honor to fulfill the intent of the contract as well as the letter of the contract. Clients expect consulting 
firms to go beyond what is agreed upon when additional services will advance the goal.  While the 
expectations between firms and clients in the U.S. appear well defined with clear goals for outcomes, in 
France the expectations are “still to be revealed.”  This can become a serious problem for the French 
firms working on a set budget. 

In general, communication in France is more conceptual and less pragmatic. Most media are not 
trusted, although radio newscasts rate higher than others. The French people pride themselves in making 
up their own minds rather than believing what they are told.  Questioning and defiance are common, often 
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resulting in strikes and demonstrations.  There seems to be more resistance to change than in the United 
States.   
Challenges for U.S. Firms Operating in France 

As U.S. public relations firms locate offices offshore in such locations as France, a number of issues 
such as language, customs, and time zones can become major impediments to doing business efficiently.  
American clients of French firms are more marketing oriented than French clients; they need more reports 
and explanations to understand how things work in France. 

“The biggest challenge is making sure everyone understands what is going on everywhere else in the 
company,” says a director of a firm with dozens of offices worldwide, including one in France.  “The best 
way to do that is to leverage technologies.  Intranet technologies allow online portals that staffers can 
access to obtain client files, progress reports, and other data related to specific initiatives.” 

A chief information officer for a firm with offices in 40 countries states, “You would not conduct a 
global program without using these technologies. They provide an effective way to get around time-zone 
issues because account teams can work on documents at their convenience and always know they are 
accessing the latest version of a client file.” Although France is a major technology market, in general, 
France is still behind the U.S. in terms of use of technology to support public relations work, in contrast 
to the fields of research or industry where French companies strive to use the cutting-edge technology, 
sometimes developed in-house. 

“While technology is important, human contact is just as important in developing productive working 
relationships with partners in foreign countries,” states a PR professional from a firm with over a dozen 
offices in Europe, Asia, and the U.S.  “It’s much easier to understand people and learn what their interests 
are if you know them as a friend, rather than just a co-worker or a name at the end of an e-mail. By 
getting to know the strengths and weaknesses of each team member, you can compensate for, or leverage, 
their abilities.”  

In France, the public relations business varies from industry to industry as it does in the United 
States, according to a vice president for a French-owned aircraft manufacturing company. He noted that 
Paris, along with London, Vienna, Berlin, Rome, Athens, Brussels, Amsterdam and Madrid, are leading 
locations for the public relations industry, and that, unlike in the U.S., place of activity or issue of 
communication plays a key role in communicating the message.  This is consistent with Ihator’s (2000) 
assessment of France as a culture with a high-context communication style, where the location of the 
source of the message is extremely important. 

The president of a mid-sized agency with satellite offices in Europe says that while employees of 
American-owned firms in foreign locations often speak English, people in some countries are very blunt 
in their comments and mannerisms.  For example, American personnel working in a foreign country 
might misinterpret directness for rudeness, creating needless friction in the workplace (PR Technique, 
2004).   Interview respondents note that French clients can be colder and more demanding, but not 
necessarily ready to pay for services rendered. Cultural awareness and cultural literacy are essential. 
Fundamental Differences in Communication 

Although integrated marketing communication has become a common practice in the U.S., it is not a 
common practice in France.  A survey by ORC International found that corporate brand and reputation 
management differs from country to country in Europe.  While 64 percent of the German companies 
surveyed said they integrated brand management and business planning, only 18 percent of the French 
companies reported such integration (Cowlett, 2001).  

The bulk of the communications budgets in French companies goes to advertising or advertorials, 
with about 35 percent allotted to public relations (Josephs & Josephs, 1993). Although there is evidence 
that it is now changing, there is still more budget given to advertising and more willingness to use it than 
to seek public relations support, especially when it comes to building brands. However, major 
corporations do understand the use and value of public relations for other efforts such as corporate image, 
stakeholder relationships, crisis management and lobbying. 

Advertising is commonly used to increase brand awareness.  Despite the fact that public relations is 
more effective in reputation management and is less expensive, companies still look more readily to 
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advertising.  France has a strong advertising culture that has been around for years; large advertising 
agencies have “educated” French managers to believe in the power of advertising.  Managers tend to rely 
on their own networks and conduct their own “public relations,” which is often undermined by the lack of 
a structured approach and poor training in how to address specific audiences. 

Advertising in France is quite aggressive and provocative.  Many ads would be censored from prime 
time in the United States.  The French public expects creativity in an advertisement - what they call the 
“French flair” - while the commercial aspect of the message is subtle.  Advertisements are expected to 
entertain their audience.  French advertising messages are less direct than they are in the United States, 
almost as if the business of selling products and services is an afterthought.  

Very few companies in France truly understand the role of public relations compared to advertising, 
and if they do, they tend to reduce it to media relations.  It is expected that the organization must be of a 
certain size or publicly traded to need the PR function. It is doubtful that the French would agree that PR 
can be more effective, less expensive and even a more appropriate type of communication for a particular 
audience. 

By law, French news media and public channels are not to use Anglo-Saxon words when French 
equivalents are available. Most advertising and public relations firms follow the ban in public 
communication, even though it is not strictly enforced.  Apparently it has very little effect on the actual 
practice of public relations.  Instead of shying away from the English language, there is a strong focus 
among children and young adults on learning to speak English.  It is seen as the “language of business,” 
and proficiency in English is accepted as a prerequisite for success at work.   

The use of multiple channels and repetition of the message appear to be more effective in gaining 
credibility in the U.S. than they are in France.  Americans are more apt to believe something they read or 
hear from many different sources.  Even though friends and family are trusted sources of information in 
both countries, the French think they are far more credible sources than the Americans do.  Americans 
tend to put more stock in the information they get from colleagues (Edelman, 2003). 

Consistent with Ihator’s theory, location of the source of the message or activity becomes part of the 
communication in France. It is well acknowledged that Paris is playing a key if not a pivotal role in the 
French PR market. It is important that the public relations function be conducted in Paris; it would not be 
as influential if it was the same activity from another town in France.  In Europe, the "capital" city always 
plays a "leader" role.  Likewise, the Europeans picture the U.S. through Washington.  Typically in the 
U.S., the location is not as important as the topic.  In Europe, the place from where an issue is addressed 
is part of the message.  For example, a PR event has to be organized in a place that is as representative as 
possible to the nature of the event.  In a press release, the choice of the place is critical.  In the U.S., the 
location of the release is only related to what happened there. 

In general, French communication strategies tend to be bright and full of fresh ideas and innovative 
concepts, but are difficult to move to action.  They often are not pragmatic. 
Media Relations in France 

The relationship between public relations practitioners and journalists in France appears to be similar 
to that in the U.S. There is a friendly tension stemming from different goals, along with some 
defensiveness, but in general the relationships are cooperative.  However, journalists in France often 
freelance to do media training and write brochures. In doing so, they compete for the same work done by 
many public relations professionals.   

Alternately, some say there is no relationship between French journalists and public relations 
professionals.  Journalists want to be in touch with top management because they know that is the person 
to provide information, not the public relations person.  Journalists prefer to go directly to the source, 
which means the chairman and/or company president. Otherwise, it is perceived as a waste of time for 
them. This observation implies that the use of public relations professionals as spokespersons for 
companies is less than in the U.S., where the practice is common.  Unlike the U.S., France does not have 
systems such as Profnet where journalists place their requests for speakers or interviews. 

Like in the U.S., French journalists expect the public relations professional to be both a resource and 
a gateway.  Trust between the two is built up over time through regular contacts and the provision of 
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valuable information.  Many times, this means that clients have to be taught to develop meaningful and 
legitimate news stories. Like in the U.S., French journalists will not be bought, hate being pushed around 
and just want news. 

In the United States, there is very little cross-over between the news and editorial side of a newspaper 
and its advertising department.  When pressure is brought to bear upon the pubic relations representative 
of a company to purchase advertising space, it is considered to be unethical. Still, exceptions do exist, 
especially in the trade journals.   

In France, however, and in Germany and Italy as well, it is a common practice to link coverage with 
advertising buys.  The public relations manager of a large global manufacturing company recently 
commented, “I’ve often been involved in editorial meetings in Europe where they would approach me 
after the presentation and say, ‘I would be glad to cover your story if you will buy advertising space.’  At 
first, I would think they were at the wrong meeting.” 
Growing Specialties in Public Relations 

The PR market in France is actually fairly large, but varies among types of businesses and from one 
location to another.  More so now than in the past, PR firms are being sought out by companies in France.  
Recently, strong growth has been experienced in the areas of financial communications, lobbying, 
community relations and crisis management.  France is a world leader in aeronautics, 
telecommunications, pharmaceuticals, software, cheese, wine, fashion and perfume, so it is logical to 
conclude that the public relations function serving these industries will continue to grow and thrive in the 
future.  For the most part that prediction has held true with one exception: the practice has not yet evolved 
to hiring outside firms in the fashion and beauty products industries. 

There are a number of firms in Paris that specialize in various public relations activities that are 
growing in demand.  These include publishing, special events, fundraising, speechwriting, trade shows 
and press conferences.  The prediction of growth is reinforced by the participants of this study.  The 
French PR market is weaker than in the U.S., but is evolving positively in terms of its image and its 
prospects for business.   

The role of public relations is less understood in France than in the States, for “historical and cultural 
reasons.”  The frequent perception is that public relations is limited to press relations and is not readily 
linked with activities in financial communications, change communications, crisis preparedness and 
management.  Alain-Serge Delaitte of Delaitte and Associes voiced a similar opinion, stating, “Neither 
people, media or opinion leaders fully understand what it is we do or our role in contemporary life” 
(Josephs & Josephs, 1993). 

The public relations function is not mandatory for business in France as it is in the U.S.  It is, instead, 
governed by the priority the chairman of a company places on the function, rather than by the 
management team’s view of it as a tool.  Study participants noted that the differences between advertising 
and public relations are not as well understood as they are in the U.S., and that the level of 
professionalism seen in written press releases in the U.S. is missing in France.   

Interestingly, the work culture of French public relations firm does not differ dramatically in 
substance from that of the U.S.  American management theory and practices pervade French business. 
Because of tough market competition, public relations firms must deliver more to be successful.  One 
interview respondent characterized this by saying, “A typical chairman will not…pay between $250-
$1,500 for a press release.  He will think that ‘someone’ on his staff can do the job cheaper.”  

There are differences, however, in the approach to work.  In the U.S., people often go to work, stick 
to their desk, do not go out for lunch, leave the office relatively early and do not chat much during the 
day.  In France, people come in late, go out for lunch, leave work late and stop during the day to go and 
talk to their colleagues.  This is not seen as a waste of time, but as a way to take a break so that their mind 
can then start thinking again more clearly.  In Paris in particular, however, this practice is beginning to 
erode. You now see more and more people eating a salad or a sandwich in front of their computer for 
lunchtime, but they still invite clients to a leisurely lunch to strengthen the relationship.  

Contrary to some beliefs, Americans do not necessarily work harder than the French; they are just 
more focused when they work. The French will take more time because they need to discuss things, to 
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process thoughts and to exchange with colleagues. They have a more intellectual or academic way of 
working, whereas Americans are more organized and more efficient. 

Some practitioners expect the French market for public relations services to be flat for another two 
years, but it should grow after that.  Others project a growth in public relations practice in France over the 
next five years, both in size and in function. On the other hand, some maintain that companies need to get 
into the habit of communicating more of the day-to-day business of the company to the public.  This 
thinking parallels the movement in the U.S. for more transparency among businesses, corporations, non-
profits and government agencies. 

Most French public relations practitioners have backgrounds in business or political science.  They 
are expected to be skilled in writing, speech or public speaking, English (the language of business) and in 
making social connections. Those that do best also are able to quickly understand the big picture in a 
situation. Public relations is taught in business schools and in communication departments at universities. 
CELSA (part of Paris Sorbonne University) and Institut d'Etudes Politiques de Paris (Sciences – Po) are 
considered to offer the best curriculum in the field. 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
The process of public relations in France tends to be very similar to that of the United States.  With 

the exception of nuances to take the local situation into consideration, the public relations process 
includes analyzing publics, researching public opinion, defining a strategy to reach objectives, developing 
tactics, crafting messages and working with the media (Beaudoin, n.d.).  The real differences in the level 
of public relations practiced appear to be in the expectations of the client. It is curious that the French 
culture appears to be highly oriented toward relationships in their everyday life, yet relationship building 
is not associated with the function of public relations in France.  The full range of public relation 
activities is much more appreciated and valued at a professional level in the United States.  

In France, public relations is still associated by some people with cocktails and light conversation or 
only with media relations.  The broader universe of public relations, including corporate communications, 
public affairs, brand marketing and strategic philanthropy, is not fully understood.  French companies 
tend to call such activities “communications consulting" rather than public relations.   

Much work is needed to expose corporate leaders in France to the potential and power of the public 
relations function.  It is important that the public relations industry place spokespeople in key business 
venues to relate success stories.  Concepts and strategies can be shared through articles in management 
publications.  For long-term impact, however, the strategic aspects of public relations must be taught in 
the business and management curricula. 

Growth in public relations is eminent in France, but professionalism must increase.  Educational 
programs in the business schools are needed to teach strategy as well as technical implementation.  France 
has a number of professional organizations that could become more involved in professional 
development, including the French Federation of Public Relations Associations and the International 
Public Relations Association (IPRA).  To make this effective, however, a greater percentage of 
practitioners need to become members of these organizations, perhaps encouraged through employment 
practices. 

To be effective, American firms must deliver messages differently in France than they would in the 
U.S.  Face-to-face communication channels such as events, salons, fairs, trade shows, conferences and 
specialized scheduled meetings are more popular in France.  The media are not highly trusted, and 
communication is best carried out through more personal channels. 

American public relations practitioners could learn a great deal from the French about 
communicating to audiences and individuals who have a high-context style of communication.  This 
would be helpful in many other settings, including in the Arab countries, which have also been identified 
as “high-context” (Kanso & Nelson, 2002). 

Above all, practitioners on both sides of the Atlantic need to learn more tolerance and cultural 
literacy.  Cultural variation affects the meaning of messages to such an extent that real communication 
and understanding across cultures is difficult at best.  International interaction, exchanges, studies and 
experiences can help. 



 429

Recommendations for Further Research 
Additional research is needed to quantify some of the findings presented in this paper, such as the 

changes in reliance on and involvement in technical versus strategic activities.  It would be particularly 
useful to investigate the current curriculum for those studying public relations at such notable institutions 
as Sciences-Po and CELSA as a way of predicting future changes.  

There are a number of critical variables that must be considered when conducting public relations in 
France or across Europe, and they need to be studied.  These include the political system, the economic 
system and its development, the culture and language, the extent of activism, and the media system 
(Edelman, 2003).  These variables are in a state of flux and must be monitored to assess their changing 
impact. 

It would be advantageous to continue the study of the variables introduced here in other countries in 
the European Union, especially in Germany and Italy.  The full economic force of this alliance is yet to be 
seen. 

There is also a need to investigate other related topics and their effect on the practice of public 
relations.  These would include comparisons in the professionalism of journalists and the charitable 
giving practices across various countries and cultures.  
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This study applies the aspects of motivation and need-satisfaction as outlined in self-determination theory 
(SDT) to PRSSA. A survey of award-winning PRSSA members (n = 116) demonstrated that high levels 
of need-satisfaction and motivation serve as predictors of higher ratings of the PRSSA chapter and the 
PRSSA adviser. Furthermore, students who felt more intrinsically motivated to participate in PRSSA 
were more likely to state an intention to remain involved in the organization, ascend into roles of 
leadership and join PRSA upon graduation. Implications for organizational improvement are discussed. 

Introduction 
While many professional media organizations expect college students to receive some amount of 

experience during their education, few fields do more than public relations to ensure a smooth transition 
to the professional ranks. The Public Relations Society of America (PRSA) has more than 20,000 
members and 114 chapters throughout the United States, according to its website. These professional 
chapters link to more than 8,000 students in 258 Public Relations Student Society of America (PRSSA) 
chapters and work with these future professionals to establish strong mentoring programs (Knighton, 
2004).  

The Public Relations Student Society of America (PRSSA) works hand-in-hand with its parent group 
on a variety of projects (Cook, 2004), allowing students to learn a great deal about public relations before 
they make a career decision (Floris, 2004). This approach benefits both the students who are trying to 
assess their future in the field and professionals who are helping to grow the next generation of PRSA 
colleagues.  

Students and professionals in public relations have recognized these benefits and have called for 
students to become actively involved in PRSSA (Knighton, 2004). Gail Liebl, APR, attributed her 
position at Morgan & Myers, Inc. to her engagement with PRSSA, stating, “I wouldn’t be where I am 
without PRSSA.” Liebl also argued that students should take an extremely active role in PRSSA and not 
join just to pad their resumes (Floris, 2004).  Other professional literature on this topic has also pressed 
for active engagement and investment by PRSSA members who hope to have a successful career in public 
relations or in any other field in which leadership and organization are valued (Knighton, 2004)  

Research on the value of taking part in organizations like PRSSA has been both limited and 
incomplete. A number of studies have advocated a type of “magic bullet” theory on participation, in 
which participation itself is the predictor of positive outcomes. Indeed, persistence in participation 
indicates a sense of value and motivation, but failing to parse out the good and the bad experiences limits 
this research in a very practical manner. Furthermore, no studies have examined specific activities or 
interactions that create positive ratings of these organizations. Logic would dictate that certain behaviors 
are more likely to make for a beneficial organizational experience than others. Educational research has 
already established a series of factors that predict positive classroom outcomes, including rapport and 
enthusiasm of the instructor (Best & Addison, 2000; Feldman, 1976; McCarthy et al., 2003). Those 
researchers demonstrated that simply being present and receiving information is not enough to provide for 
good learning experience. To that end, it is clear that to better understand the value of professionally 
oriented student organizations, researchers must take a deeper look at what makes for a positive 
experience. 

mailto:rpritchard@bsu.edu
mailto:vffilak@bsu.edu
mailto:llbeach@bsu.edu
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For more than two decades, researchers in the area of self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 
1985; 2000) have outlined a series of motivational forces and psychological needs that provide for 
positive experiences and personal growth. Research in this area has received support in many areas 
including medicine (Williams et al., 1998), teaching (Deci, Schwartz, Sheinman and Ryan, 1981) and 
personal goals (Sheldon, 2002). On a collegiate level, SDT has shown promise in predicting positive 
experiential outcomes in medical school (Black and Deci, 2000) and college course evaluations (Filak & 
Sheldon, 2003; 2004). A recent study by Sheldon and his colleagues (Sheldon et al., 2003) argued that 
SDT research has been under-utilized in assessing motivation and need-satisfaction in regard to 
participation in organizations. These authors argued that applying SDT in this area would provide 
organizational researchers with a stronger understanding of what motivates individuals to become 
participants in these organizations.  

These studies, taken as a whole, provide a solid foundation for an assessment of SDT as it applies to 
professional student organizations such as PRSSA. Our purpose in this study is to assess whether the 
psychological needs outlined in SDT predict positive ratings of members’ experiences in student-
professional organizations, using PRSSA as a model. We also plan to examine the type of motivation that 
members of these organizations possess and to what degree it predicts both a desire to remain active in the 
organization and an intent to join the professional chapter (PRSA).  

Public relations research on the value of professional connections that extend beyond the classroom 
has pointed out the importance of congruence between the profession’s needs and student skills (Brown, 
Fall & Boudreaux, 2004). Furthermore, research has found that with an increasingly competitive job 
market for PR graduates, individuals are seeking ways to polish their skills and distinguish themselves 
from their peers (Beard & Morton, 2001; Fall, 2004). PRSSA can aid students in meeting these needs by 
providing leadership opportunities and connections to “parent” chapters of the organization.  
If these students fall within the framework of SDT, leaders and advisers of PRSSA chapters can use need-
satisfaction and student motivational assessment to improve their chapters and gain an advantage in the 
retention of students and the placement of graduates. This, in turn, can provide PRSSA chapters with 
strong, motivated students who will help grow the student group and eventually transition to the parent 
organization. 

Literature Review 
Participation in Collegiate Activities 

Academic scholars and college administrators have long held an understanding that students who 
engage in extracurricular activities are more likely to provide a positive assessment of their college 
experience. While the level of knowledge gained at an institution of higher learning has always been a 
benchmark of that school’s value, the ability to satisfy the entirety of its students’ needs is now becoming 
a key aspect in how students assess the quality of their educational experiences. 

Abrahamowicz (1988) found that students who actively took part in extracurricular organizations 
connected to their universities in ways that nonmembers did not. He found that while there were no 
significant differences between how members and nonmembers felt about their scholastic development 
and their competence in their vocational field, those who joined extracurricular groups were significantly 
more positive in their ratings of relationships with faculty and other students. The members of student 
groups were also more likely to enthusiastically rate their college experience and less likely to say they 
wouldn’t attend their current college if given the option of starting over.  

Additional work on this topic has been sparse, but has reinforced the findings of Abramowicz’ work. 
Eklund-Leen and Young (1997) found that even when time restraints limit the intensity of a student’s 
participation in outside activities and groups, a benefit can still be derived by the student through 
participation. Pennington, Wilson and Zvonkovic (1989) also found that students who were more 
involved in college life were more likely to be satisfied with their college experience than those who were 
less involved. One of the key statistical differences was between those who affiliated with greek 
organizations and those who didn’t. While the study of greek affiliation is outside the scope of this 
research, several authors have demonstrated various benefits (Brand & Dodd, 1998) and drawbacks 
(Maisel, 1990) to entering greek life. In a general sense, however, researchers have noted that 
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membership in greek organizations has resulted in a more positive view of the student’s college 
experience (Reisberg, 2000). 

Aside from the bonding experiences forged by extracurricular activities, a good number of these 
groups seek to provide students with a foray into their chosen profession. Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) 
have found numerous studies that demonstrated a positive relationship between students’ social 
involvement and the likelihood that the students will persist in social development. Hall (1993) argued 
that students find benefits in groups that provide them with incentives to get involved and that offer them 
a sense of cohesion. A preliminary study by McCannon and Bennet (1996) found that post-secondary 
students joined an organization that was tied to their area of study mainly to build their resumes or find 
students whose interests mimicked their own. Other researchers (Polizzi & Ethington, 1998) have also 
found support for the importance of participating in activities that match the students’ career goals. 

Specified career paths, such as vocational groupings, often begin at the college level and extend far 
beyond the selection of a field of study or a major. Professionally oriented student organizations appear to 
have multiple opportunities to aid students in the furthering of their scholastic development. As 
Abrahamowicz (1988) points out, these organizations provide a stronger bonding of the students to the 
university. A strong alumni base is always of benefit to institutions as they seek support, both financial 
and otherwise. Additionally, programs that prepare students for work within their chosen field can offer 
students a leg up as they seek employment. Brown, Fall and Boudreaux (2004) argue that students need to 
find ways to improve their skills outside of the classroom. Ford (2003) also argues that students who 
receive the opportunity to put the classroom theory into professional practice are likely to feel more 
motivated and engaged with their field of study and career path. 
Self-Determination Theory 

Self-determination theory is an organismic theory that assesses positive outcomes in regard to levels 
of motivation and psychological need satisfaction. Researchers in this area have outlined various 
psychological needs that have predicted positive outcomes in a variety of arenas (Deci & Ryan, 2000) as 
well as a spectrum of motivation (Ryan & Connell, 1989) that measures the level of engagement 
individuals feel when undertaking an activity. This section will outline each of these components in turn. 

Need-Satisfaction: SDT proposes that all humans require the satiation of three basic psychological 
needs for optimum functioning, namely autonomy, competence and relatedness. Unlike other theories 
(Maslow, 1970) the needs are not hierarchical, but instead are additive in nature. Ryan (1995) analogizes 
need satisfaction to the elements necessary to drive plant growth. Much like a plant requires sunlight, 
water and food, humans require these three needs. While a plant can exist with limited or non-existent 
amounts of one or two of these items, to thrive all three must be present. The human experience is similar 
in that all three needs must be satisfied to flourish (Sheldon et al, 2001). 

Autonomy is viewed as the need to be free of control and the desire to function under one’s own 
volition (Deci & Ryan, 1985). The need is not necessarily fulfilled when an individual can do whatever he 
or she wants, but rather when one feels as though he or she is an active participant in a task. In a student 
organization, leaders and advisers can provide autonomy support by providing options during a decision-
making process and allowing students to make choices. Leaders who take the perspective of subordinates 
and who explain when choice is not possible are also viewed as autonomy supportive. 

Competence is feeling effective within one’s own environment. Humans have an innate desire to take 
on significant and meaningful challenges with the hopes of mastering them and moving on to other 
challenges (Stipek, 1988). This need is fulfilled when individuals feel they are being effective within their 
own environment and are making strides toward improvement. Organizations that provide attainable 
goals and positive growth strategies allow their members to fulfill this need.  

Relatedness is a need to feel a meaningful connection between individuals as well as between 
individuals and the group. Some have theorized this to be a relationship akin to that of a parent and a 
child while others have argued that it is about mutual respect and caring. At the very least, relatedness 
requires a general understanding among participants and a lack of an authoritarian structure. 
Organizations that operate with a “top-down model” in which decision-making authority is vested only in 
the top levels undermine this need.  
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Hypothesis 1: Autonomy, competence and relatedness will independently predict positive 
evaluations of PRSSA. 
Hypothesis 2: Autonomy, competence and relatedness will independently predict positive 
adviser evaluations. 

Levels of Motivation: Above all else, SDT is a theory of motivation, thus the quality of motivation 
that individuals retain is of utmost importance. Ryan and Connell (1989) posited a four-step continuum 
that outlined the various forms of motivational forces under which an individual can operate. External 
motivation is where an individual takes part in a behavior based on the compunction of others. Individuals 
operating under these motivational forces would not enact their behavior unless they were being forced to 
do so. Introjected motivation is when an individual acts under auspices that are not truly their own. While 
external motivation is forced upon an individual, introjected motivation is the result of a cognitive 
struggle, such as guilt. Internalized motivation is one in which an individual does not truly appreciate the 
activity itself, but rather sees it as a means toward a positive outcome. For example, a student who wishes 
to be a nurse will study very hard to pass a required chemistry course, even though she does not like the 
course itself. While the course itself is of little interest to the student, she sees value in passing the course 
so that she can attain the goal of becoming a nurse. Intrinsic motivation is a desire to enact behaviors 
because of the enjoyment germane to the behavior itself. This form of motivation is best of the four, as it 
inspires individuals to persist in an activity without any outcome-based reward or external pressure. The 
value is in the doing, so to speak. While the first three types of motivation (external, introjected and 
internalized) require some sort of tangible outcome, internalized is viewed as akin to intrinsic motivation 
as the individual feels choice in the activity and is motivated by more positive means. 

Sheldon et al. (2003) argued that organizations should have a strong interest in assessing the types of 
motivation held by their members. By inspiring motivation that goes beyond simple reward-based 
responses, organizations can produce higher levels of “buy in” from their members, including higher 
levels of commitment to the organization and personal goals that are more internalized (Sheldon & Elliot, 
1998). Sheldon and colleagues (2003) also argue that individuals who operate under more internalized or 
intrinsic motivation will be more likely to seek higher levels of understanding as to their purpose in the 
organization (as opposed to continuing with rote activities and limited understanding as to their 
integration with the larger organization).  

Hypothesis 3: Individuals with higher levels of intrinsic motivation will be more likely to 
state an intention to persist in their association with the student and professional chapters 
of the organization. 

Methodology 
We surveyed 520 students who identified themselves as members of six of the seven chapters to win 

one of the Public Relations Student Society of America (PRSSA) Dr. F.H. Teahan Chapter Awards in 
2004. This annual award is designed to recognize the outstanding achievements of PRSSA chapters, its 
members, and advisers.  These chapters were chosen for this study because of the presumption they 
represented that year’s most outstanding chapters.  Members from these chapters were solicited through 
their faculty advisers.  The researchers provided each with suggested language for a recruitment letter and 
the link to the online survey, but asked each faculty advisor to solicit member participation. 

We received 129 responses, a response rate of 25 percent. We eliminated those surveys for which 
participants responded to fewer than half of the questions, leaving us with 116 cases for analysis. Mean 
substitution was used to replace missing values. No more than 5 percent of the data in any single variable 
was replaced through this method. 

The instrument was adapted from a previous study (Filak & Sheldon, 2004) and sought to assess 
levels of need-satisfaction and the nature of the participants’ motivations as they took part in this 
organization. 

Students’ adviser and organization evaluations:  Students were asked to rate their overall feelings 
about their experiences in PRSSA. Organization approval was defined with a two-item index (“Overall, 
PRSSA is an excellent organization” and “I would recommend this organization to a friend,” alpha = .92). 
Adviser approval was operationalized similarly (“Overall, the faculty adviser provides excellent support 
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to PRSSA” and “I would recommend this adviser to a friend,” alpha = .83). These items are congruent 
with what students see when they fill out faculty evaluations and have been demonstrated to accurately 
represent an overall view of this type of experience (Filak & Sheldon, 2003). 

Students’ psychological need-satisfaction:  The measure was based on the Basic Psychological Needs 
Scale (Ilardi, Leone, Kasser & Ryan, 1993). The autonomy items used in the student survey were “I feel 
like I had a lot of input in deciding how to participate in this organization,” “I was free to express my 
opinions in this organization,” and “The adviser took my perspective into consideration in this 
organization,” (alpha = .89). Competence items were “I enjoy the challenges this organization provides,”  
“Most of the time, I feel a sense of accomplishment from doing work for this organization,” and “I do not 
think the tasks I do for this organization are very stimulating,” (last item was reversed; alpha = .83). 
Relatedness items were “The adviser cares about me and my progress,” “The adviser was generally 
friendly towards me,” and “I don’t feel the adviser understood me,” (last item was reversed; alpha = .81). 

Students’ self-determined motivation:  In addition, we used a self-determination questionnaire, based 
on that of Ryan and Connell (1989), to assess what motivated students to participate in the organization. 
A four-item scale was used to measure the level of external (“You participate in this organization because 
somebody else wanted you to, or because the situation seemed to compel it”), introjected (“You 
participate in this organization because you would feel ashamed, guilty, or anxious if you didn't”), 
identified (“You participate in this organization because you really believe that it's an important 
organization to belong to”) and intrinsic (“You participate in this organization because of the enjoyment 
or stimulation that it provides you”) motivation the student felt toward involvement in PRSSA.  To craft a 
motivational variable based on these items, we summed the external and introjected items and subtracted 
them from the summed score of the internalized and intrinsic motivation items.  Thus, more positive 
scores indicate a stronger intrinsic motivation while more negative scores represent an extrinsic or 
controlled sense of motivation.  

Persistence and demographics: We also asked students how likely they thought they would be to 
continue in PRSSA, how likely they thought they would be to take on or persist in leadership roles and to 
what degree they thought they would continue in the professional chapter of this organization (Public 
Relations Society of America) upon graduation. A three-item scale was used to determine persistent 
behavior in the organization. These items were: “I plan to be an active member of PRSSA during my time 
in college,” “I want to take on (or maintain) a position of leadership in this organization,” and “I plan to 
join PRSA when I graduate or when I become a member of the workforce” (alpha = .76). Demographic 
information, including age, gender, number of semesters in PRSSA and year in school, was also 
collected. (See Table 1 for means and standard deviations of study variables). 

Results 
Primary data analysis 

A series of bivariate correlations were examined prior to beginning the regression analyses. We 
wished to ascertain to what degree mere participation would impact the desire to persist in the 
organization beyond the current semester. While this was not the key point of this study, the issue of 
whether or not current participation is enough to predict future participation has not been answered in the 
literature we reviewed above. Thus, we took this opportunity to examine these variables before 
proceeding to the crux of our study. Furthermore, we planned to examine the impact demographic 
variables would have on our variables of interest. 

In examining the correlations between time spent in PRSSA and the intent to persist in the 
organization, no significant correlations were found. The number of semesters spent in PRSSA was not 
correlated with the desire to remain an active member, the desire to take on a leadership role or the desire 
to join PRSA upon graduation (See Table 2).  

In reviewing the demographic variables, age, gender and years in school were not significantly 
correlated with any of the dependent or independent variables. Semesters spent in PRSSA was 
significantly correlated with numerous other variables and was thus retained for future statistical 
examinations.  
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Need satisfaction 
Hypothesis 1 stated that autonomy, competence and relatedness would independently predict positive 

evaluations of PRSSA. A hierarchical regression, used to account for the presence of a potentially 
influential variable, was conducted with semesters in PRSSA accounting for one block of the regression 
and the three needs accounting for the second. The regression was strong and predictive (Full model Adj. 
R-square = .52) with autonomy (beta = .43; p < .001) and competence (beta = .29; p < .01) as significant 
predictors. Relatedness (beta = .11, p < .18) was not significant in this regression and thus hypothesis 1 
received partial support. 

Hypothesis 2 stated that autonomy, competence and relatedness would independently predict positive 
adviser evaluations. Again, a hierarchical regression was used, with the number of semesters in PRSSA 
acting as the first block and the needs completing the second. The regression, again, was strong and 
predictive (Full model Adj. R-square = .43) with autonomy (beta = .29; p < .05) and relatedness (beta = 
.48; p < .001) serving as significant predictors. Competence (beta = .01; p < .5) was not significant and 
thus hypothesis 2 received partial support. 
Self-determined motivation 

Hypothesis 3 stated that individuals with higher levels of intrinsic motivation would be more likely to 
state their intention to persist in their association with the organization. A three-step regression was used 
in which the first block contained the number of semesters in PRSSA, the second contained the three self-
determined needs and the final block contained the intrinsic motivation variable. While autonomy and 
competence were the only needs shown to impact persistence at a bivariate level (r = .38 and .39, p < .05, 
respectively), self-determination theory argues that all three needs are key to positive outcomes. 
Furthermore, the traditional SDT model has motivation predicting need satisfaction, which in turn 
predicts outcome. However, given Sheldon et al.’s (2003) analysis regarding the importance of self-
determined motivation in producing higher levels of “buy in,” the level and type of the students’ 
motivation appeared to be more germane to this exploration. The regression was predictive (Full model 
adj. R-square = .20) with the motivation variable acting as the key predictor (beta = .28, p < .01). 
Hypothesis 3 was supported.  

A post-hoc analysis of the three items that made up the persistence variable was conducted to 
ascertain whether each item could be individually predicted with the intrinsic motivation variable. This 
analysis was an attempt to assess whether motivation in the student realm would transcend to the 
professional realm or if two of the student items were inadvertently masking the third. Interestingly, the 
regression with the item pertaining to PRSA membership produced the highest beta weight of the three 
(beta = .32, p < .01; PRSSA leadership beta = .20, p = .55; plan to remain an active member of PRSSA 
beta = .20, p < .05).  The implications of this finding are discussed below. 

Conclusion and Discussion 
One of the immediate benefits of applying self-determination theory to PRSSA is the solid theoretical 

framework it provides for studying the psychological needs of and motivational forces on PRSSA 
members.  At the basic level, we find autonomy, competence and relatedness are key psychological needs 
being met by one’s association with this pre-professional organization.  But it’s at the complex 
motivational level where SDT provides the most valuable insights.   Of particular importance is a better 
understanding of the quality of motivation retained by individuals involved in PRSSA.  As the literature 
suggests, we found members who operate under more self-determined motivation will be more likely to 
seek higher levels of involvement and persist in their association with both the student society and, later, 
the professional society. 

Even though the hypotheses that autonomy, competence and relatedness will independently predict 
both positive evaluations of PRSSA and adviser ratings received only partial support, this study has 
provided greater understanding of the interrelation of these three variables as accurate predictors 
important to the organization’s success.  Although this study found that autonomy and competence 
predicts group liking and autonomy and relatedness predicts adviser approval, it fits the pattern shown by 
Filak & Sheldon (2003 and 2004).  
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In explaining their findings, Filak and Sheldon argued that every human being wants to feel free of 
another’s control, to operate under one’s own volition.  Therefore, if one feels both the organization and 
the faculty adviser provide that autonomy, one will tend to approve of both. Both the correlation and 
regression analyses of this study have tended to bear out this supposition. Turning to the interrelationship 
of competence and relatedness, we can see that competence is important to liking an organization, as we 
feel like we’re learning something for being involved in it, while relatedness is a more human 
characteristic.  We relate to people, but our relationship to organizations is different; simply put, humans 
relate to other human beings, not inanimate objects like “organizations.” 

Therefore, autonomy is a necessary variable in predicting appreciation for both the organization and 
adviser.  However, only competence, the innate human desire to take on significant and meaningful 
challenges, will predict affinity for the organization.  And only relatedness, the need to feel a meaningful 
connection between individuals, will predict affinity for the adviser. 

This study’s examination of the relationship between time spent in PRSSA and the intent to persist in 
the organization found no significant correlations.  No direct connection was found to length of 
association with PRSSA in terms of desire to remain an active member, desire to take on a leadership 
role, or the desire to join PRSA upon graduation.  This finding was a little surprising in terms of these 
high-performing chapters and seems to point to a negation of the premise that current participation is 
enough to predict future participation or the level of that participation.  This has significant value in future 
research and sets the table well for a discussion on how motivational forces can influence future 
participation.   

However, this study did discover that the quality of the motivation that drives individuals to 
participate in PRSSA seems to transcend the bounds of the student organization and sponsor intent to 
participate in PRSA, the professional group.  In what is perhaps the most important finding from this 
study, when we look at the three items that make up our persistence variable, it becomes apparent that 
self-determined motivation predicts more than simple involvement and leadership in the student 
organization.  It also appears to help us determine the level of involvement, intention to seek a leadership 
position and whether the individual intends to persist in their association with the organization.  Further, 
the quality of motivation appears to also predict the intention of PRSSA members to associate with PRSA 
after graduation. 

The importance of this examination of six high-performing PRSSA chapters in terms of 
understanding the value of intrinsic member motivation to persistent relationship with the Society can’t be 
overstated.  Understanding what makes PRSSA members “convert” their memberships to PRSA can be 
especially helpful as we look to the future of the public relations profession.  By discovering ways to help 
PRSSA members value the outcomes of their experience in the organization and by helping them enjoy 
the mere act of engaging in the behavior, PRSSA advisers can help encourage persistent membership, 
grow leaders and push forth the next generation of public relations experts, eager and well equipped to 
become a part of the Society at the professional level. 

This study also sets a positive foundation for future research that will allow discovery into the types 
of practical things the Society, and faculty advisers in particular, can do to sponsor more self-determined 
motivation.  Since it is apparent that motivation drives need satisfaction as well as the desire to persist, 
this discovery can assist in finding practical aspects of PRSSA that students appreciate and help advisers 
and the Society incorporate these elements into membership and collateral materials designed to improve 
recruitment and retention. 

Grasping the important connection between intrinsic motivation and persistent affiliation with the 
organization will also help advisers in their approaches to recruiting and retention. Tactics intended to 
force students to participate through “guilt trips” and other coercive techniques (all PR majors MUST be a 
member in order for the chapter to qualify for an award, etc.) won’t be successful in getting the end 
results the Society or ultimately wants and needs; loyal, lifetime members. 
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics for study variables 

116 20.94 1.25
116 .16 .37
116 3.36 1.04

116 3.10 1.73

116 6.42 .95

116 6.62 .88

116 5.53 1.36
116 5.58 1.24
116 6.09 1.12

116 7.77 4.13

116 5.66 1.35

Age
Gender
Year in School
# of semesters
inPRSSA
Evaluation of
PRSSA
Evaluation of
adviser
Autonomy
Competence
Relatedness
Level of
motivation
Persistence in PR
organizations

N Mean Std. Deviation

Notes: Gender is male = 0, female = 1; Education level is based on number of years spent in school; Level of 
motivation is on a +12/-12 scale; all other variables are measured on 7-point scales. 
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Table 2: Correlation matrix for persistence items and semesters spent in PRSSA 

1.000 .127 .107 .086
. .175 .254 .359

116 116 116 116
.127 1.000 .577 ** .536 **
.175 . .000 .000
116 116 116 116

.107 .577 ** 1.000 .528 **

.254 .000 . .000

116 116 116 .107

.086 .536 ** .528 ** .254

.359 .000 .000 116
116 116 116 116

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N
Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N
Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

Variables
Semesters in PRSSA

Plan to be Active in
PRSSA

Plan to be a leader
in PRSSA

Plan to join PRSA

Semesters
in PRSSA

Plan to be
Active in PRSSA

Plan to be a
leader in PRSSA

Plan to join
PRSA

Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).**. 
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The value of stakeholders to the successful operation of businesses and other organizations has received 
greater emphasis in the business and public relations literature.  Traditionally, businesses have almost 
exclusively focused on the value of stockholders, employees and customers to help them reach their 
goals.  However, there are other groups, without as much vested interest in the success of the 
organization, which can also affect business policy and the bottom line.  The question becomes, how do 
you identify these groups and when can you know when they will have an impact?  This is the question at 
the heart of stakeholder theory, and inadequate answers to the question have lead several scholars to 
criticize the theory and its subsequent artifact, stakeholder management. 

Some of the holes in the stakeholder literature can be plugged by research conducted in the field of 
public relations.  In particular, public relations studies help to identify ways to prioritize publics in certain 
situations, and which publics are important in your communication strategies during these situations.  
This paper will merge the literature of stakeholder theory, stakeholder management, and public relations 
to develop a prioritizing strategy that is focused on the need to maintain key relationships during times of 
conflict.  The strategy is based on four steps: First, identifying stakeholders; Second, prioritizing the 
stakeholders according to their attributes; Third, prioritizing the stakeholders according to their level of 
interest in the situation; and Fourth, prioritizing the stakeholders according to the communication 
strategy. 
Defining Stakeholders and Publics 

As Grunig and Repper (1992) noted, “often the terms stakeholder and public are used synonymously” 
(p. 125).  Stakeholders have been identified in the business literature according to their relationships to 
organizations.  Publics, in the public relations and other mass media literature, are often identified 
according to their relationship to a message. 
Stakeholders 

The most quoted definition of a stakeholder in business literature is that given by Freeman (1984) in 
his book, Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach.  Freeman says a stakeholder is “any group or 
individual who is affected by or can affect the achievement of an organization’s objectives” (Freeman, 
1984). In earlier writings, this definition is what Freeman refers to as the wide sense of a stakeholder; 
however, he also spoke of the narrow sense of a stakeholder when he described it as, “any identifiable 
group or individual on which the organization is dependent for its continued survival” (Freeman & Reed, 
1983). Preston and Donaldson (1995) agree with the definitions of Freeman and other scholars, but are 
careful to make an important addition: “Stakeholders are identified by their interests in the corporation,” 
regardless of the corporation’s interest in them. Other scholars are specific when they say the stakeholders 
of a firm are individuals or groups “that contribute, either voluntarily or involuntarily, to its wealth-
creating capacity and activities” (Post, Preston & Sachs, 2002).  
Publics 

“Publics” is the term used in place of stakeholders in the public relations literature.  Because the 
public relations profession evolved from journalism, the term has frequently been related to the recipients 
of messages from organizations.  These publics, or more accurately, audiences, become segmented into 
more homogenous subsets that help communicators choose appropriate channels for reaching them.  
However, research in public relations has recently turned to the value of the relationships these publics 
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have with organizations.  This emphasis has encouraged adaptation of the term “stakeholder” in both 
practice and scholarship.  

Grunig (1992) separated stakeholders from publics by focusing on issues that form different levels of 
publics.  As Grunig and Repper (1992) argue, organizations choose certain stakeholders by their 
marketing strategies, recruiting, and investment plans, but “publics arise on their own and choose the 
organization for attention” (p. 128). Publics organize from among the ranks of stakeholders when they 
recognize a problem and decide to do something to seek redress.   
Identifying Stakeholders  

Jennings (2001) argues that stakeholder theory does not provide direction as to how the theory should 
work. She, and other scholars, criticize that the theory does not make clear who is a stakeholder and who 
is not (Dunham, Freeman, Leidtka, 2001; Preston & Sapienza, 1990; Jennings, 2001). These scholars 
claim that stakeholder theory focuses heavily on the importance of meeting the needs of all stakeholders, 
but does not tell anyone who the stakeholders actually are or how to identify them. It is because of this 
uncertainty that so many different, yet similar, definitions of who and what a stakeholder is have arisen. 
Sternberg (1999) also lashed out against the idea by saying, “If the stakeholders include all who can affect 
or are affected by the organization, the number of groups whose benefits need to be included in the 
calculation will be infinite.”  Therefore, “stakeholder theorists and practitioners must move toward a 
‘names and faces’ orientation, seeking a highly specific understanding of and communication with each 
stakeholder” (Dunham et al 2001). Employees, customers, shareholders, communities and suppliers are 
those most commonly classified as stakeholders within an organization (Winn, 2001; Dunham, et. al., 
2001). 

Several scholars in stakeholder theory, including Freeman, have attempted to identify stakeholders 
using systematic models and criteria. However, the focus has been on the attributes of the stakeholders in 
their relation to the organization.  For example, whether the stakeholders could influence the organization 
or were dependent on the organization (Freeman, 1984; Savage, Nix, Whitehead & Blair, 1991; Harrison 
& St. John, 1994; and Mitchell, Agle & Wood, 1997).  This categorization of stakeholders fits the second 
stage of prioritization according to the model proposed here.  Before identifying stakeholder attributes, all 
stakeholders should be identified according to their relationships to the organization, not their attributions. 

In the public relations literature, there has been little effort to identify stakeholders according to the 
relationship with the organization.  Some stakeholder segmentations are as simple as internal versus 
external publics.  Perhaps the best effort to identify all stakeholders from the public relations literature is 
the linkage model developed by Grunig and Hunt (1984).  This model, based on the work of Milton 
Esman (1972), William Evan (1976) and Talcott Parsons (1976), has four linkages that identify 
stakeholder relationships to an organization: enabling linkages, functional linkages, diffused linkages, and 
normative linkages.   

As Rawlins and Bowen (2005) explained, the enabling linkages identify stakeholders who have some 
control and authority over the organization, such as stockholders, board of directors, governmental 
legislators and regulators, etc.  These stakeholders enable an organization to have resources and autonomy 
to operate.  When enabling relationships falter, the resources can be withdrawn and the autonomy of the 
organization restricted.   

Functional linkages are those that are essential the function of the organization, and are divided 
between input functions that provide labor and resources to create products or services (such as 
employees and suppliers) and output functions that consume the products or services (such as consumers 
and retailers).  

Normative linkages are associations or groups with which the organization has a common interest.  
Stakeholders in the normative linkage share similar values, goals or problems and often include 
competitors that belong to industrial or professional associations.   

Diffused linkages are the most difficult to identify because they include stakeholders who do not have 
frequent interaction with the organization, but become involved based on the actions of the organization.  
These are the publics that often arise in times of a crisis.  This linkage includes the media, the community, 
activists, and other special interest groups.  
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The first step in the prioritizing model is to identify all stakeholders using the linkage model. 
Prioritizing Stakeholders According to Their Attributes 

Stakeholder theory attempts to answer the question, “Which groups are stakeholders deserving or 
requiring management attention and which are not” (Mitchell, Agle, & Wood, 1997). From a strategic 
point of view, stakeholders are prioritized according to the self-interests of the organization (Berman, 
Wicks, Kotha, & Jones, 1999).  Since it is impossible that all stakeholders will have the same interests in 
and demands on the firm, one scholar specifies that stakeholder theory is about “managing potential 
conflict stemming from diverging interests” (Winn, 2001). Once organizations have identified their 
stakeholders, there is a struggle for attention: who to give it to, who to give more to, and who to not give 
it to at all. Sacrificing the needs of one stakeholder for the needs of the other is a realistic, yet difficult 
concept to accomplish.  When these conflicts arise it is important to the success of the organization that it 
has prioritized the value of the stakeholder relationships.  Otherwise, it might spend undue resources on 
publics that are minimally tied to organizational goals.  

Much of the literature in stakeholder theory and stakeholder management prioritizes stakeholders 
based on their attributes.  Harrison and St. John (1994) sorted stakeholders according to Freeman’s (1984) 
original classification: stake in the organization and influence on behavior.  Stake is broken down into 
three parts: those stakeholders who have ownership in the organization; those stakeholders who are 
economically dependent on the organization; and, those stakeholders who are not linked directly to an 
organization, but who are interested in seeing the organization act socially responsible. The authors also 
suggesedt classifying stakeholders by determining the extent to which an organization is dependent on 
them for survival and prosperity.  The stakes are broken down by the potential to influence behavior, 
which Freeman (1984) identified as formal (contractual or regulatory), economic, and political. 

Savage, Nix, Whitehead and Blair (1991) consider two attributes for identifying who is a stakeholder: 
a claim, and the ability to influence.  This introduces the concepts of legitimacy and power as important 
attributes for recognizing stakeholders.  Savage et al. (1991) then used the attributes of cooperation and 
threat to identify four different types of stakeholders: the supportive, the marginal, the non-supportive and 
the mixed blessing stakeholder.  The supportive stakeholder supports the actions and goals of the 
organization and is a low threat. The marginal stakeholder really has a minimal stake in the organization 
and isn’t very threatening. The non-supportive stakeholder is a threat to the organization and is always a 
concern for managers because they are the least likely to cooperate. The mixed blessing stakeholder has a 
potential for great cooperation as well as threat for the organization.   

Building on to the Savage et al. (1991) model, Mitchell et al. (1997) identified stakeholders by their 
possession of power, legitimacy and urgency. Their model expanded the limited scope by recognizing that 
legitimacy and power were not either/or variables, but part of a mix that would help prioritize 
stakeholders.  By combining these attributes, Mitchell et al. were also able to identify the dependent 
stakeholder, which was missing from the Savage et al. model.  Dependency of stakeholders on 
organizations is just as important as their influence over organizations in the context of social 
responsibility. 

Stakeholders have power when they can influence other parties to make decisions the party would not 
have otherwise made.  Mitchell et al. (1997) rely on Etzioni’s (1964) categorization of power:  coercive 
power, based on the physical resources of force, violence, or restraint; utilitarian power, based on 
material or financial resources; and normative power, based on symbolic resources.  Power is not a 
constant attribute, and can be lost or gained by stakeholders. 

Other stakeholders are attached to the organization by a legal, moral, or presumed claim (legitimacy) 
that can influence the organization’s behavior, direction, process or outcome.  Clarkson (1994) identified 
stakeholders as risk-bearers who have “invested some form of capital, human or financial, something of 
value, in a firm” (p. 5).  Mitchell et al. (1997) used the notion of risk to narrow stakeholders with a 
legitimate claim.  These stakeholders are often dependent on the organization.  The combination of power 
and legitimacy is authority. 

Urgency exists under two conditions: “(1) when a relationship or claim is of a time-sensitive nature 
and (2) when that relationship or claim is important or critical to the stakeholder” (Mitchell et al., 1997).  
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Urgency, then, requires organizations to respond to stakeholder claims in a timely fashion.  Urgency alone 
may not predict the priority of a stakeholder, especially if the other two attributes are missing.  However, 
this attribute does add a dimension that is particularly salient to the practice of public relations, because it 
is the urgent public that often attracts the attention of the media and other stakeholders. 
Mitchell et al. (1997) used the combination of the three attributes to develop a prioritization strategy. 
Accordingly, latent stakeholders possess only one of the attributes; expectant stakeholders possess two 
attributes, and definitive stakeholders possess all three attributes. If individuals or groups do not possess 
any of the attributes, they are not considered stakeholders (Mitchell & Agle, 1997).   

The latent stakeholders have lower salience to an organization because they only have one attribute.  
These stakeholders are identified as dormant, discretionary, and demanding.  The dormant stakeholder has 
power but no legitimacy or urgency in its claim.  Therefore its power remains unused.  Discretionary 
stakeholders possess legitimacy, but no power to influence and no urgency in the claim, and therefore are 
reliant on the good will of the organization rather than through any other pressure.  This group most likely 
falls under what Carroll (1991) called discretionary social responsibility, which is a reliance on corporate 
philanthropy according to Mitchell et al. (1997).   The demanding stakeholder has urgency, but no 
legitimacy or power.  These groups could be bothersome, but not dangerous. 

Expectant stakeholders possess two attributes and thereby increase their saliency to an organization, 
and are organized into dominant, dependent, and dangerous stakeholders.  Dominant stakeholders have 
power and legitimacy, and because they can act on their claims, they receive much of management’s 
attention.  Dependent stakeholders have legitimacy and urgency. The inclusion of a dependent 
relationship in the prioritization scheme is important because it recognizes that stakeholder priority is not 
limited to influence over the organization.  Organizations should be socially and morally responsible to 
stakeholders that have a legitimate and urgent claim, and who depend on the organization to address and 
resolve the claim.  Dangerous stakeholders have urgency and power, but lack legitimacy.  These 
stakeholders may become violent or coercive to achieve their claims.  Social activist groups sometimes 
engage in forms of protests, boycotts, and (in extreme cases) damage to property and lives.   

The stakeholders who have all three attributes are definitive stakeholders and should be the most 
salient to management.  An important tenet of the Mitchell et al. (1997) model is that each attribute is 
variable and not constant.  In other words, any group can acquire power, legitimacy, or urgency 
depending on the situation.  Therefore, an expectant stakeholder group can become a definitive 
stakeholder if it acquires the third attribute.  A dangerous stakeholder group can acquire legitimacy, as has 
been the case with many nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) over the last few years.  In fact, 
according to a recent study on trust, NGOs are more trusted in many countries, including the United 
States, than are corporations and government (Edelman, 2005).  A dependent stakeholder group can 
acquire power, such as a community affected by irresponsible corporate behavior, by appealing to 
governmental agencies.  As Savage et al. (1991) noted, each of these groups could be supportive or 
threatening, and stakeholder strategies would be dependent on the level of support. 

After synthesizing the linkage model with other stakeholder attribute models, a priority hierarchy 
becomes apparent.  The enabling and functional linkages are the most important for an organization to 
maintain long-term success, or what systems theory calls homeostasis.  The enabling linkages, such as 
stockholders and regulatory agencies, have power over the organization, and their interests are usually 
legitimate, thereby dominant stakeholders by definition.  If the issue affecting enabling stakeholders is 
urgent, then they become definitive stakeholders and would be given highest priority.  Enabling 
stakeholders can also have ownership of the organization and economic and formal (regulatory) influence 
on the organization according to the model developed by Harrison and St. John (1994). 

Functional linkages providing the input necessary to create a product or service include employees, 
suppliers, and unions, and are also given a high priority.  These stakeholders have constant contact with 
the organization and high levels of involvement.  They are economically dependent on the organization, 
and as such, the power resides primarily with the organization. In this case, the organization has a moral 
and legal responsibility to those stakeholders that also increases their priority.  The relationship of 
employees is also critical to the effectiveness and efficiency of the organization.  As such, these publics 
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have legitimate interests in the operations of the organization.  Employees would fall under the necessary 
compatible relationship identified by Friedman and Miles (2002), whereas unions would probably fall 
under the necessary incompatible relationship. Savage, et. al (1991) identified unions under the 
nonsupportive stakeholder category, suggesting they can be a threat to organizational goals. 

Functional output stakeholders consume what the organization produces, and include consumers, 
distributors, and retailers.  Scholars have noted the recent shift in power from the producers to the 
retailers, citing large chains such as Wal-Mart, Priority and Costco as primarily responsible for this shift.  
Companies know that long-term customer relations are necessary for financial success.  Because these 
stakeholders have power, legitimacy, and economic influence, any issue that imminently affects their 
relationship gives them high priority. Savage, et. al (1991) considered consumers and employees as mixed 
blessing stakeholders because they can be supportive or non-supportive depending on the actions of the 
organization.  They suggested a collaborative strategy with these stakeholders. 

Normative linkages, such as competitors, have little direct power over the organization, but are 
considered a nonsupportive threat by Savage, et. al (1991).  They fall under the contingent incompatible 
relationship much of the time, and most organizations devise ways to eliminate them rather than foster 
positive relations.  The only time they become important for cooperative purposes is when the industry is 
facing an issue with economic or regulatory impact, in which the peer organizations develop a 
contingency compatible relationship until the issue is resolved.  For example, chemical manufacturers 
may rally together to fight increased environmental standards that would damage their profitability. 

Diffused stakeholders are the most problematic, because they do not have direct relationships with 
the organizations.  Because these stakeholders are reactive to organizational actions, they are harder to 
predict and to recognize.  These are contingency publics, or what Savage, et. al (1991) called a marginal 
stakeholder group. Diffused publics are usually situational and their relationship to the organization is 
often temporary.  These publics don’t have a lot of power over the organization, and their legitimacy is 
sometimes suspect.  What they have that gives them priority is urgency, because the issue is usually 
something that may imminently affect the organization.  Because they lack the power and direct influence 
of other stakeholders, diffused stakeholders will attempt to affect the organization by working through 
members of the enabling or functional linkages according to Rawlins and Bowen (2005).  In this sense the 
diffused stakeholders shift from marginal stakeholders to nonsupportive stakeholders, which Savage et al 
(1991) identified as likely to form coalitions with other stakeholders to damage the competitiveness of the 
organization.  Therefore, the diffused stakeholders attack the organization through those who have more 
power and influence on the organization, namely the enabling and functional linkages.  Activist groups 
ask consumers to boycott products, or NGO’s ask government to increase regulations to prevent certain 
activities.  Because of the appeal process of the diffused stakeholders, these groups cannot be ignored, 
and to do so can lead to serious financial losses and damaged reputations. 

To sum, the enabling and functional linkages have the greatest priority as stakeholders because their 
power/dependency/influence relationship is frequent and critical to the regular operations of the 
organization.  Normative linkages, as competitors, are constantly on the mind of the organization, but not 
as groups that have a stake in the operations of the organization.  This only changes when the industry or 
profession is faced with a crisis that requires cooperative effort.  The diffused linkages don’t require as 
much attention and have a lesser priority, except when they react to an organization’s action or policy.  
Urgency is the variable that increases the priority of any of these stakeholders.  However, this method of 
prioritizing does not answer the question of who will become the active groups in urgent situations.  The 
next step will address that problem. 
Prioritizing Stakeholders According to The Relationship to the Situation 

As noted before, Grunig and Repper (1992) make a distinction between publics and stakeholders. 
“Stakeholders are people who are linked to an organization because they and the organization have 
consequences on each other—they cause problems for each other” (p. 125). Examples of this include 
employees or residents of a community, which Grunig and Repper suggest are often passive. On the other 
hand, “the stakeholders who are or become more aware and active can be described as publics.” (p. 125).  



 446

Building on the Dewey (1927) definition of a public— that it is a group of people who face a similar 
problem, recognize the problem, and organize themselves to do something about it—J. Grunig (1983) 
segmented publics based on active or passive communication behavior.  Those publics who do not face a 
problem are non-publics, those who face the problem but do not recognize it as problematic are latent 
publics, those who recognize the problem are aware publics, and those who do something about the 
problem are active publics. Grunig (1989) identified three variables that explain why certain people 
become active in certain situations.  These variables— level of involvement, problem recognition, 
constraint recognition—led to the development of the situational theory of public behavior.  Grunig and 
other researchers have used situational theory to explain communication behavior and “the effect that 
communicating has on cognitions, attitudes, and other behaviors” (Grunig & Repper, p. 135). 

Level of involvement is measured by the extent to which people connect themselves personally with 
the situation.  However, people do not seek or process information unless they recognize the connection 
between them and a problem, which is the level of problem recognition.  Whether people move beyond 
information processing to the information seeking behavior of active publics often depends on whether 
they think they can do something about the problem.  Those who think that nothing can be done have 
high constraint recognition and are less compelled to become active in the resolution of the problem.  
Another consideration, referent criteria, is the guideline that people apply to new situations based on 
previous experiences with the issue or the organization involved.   

Grunig and Repper (1992) concluded, “Publics consist of people with similar levels of problem 
recognition, constraint recognition, and involvement for the same issues or problems” (p. 139).  Grunig 
(1983) tested the theory using problems that would create active and passive publics, and found four 
kinds of publics:  all-issue publics, that are active on all issues; apathetic publics, that are inattentive to all 
issues; single-issue publics, that are active on a small subset of the issue that only concerns them; and hot-
issue publics, that are active on a single issue that involves nearly everyone and that has received a lot of 
media attention. 

To summarize this step, active publics will have more priority over aware and latent publics.  
Whether stakeholders will become active publics can be predicted by whether the problem involves them, 
whether they recognize the problem, and whether they think they can do anything about it.  Publics in the 
diffused linkage are more likely to be single-issue publics or hot-issue publics, and their priority will 
diminish once the problem is resolved.  Enabling and functional linkages are also likely to only become 
active on issues that involve them, but because the behavior of the organization has more of an impact on 
their power/dependency/influence relationship, they are also more likely to be multiple-issue publics. 
Prioritizing Stakeholders According to the Communication Strategy  

In order for a firm to effectively manage its stakeholders, “the interests of key stakeholders must be 
integrated in the very purpose of the firm, and stakeholder relationships must be managed in a coherent 
and strategic fashion” (Freeman & McVae, 2001).  Communication is often cited as the primary means by 
which these relationships are maintained.  Prioritizing stakeholders according to your communication 
strategy is a critical step. According to Wilson (2000), there are three types of publics to consider when 
developing communication strategies: priority publics, intervening publics, and influentials. 

Priority publics are those whose participation and cooperation are required to accomplish 
organizational goals.  In relation to the first two steps, they are the stakeholders who have the highest 
priority according to their power/dependency/influence relationship, the urgency of the issue, and their 
level of active involvement in the issue.  To communicate effectively with these stakeholders, an 
organization must understand them as much as possible.  Priority publics can be profiled by their 
demographics, lifestyles and values, media preferences, influentials, and self-interests.  Effective 
strategies appeal to the self-interests of the priority publics and reach them through the most appropriate 
channels.  At the same time, knowing publics according to these characteristics will help an organization 
plan goals consistent with its publics’ needs and interests.   

The intervening publics pass information on to the priority publics and act as opinion leaders.  
Sometimes these publics, such as the media, are erroneously identified as priority publics.  If an 
organization is satisfied when the message stops at a public, then it is a priority public.  If the expectation 
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is that the message will be disseminated to others, it is an intervening public.  In most cases the media are 
intervening publics.  Other influentials can be important intervening publics, such as doctors who pass 
information on to patients, and teachers who pass information on to students.  The success of many 
campaigns is determined by the strength of relationships with intervening publics. 

Influentials can be intervening publics, but they also affect the success of public relations efforts in 
other ways.  Influentials can either support an organization’s efforts or work against them.  Members of 
some publics will turn to opinion leaders to verify or refute messages coming from organizations.  The 
opinion of these personal sources is much more influential than the public relations messages alone.  
Therefore, successful campaigns must also consider how messages will be interpreted by influentials that 
act as either intervening or supporting publics.   

In summary, stakeholders that become active publics and that can influence the success of an 
organization, or can appeal to the other stakeholders with that influence, should become priority publics 
for communication strategies.  Publics that are critical to getting the information to the priority publics, 
such as the media, need to be recognized as intervening publics and critical to the success of the 
communication strategy.  Influential groups or individuals may not be stakeholders in the organization, 
but may be important in shaping or framing the way the message is interpreted by the priority public, and 
therefore must be a part of the communication strategy. 

Conclusion 
The first three steps to stakeholder analysis, according to Harrison and St. John (1994), are to identify 

stakeholders, classify them into meaningful groups, and prioritize them.  By combining the stakeholder 
relations and public relations literature, we have provided a more comprehensive process for prioritizing 
the stakeholder groups, particularly those that become active publics.  

Developing positive relationships with stakeholders is a necessity for organizations. “The traditional 
management tendency is to respond to the squeaky wheel stakeholder,” (Savage, Nix, Whitehead, & 
Blair, 1991).  If the organization has not properly prioritized its stakeholders and their relationships, the 
squeaky wheel stakeholder may get more attention than is deserved.   

Too often the squeaky wheel is attributed to the stockholders. One of the reasons there is so much 
confusion and conflict over stakeholder theory is that too many managers and scholars see stakeholder 
management as the enemy of stockholder management. Some managers feel the only way to effectively 
manage stakeholders is by putting the interests of stockholders somewhere other than first on the list. This 
leads to a stakeholder versus stockholder perspective, and eventually leads to conflict.  

Freeman & McVae (2001) believe that stakeholder theory should never be viewed in a stakeholder 
versus stockholder perspective. The days of always putting the stockholders at the top of the list, no 
matter what, are gone. “Stockholder theory is an idea whose time has come and gone…. I believe we can 
safely say that the stockholder theory is or at least should be intellectually dead” (Freeman, 1994). 
Certainly shareholders will consistently be one of the key stakeholders in a firm, but there needs to be a 
balance; there will be times when shareholder interests should not come first. 

Ogden and Watson (1999) conducted a study in the United Kingdom on the recently privatized water 
industry. By observing different companies that sell the same good (water), Ogden and Watson learned 
what effective organizations did well. The researchers observed that there were times when managers put 
the interests of customers in front of the interests of the organization’s shareholders, not knowing what 
the reaction would be. Ogden and Watson (1999) concluded that “It is possible, to some extent, to align 
the apparently conflicting concerns of different stakeholders” (Ogden & Watson, 1999).  

Similarly, Preston and Sapienza (1990) evaluated 108 companies’ stakeholder relationships. The 
authors concluded, “We can say that there is no indication in this data that managers have pursued growth 
objectives (or short-term profits) at the expense of major stakeholder interests. Instead, the higher the 
growth and profit indicators, the more favorable the performance ratings for most major stakeholders” 
(Preston & Sapienza, 1990). 

This research provides evidence that the squeaky wheel may not be the stakeholder with the greatest 
priority.  By using the steps outlined in this paper, organizations can take a more systematic and 
comprehensive approach to prioritizing stakeholders. 
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For whatever reason—downsizings, layoffs, a desire to change lifestyle, etc.—a growing number of 
public relations practitioners have decided to “go it alone.”  The increasing number of individuals calling 
themselves solo practitioners, coupled with the desire to create a section for the independent practitioner 
in the Public Relations Society of America, led to the first national study of these independent 
practitioners who now constitute the fastest growing segment of the practice.  This study is a replication 
and extension of the seminal study with the intent to (1) explain how these practitioners practice public 
relations, and (2) begin development of a theoretical explanation of the psychological and sociological 
factors that motivate these practitioners. 

In Fall 2004, an email was sent to members of PRSA asking them to identify themselves if they were 
solo practitioners, and to participate in an on-line survey.  Almost 400 volunteers were sent a web 
address; 283 individuals completed the survey.  The survey was divided into three subject matter sections:  
a profile of the solo practitioner, client and practice issues, and income and profit.   

Findings indicate that this sample of practitioners have been in practice for 20 years, mainly practice 
in cities of 1 million plus, mostly have either a regional or national practice, and consider themselves to 
offer full public relations services.  Most of their business is repeat business.  They spend most of their 
time in counseling, media relations and writing.  Most charge for overhead for expenses only.  Most of 
their clients are small corporations.  Strong reputation for quality is by far the most frequent reason they 
are hired.  Other data on salaries, fees and charges and practice issues were also collected and will be 
presented in the paper.   
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Commercial and institutional messages convey the corporate identity of an organization. Advertising and 
public relations strategies are combined to achieve communication between an organization and its 
publics, including consumers and clients. A false advertising claim may result in a public relations 
problem. This is the case of inconsistent message concerning ecology-friendly claims and products or 
services which distant to be truly ecology friendly. Today, we can observe how advertisements use 
“ecology” as a commercial appeal frequently. We believe that is because preservation of nature or the 
environment is a universal issue, a collective concern, and a trend. In an attempt to explore this trend, the 
following question was raised: RQ is there a new culture of respect for nature among corporations when 
manufacturing “ecological products” and using “clean” technologies, or is “ecology” just a word in 
advertising discourse? 

This paper presents a descriptive research, carried out in two stages: (a) quantitative and (b) 
qualitative, using the following tools, respectively: survey questionnaire and in-depth interviews. The 
main objective of the paper is to analyze the opinions of scholars and communication professionals 
concerning how ecology, as a concept, is being used as a commercial appeal without substantive support 
and the negative consequences this act could present to an organization’s reputation. Preliminary results 
indicate that most interviewees agree that there is a gap between the kind of ecology presented in 
advertising discourse and the one presented in the product that is being advertised. They believe that 
persuasive arguments focusing on short-term results, without ethics commitment, may bring problems to 
the organization’s image in the long run, even though they follow the growth of ecology as a persuasive 
argument in advertising. 

The main conclusion calls the attention of communication professionals to the responsibility when 
suggesting ecology as a communication strategy, without considering the real characteristics of the 
product. A responsible communication and operational strategy can be excellent to the advertised 
organizations and, most important, to society and the environment, resulting in good financial and 
sustainability (economic growth, environmental protection, and social progress). In summary, ecology in 
advertising discourse must be coherent with the product announced under the corresponding label if the 
organization wants to be seen and accepted as a responsible corporate citizen in the long run. 
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The globalization, accelerated by transnational trade agreements and new communication technologies, 
impose a challenge for the daily work of public relations practitioners from multinational enterprises, 
international organizations and nations. They are tasked to develop a transnational communications 
strategy covering unfamiliar regions and countries and to address the question of how today’s global 
organizations can meet the requirements of all markets and stakeholders. Public relations professionals 
are looking for best practices, proven methods and instruments to plan and execute effective international 
public relations programs addressing a variety of stakeholders with different cultural backgrounds. The 
following research project aims at systematically evaluating the state of the art of international public 
relations (IPR) practice of multinational enterprises through a literature analysis and to develop a 
theoretical guideline for empirical research that can analyze how do multinational enterprises plan, 
execute and measure international public relations? More specifically:  

• Which international PR approaches do multinational enterprises follow? 
• How is international PR integrated into international and local management strategies? 
• What are the day-to-day activities of international PR practitioners? Which methods and 

instruments do they utilize worldwide? In which cases and how will local programs be 
developed? 

• How do practitioners measure the value of international PR?  
• How does the international PR practice differ among multinational enterprises – measured by 

industry sector, country and market position? 
 

The literature analysis pursues an interdisciplinary approach by summarizing the latest research of 
international PR approaches, integrated communications models, relationship marketing concepts as well 
as international management and marketing theories. Research areas covered include: 
 

Contextualized Research Chen/Culbertson, Coombs et al, Tilson/Alozie, Van Leuven,  Pratt,  
Al-Enad, Moss/DeSanto, Taylor, Hiebert, Zaharna et al. 

Excellence Studies Grunig/Grunig, Sriramesh/White, Verčič 
Global PR Theories Grunig, Wakefield, Creedon, Banks, Wilson 
MNC Focus Wakefield, GAP Study, Andres 
Case Studies/Practice  IPRA, Anderson, Morley, Dyson 
Relationship Management  Bruhn, Ledingham/Bruning 
Integrated Communications Caywood, Kirchner, Heath, Jablin/Putnam 
Marketing Kotler, Levitt, Aaker, Berndt, Thieme, Karpferer 
Management Adler, Bartlett/Ghoshal, Porter, Heenan/Perlmutter, Trompenaars 

 
The goal of the literature analysis is a) to provide an overview of the current “body of knowledge” of 

international PR practices and b) to develop a theoretical framework for empirical research to analyze the 
methods and concepts used in the practice by communications managers of multinational companies, 
which can help to develop guidelines and an industry benchmarking tool in the future. 
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In the planning of public relations campaigns, determining which target publics are likely to actually 
process the messages we disseminate is of paramount importance to the successful execution of any 
communication program. In the scholarly literature in public relations, one theory consistently used to 
predict information-processing and information-seeking behaviors is the situational theory of publics (J. 
Grunig, 1997). In this paper, we review the significance of the situational theory and suggest that it be 
interwoven with the Elaboration Likelihood Model (cf. Petty & Cacioppo, 1981), so as to form a more 
powerful explanation for why and how publics process information. 

A Situational Theory of Publics 
First developed by J. Grunig (1997) more than 30 years ago, the situational theory of publics argues 

that information-processing and information-seeking behaviors result from a combination of three 
variables: problem recognition, level of involvement, and constraint recognition. Adapting his work from 
earlier research by John Dewey, Grunig (1997) postulated that publics were more likely to seek 
information when they found certain issues to be problematic (high problem recognition), felt that the 
issues had personal relevance to them (level of involvement), and perceived no barriers inhibiting their 
efforts to overcome the perceived problem (constraint recognition). 
Predicting the Formation of Publics 

The situational theory predicts the development of publics across issues and national boundaries. As 
explained by Grunig (1997) in his comprehensive review of the theory, the situational theory of publics 
consistently predicted four types of publics in terms of their information-processing and information-
seeking behavior. He also called these behaviors passive communication (information processing) and 
active communication (information seeking) (J. Grunig, 1997). First, all-issues publics were those that, 
given a particular group of issues, would be active communicators on all issues in their group. In contrast, 
apathetic publics would be active on none of the issues in that group. Single-issues publics would 
communicate actively regarding a subset (one or more) of the issues, and hot-issues publics would 
communicate actively on a subset of issues that had received extensive media coverage. 

Through the years, the situational theory has been used to examine the development of publics 
regarding a myriad of issues, including natural disasters and crises (e.g., Fall, 2004; Major, 1993b, 1998), 
political concerns (e.g., Atwood & Cheng, 1986; Atwood & Major, 1991; Hamilton, 1992), fund-raising 
(e.g., Kelly, 1979, 1997), AIDS (e.g., Cameron & Yang, 1991; J. Grunig & Childers [a.k.a., Hon], 1988), 
the environment (e.g., J. Grunig, 1983, 1989; Major, 1993a, 2000; Roser & Thompson, 1995), child-
welfare concerns (e.g., Sha & Pine, 2004), race-related issues (Pettus-Hargrove, 2003; Sha, 1998), and 
numerous other concerns (See J. Grunig, 1997, for overview of studies up to that year). Studies using the 
situational theory are not limited to the United States. For example, see Atwood and Cheng (1986) and 
Atwood and Major (1991) for studies examining issues in Hong Kong. 
Contributing to the Development of Public Relations Theory 

In addition to predicting publics across myriad situation sets, studies invoking Grunig's situational 
theory have varied in the emphasis that they place on the theory's components, with involvement and 
information-processing appearing to be of particular interest to scholars. For instance, Aldoory (2001) 
used the situational theory in her examination of factors affecting women's involvement with health 
messages, finding several antecedents to that independent variable. Similarly, involvement was found to 
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be a critical component in people's perceptions of risks posed by a local chemical plant (Heath, Liao, & 
Douglas, 1995). Moving from the independent variables to a dependent one, Cameron (1992) examined 
the role of memory in the information-processing of investor publics. In a related vein, Slater, Chipman, 
Auld, Keefe, and Kendall (1992) distinguished among different types of information processing using a 
cognitive response measurement approach.  

Besides helping to predict the development of active publics across situation sets, the situational 
theory of publics also has encouraged theory development in the field of public relations. For example, 
Coombs and Holladay (2002) integrated the situational theory with literature from crisis communication 
to articulate a situational crisis communication theory. Vasquez (1993) and Cooley (1996) combined the 
situational theory with Bormann's symbolic convergence theory to determine message salience across 
types of publics. Sha (1998) integrated approaches to cultural identity as antecedents to problem 
recognition.  

Finally, in addition to variations in situation sets, theoretical emphases and directions for scholarship, 
the situational theory of publics has permitted methodological diversity in public relations scholarship. 
The most popular means of studying the situational theory has been the survey method, probably due to 
the existence of a standard instrument that has been used and validated for decades (cf. J. Grunig, 1997). 
Studies invoking the situational theory and employing the survey method included Atwood and Major 
(1991), Cameron and Yang (1991), Fall (2004), Heath, Liao and Douglas (1995), Major (1993a, 2000), 
and Slater, Chipman, Auld, Keefe and Kendall (1992). Departing from the norm, Roser and Thompson 
(1995) used a quasi-experimental method in their study of the relationship between fear appeals and the 
situational theory. And despite the dominance of quantitative methods in the study of situational theory, 
qualitative methods have found a small foothold in the way of personal interviews (e.g., Aldoory, 2001; 
Sha, 1998) and focus groups (Aldoory, 2001; Pettus-Hargrove, 2003).  

Encouraged by the scholarly interest in the variable of information-processing, as well as by the 
potential of the situational theory for theory development in public relations, we have chosen in this 
exploratory paper to examine the conceptual connections between the situational theory and a theory of 
information-processing, the Elaboration Likelihood Model. We believe that, in this age of information 
overload, information-processing represents a more realistic communication goal for campaign planners 
than information-seeking, so a more serious theoretical examination of information-processing is in order. 

The Elaboration Likelihood Model 
One communication theory with a strong history of explaining how people process information is the 

Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM). The concept of information-processing is important not only to 
public relations, as discussed above, but also to persuasion, which in the view of some public relations 
scholars is more narrow than public relations (cf. J. Grunig, 1992). Nevertheless, there remain certain 
similarities between public relations and persuasion. 

Simply put, persuasion is the study of attitudes and how to change them (Perloff, 2003). Persuasion is 
a fundamental mode of interpersonal communication, studied in social psychology, communication, 
rhetoric, advertising, and public relations research (Knowles & Linn, 2004). Early persuasion research 
assumed direct effects of mass media on attitudes and behavior (Lippmann, 1922). However, the advent 
of empirical mass communications research pointed to a more indirect-effects model of persuasion. 
McGuire was the first persuasion researcher to conceptualize the human mind as an information-
processor (Barry, 1987). His information-processing model relates to the demographics and 
psychographics of individuals that might impact their progression through a series of successive steps in 
processing a persuasive message (McGuire, 1976).  

Learning theory approaches operate under the assumption that people listen and absorb messages 
without actively conjuring counterarguments to the message (Festinger & Maccoby, 1964). In contrast, 
the cognitive response approach contends that an individual’s mental reactions to a message are an 
important factor in the persuasion process. These mental reactions, or cognitive responses, may be in the 
same direction as the message (proarguments) or in the opposite direction of the message 
(counterarguments). These cognitive responses to a message (generated by individuals) are more 
important than the ability of the individual to recall the message elements (Perloff & Brock, 1980).  
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While the cognitive response approach offers a useful conceptual framework, this approach focused 
on individuals who were actively generating mental responses to a message.  Other researchers postulated 
that there are individuals who receive messages, but do not actively process the information (Petty & 
Priester, 1994). This line of thinking led to the development of process-based models of persuasion, one 
of which was the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM). 
Overview of the ELM 

The ELM offers a framework for investigating factors that may increase or decrease the likelihood of 
a message receiving thoughtful consideration. Message factors can affect the amount and direction of 
attitude change, by serving as persuasive arguments or peripheral cues, or by influencing the extent or 
direction of message elaboration.  

ELM’s architects Richard Petty and John Cacioppo (1981) argued that an individual must be 
personally involved with the content of a message in order for an attitude change to occur, thus making 
this theory a logical one to which scholars might connect the situational theory of publics. Under high 
involvement conditions in the ELM, the content of a message is the main determinant of attitude change. 
However, under low involvement conditions, non-content factors, such as source credibility or mental 
shortcuts, are more important in determining attitude change. In other words, attitude change can be 
influenced by different factors depending on issue involvement. 
Independent Variables in the ELM  

The ELM's independent variables include factors associated with the message receiver, as well as 
with the message itself. The two receiver factors are the receiver's motivation to process information and 
his or her ability to process that information. The two message factors are the quality of the argument and 
peripheral cues associated with the message. In the next sections, we discuss these factors before 
elaborating on the dependent variables of the ELM. 

Receiver Factor 1: Motivation to Process. In various studies, researchers operationalize the personal 
motivation factor in the ELM as issue involvement. According to Petty and Cacioppo (1979), “In high 
involvement situations, the persuasive message under consideration has a high degree of personal 
relevance to the recipient, whereas in low involvement situations, the personal relevance of the message is 
rather trivial” (p. 20). An individual’s level of involvement with an object, situation, or topic is 
determined by the perceived personal relevance for the individual. Thus, clearly, motivation to process in 
the ELM is related to the independent variable level of involvement in the situational theory of publics. 

Research investigating issue involvement (Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981; Petty & Cacioppo, 
1979) found that when individuals were highly involved with a given issue strong or logical arguments 
were more persuasive than weak or illogical arguments. For subjects who were not as involved with the 
issue, argument strength was not found to be as persuasive. According to Petty and Cacioppo (1986), 
these findings demonstrated that individuals with higher issue involvement would typically engage in 
central route processing whereas individuals with lower issue involvement would engage in peripheral 
route processing.   

Under high involvement conditions, the content of a message is the main determinant of attitude 
change. However, under low involvement conditions, non-content factors, such as source credibility or 
mental shortcuts are more important in determining attitude change. In other words, attitude change can 
be influenced by different factors depending on issue involvement (Petty & Cacioppo, 1981).   

Many conceptual definitions and operations of the concept of involvement have been borrowed from 
consumer behavior literature (Havitz & Dimanche, 1997). Celsi and Olson (1988) emphasized the link 
between individual issue involvement and personal relevance of information, referring to the resulting 
motivational state as “felt involvement” (p. 211). When personally relevant knowledge is activated in 
memory, a motivational state is created that ‘energizes’ or ‘drives’ consumers’ overt behaviors, such as 
search and shopping, and cognitive behaviors such as attention and comprehension processes. In sum, 
motivation to process information is a function of the personally relevant knowledge that is activated in 
memory in a particular situation (Celsi & Olson, 1988, p. 211).  

Researchers have also operationalized less situational aspects of personal motivation in describing 
need for cognition (NFC) (Cacioppo & Petty, 1982).   Individuals’ NFC is defined as their “tendency to 
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engage in and enjoy thinking” (Cacioppo & Petty, 1982, p. 116). Subjects high in NFC are likely to 
process the message presented via cognitive elaboration in the central route while subjects low in NFC are 
likely to process the message with the use of heuristics and mental shortcuts in the peripheral route.  
Cohen, Scotland, and Wolfe (1955) first studied the concept of NFC empirically.  Individuals with high 
NFC are typically persuaded more by strong arguments and less by weak arguments.  

Receiver Factor 2: Ability to Process. An individual’s ability to process a message can be influenced 
by distraction and knowledge. Thus, the ELM accounts for "ability" both in the sense of an individual's 
innate cognitive capacity, as well as how that capacity might be hindered by factors external to the 
individual. For example, when they are distracted, people are less able to process a message (Perloff, 
2003). Additionally, cognitive ability or knowledge of a subject influences whether an individual 
processes a message centrally or peripherally. People process messages more carefully and skillfully 
when they know a lot about an issue. People with knowledge in a given area typically process the 
information centrally, and they are more adept in evaluating the information presented and identifying 
limitations in the arguments presented (Wood, Rhodes, & Biek, 1995).  On the other hand, people with 
less knowledge are unable to distinguish strong and weak arguments (Wood, Rhodes, & Biek, 1995).   

Message Factors: Argument Quality and Peripheral Cues. Message factors can be distinguished to 
determine which are being utilized for processing via the central route and which are being utilized for 
processing via the peripheral route. When individuals are motivated and able to think about an issue, they 
carefully consider the issue–relevant information presented in a message. This information can take the 
form of arguments presented in the message, or pieces of information that make claims about the position 
being taken (Petty & Priester, 1994), as well as the number of argument presented in the message or their 
length (Alba & Marmorstein, 1987; Petty & Cacioppo, 1984; Wood, Kallgren, & Priesler, 1985). 

On the other hand, when individuals are less motivated and/or able to think about an issue, they form 
favorable or unfavorable attitudes without careful consideration of the arguments presented. They rely on 
peripheral cues including the credibility of sources in the message (Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981) 
and the likability or attractiveness of the sources in the message (Petty, Cacioppo, & Schumann, 1983).   
Dependent Variables in the ELM  

Dependent variables in the ELM include attitudes, perceptions of argument quality and quantity and 
quality of message elaboration. Attitudes are an integral construct to the study of persuasion, because of 
the mediating role they play for individuals receiving new information and then modifying their behavior 
(Petty & Priester, 1994). Eagly and Chaiken (1993) define an attitude as “a psychological tendency that is 
expressed by evaluating a particular entity with some degree of favor or disfavor” (p. 1). These 
evaluations can be overt or covert responses of a cognitive, affective, or behavioral nature (Eagly & 
Chaiken, 1993; Rosenberg & Hovland, 1960).   In the ELM, attitude is typically operationalized by 
asking participants were asked to rate their attitudes toward an idea or concept after being exposed to a 
message. Several attitudinal items are usually summated to provide an index of attitude toward the idea or 
concept. 

In 1981, Fishbein and Ajzen stated that “the general neglect of the information contained in a 
message… is probably the most serious problem in communication and persuasion research” (p. 359). 
Petty and Cacioppo (1986) echoed this sentiment, saying there is a need in persuasion research for studies 
to investigate the underlying characteristics of persuasive arguments. Argument quality has several 
subconstructs including believability, comprehensibility, complexity, credibility, and familiarity of the 
message (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). In order to measure audience responses to persuasive messages, 
researchers have measured a number of attributes to determine whether messages are perceived as 
believable, unbiased, informative, interesting, fair, useful, and persuasive (Pinkleton, 1993; Roddy & 
Garramone, 1988). Typically, semantic differentials, or adjective pairs representing opposite ends of a 
continuum (DeVellis, 2003), are used to measure responses.    

Petty and Cacioppo (1986) define elaboration as “the extent to which a person thinks about issue-
relevant information” (p. 7). Under conditions of high elaboration, an individual’s cognitive activity is 
directed at relating new information (from a persuasive message) to what they already know about the 
topic with the purpose of evaluating the new information.  However, under conditions of low elaboration, 
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an individual is more likely to rely on simple affective cues or decisional rules in responding to the 
message. Message elaboration has been measured in numerous studies by a thought-listing technique has 
been used by social psychologists (Petty, Ostrom, & Brock, 1981; Cacioppo & Petty, 1980; Greenwald, 
1968) to investigate what people think to themselves when presented with persuasive messages designed 
to change their attitudes on personally relevant issues (Cacioppo & Petty, 1981). The thoughts listed by 
subjects are content analyzed to look at the direction and amount of cognitive elaboration.   
 Relevance of the ELM for Public Relations  

As described in the situational theory of publics, individual attitudes are not always processed in a 
thoughtful manner. The elaboration likelihood model of persuasion (ELM) thus offers a framework for 
investigating factors that may increase or decrease the likelihood of a message receiving thoughtful 
consideration. This thoughtful consideration, or elaboration as defined by Petty and Cacioppo (1986), 
refers to the extent to which an individual cognitively processes issue-relevant arguments contained in a 
persuasive communication. The likelihood of this elaboration is determined by the motivation and/or 
ability of the individual to comprehend and interpret the message.   

The utility of the ELM, according to its developers, is to provide a “general framework for 
organizing, categorizing, and understanding the basic processes underlying the effectiveness of 
communications” (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986, p. 125). Petty and Cacioppo (1986) offer several useful 
postulates about the ELM. Variables can affect the amount and direction of attitude change, by serving as 
persuasive arguments or peripheral cues, or by influencing the extent or direction of message elaboration.   

In the ELM, variables can affect motivation to process a message in a relatively objective (enhancing 
or reducing argument scrutiny) or relatively biased manner (producing more positive or more negative 
elaboration). Petty and Cacioppo (1986) also assert that while attitude change can take place via the 
central or peripheral route, attitude change that results mostly from processing topic-relevant arguments 
(the central route) will last longer, showing greater prediction of behavior and greater resistance to 
counterpersuasion than attitude change that occurs via the peripheral route.   

The central route to persuasion in the ELM emphasizes the use of issue-relevant cues (Petty & 
Cacioppo, 1986). When an issue holds a great deal of personal relevance or issue involvement for people, 
they are motivated to process the topic-relevant information presented. Individuals processing via the 
central route scrutinize the quality of arguments presented and are more likely to be persuaded by strong 
and logical arguments than weak and unsound arguments (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993).   

The peripheral route to persuasion in the ELM emphasizes the use of issue-irrelevant cues (Petty & 
Cacioppo, 1986). Persuasion that occurs via the peripheral route has been characterized as being more 
ephemeral than central route persuasion (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). A variety of 
factors such as attractive/powerful sources or the situational utility of the message can cause persuasion in 
the peripheral route. According to Petty and Cacioppo (1986), the peripheral route is not as effective as 
the central route in changing people’s attitudes if the topic holds a great deal of personal relevance or 
issue involvement for them.    

According to Petty and Cacioppo (1979), attitude change via the central route, while effective, is a 
very difficult way to change a person’s attitude. The researchers point to three conditions that must be met 
in order for the attitude change to take place. First, a message must hold personal relevance for a 
recipient. The recipient also must have the ability to process or understand the message content. And, 
finally, the arguments in the message must produce mostly favorable thoughts in the mind of the recipient 
(Petty & Cacioppo, 1979, p. 23). 

On the other hand, when individuals are less motivated and/or able to think about an issue, they form 
favorable or unfavorable attitudes without careful consideration of the arguments presented. They rely on 
peripheral cues. In the cases of central route and peripheral route processing, researchers have pointed to 
many of the same message elements as having potential for use in both types of processing, depending on 
the individual. Some of these message elements include the credibility of sources in the message (Petty, 
Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981), the likability or attractiveness of the sources in the message (Petty, 
Cacioppo, & Schumann, 1983), as well as the number of arguments presented in the message or their 
length (Alba & Marmorstein, 1987; Petty & Cacioppo, 1984; Wood, Kallgren, & Priesler, 1985).   
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Operationalizing Information Processing 
Information processing is often operationalized in ELM studies respondents rating the message they 

read, hear or see on a range of indices. The critical ELM factors of motivation and ability to process are 
often operationalized with indices related to interest or involvement with the message and difficulty in 
processing the message, respectively (Freeman & Spyridakis, 2004). MacInnis, Rao and Weiss (2002) 
operationalized information processing as a combination of affective and cognitive responses. They 
summed the scores on indices measuring positive and negative feelings, attitudes, interest, relevance, 
comprehension, credibility and empathy. Information processing is sometimes measured counting the 
number of thoughts respondents recall (Jones, Sinclair, Rhodes, & Courneya, 2004). Werner, Stoll, Birch 
and White (2002) tested message scrutiny and recall, asking respondents to list reasons for the importance 
of recycling after respondents were exposed to messages about the importance of recycling. 
Issues examined using ELM 

In recent years, the FLM has been applied in a number of varied contexts. Igartua, Cheng and Lopes 
(2003) used the ELM to analyze cognitive processing of fictional short films for HIV/AIDS prevention at 
Salamanca University in Spain. Siero and Doosje (1993) applied the ELM in the Netherlands to examine 
attitudes toward the use of automobiles in relation to environmental issues. Henningsen, Henningsen, 
Cruz and Morrill (2003) compared Relational Framing Theory and ELM in regards to social influence in 
groups. The ELM has been used to examine the effect of writing style on cognitive processing, including 
the effects of structural and grammatical variables on persuasion within the ELM (Areni, 2003) and 
power-of-speech style, argument strength, and need for cognition (Hosman, Huebner, & Siltanen, 2002). 
MacInnis, Rao and Weiss (2002) used the ELM to connect sales data and advertisements and consumer 
information processing. Werner, Stoll, Birch and White (2002) coupled the clinical psychology concept of 
validation with the ELM to increase the influence of persuasive messages on aluminum can recycling.   

Integrating the Situational Theory and the Elaboration Likelihood Model 
We argue that the integration of the ELM with the situational theory of publics produces an elegant 

theory with very strong explanatory power for elucidating information-processing in organizational 
publics. This new theory, called the Situational Processing Model (SPM), offers a way for public relations 
program planners to predict information-processing in target publics, as well as an improved 
conceptualization of information-processing for future use by public relations scholars. The key elements 
of the model are summarized in Figure 1. In the sections below, we explain the elements of the SPM 
before elaborating on directions for research. 
Independent and Antecedent Variables 

The primary independent variable of the Situational Processing Model is motivation to process or the 
extent to which an individual feels compelled to pay attention to information. Motivation to process 
information is built around three antecedent variables: problem recognition, level of involvement, and 
need for cognition. These antecedents are factors specific to individuals that affect their desire to process 
information. Using definitions from the situational theory of publics, we define problem recognition as 
the extent to which an individual considers an issue to be problematic and level of involvement as the 
extent to which an individual feels personally affected by the issue in question. The third antecedent 
variable in the SPM is the need for cognition or the extent to which an individual feels more information 
about the issue is necessary.   
Dependent Variables 
 The primary dependent variable predicted by motivation to process is information processing, which 
in our SPM can be one of two possible varieties. First, dedicated information processing occurs when an 
individual is highly motivated to process information, due to high levels of problem recognition, level of 
involvement and cognition need. In this type of information processing, the individual is dedicated to 
paying more attention to argument quality, just as occurs in the central route to persuasion in the ELM. 
On the other hand, individuals who are not highly motivated to process information might still do so in a 
diffident manner, which we call casual information processing, if other factors do not interfere. This kind 
of information processing would be related to the ELM's peripheral route to persuasion. 
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 The second dependent variable of the situational theory of publics, information-seeking, was dropped 
from the Situational Processing Model because our model seeks only to explain the conditions under 
which information processing takes places. Furthermore, we argue that information-processing must 
precede information-seeking, so a deeper understanding of the former is critical to the development of an 
understanding of the latter. As an aside, we note that we are particularly troubled by recent public 
relations scholarship in which "information-seeking" or "active communication" has somehow morphed 
into physical action. In our view, there is a substantial difference between active communication in the 
sense of seeking additional information about an issue, and marching in the streets to demonstrate in 
support of or against that issue. Thus, information-seeking remains a problematic concept deserving of 
greater scrutiny than we can give in this paper.  
Intervening Variables 
 In the ELM, numerous factors affect whether individuals are likely to process information along the 
central or peripheral routes. These factors are roughly distinguished as those pertaining to the 
informational message itself and those relevant to the individual's ability to process information. While 
keeping the message factors, we argue that processing ability factors should be further articulated as 
environmental factors, such as distraction and message comprehensibility, and personal constraining 
factors. 
 The latter set of items includes those originally found in the ELM, such as issue familiarity and 
appropriate schema, as well as the situational theory variable constraint recognition. Furthermore, we 
make a connection between ELM's appropriate schema and the original fourth independent variable of the 
situational theory: cross-situational attitude or worldview. These concepts all suggest that prior attitudes 
and worldviews will affect the nature and extent of information-processing, as personal constraining 
factors.  
 The key environmental factor that we adopted from the ELM is distraction, e.g., noise external to the 
processing effort that hinders information-processing. This external factor would be similar to the external 
dimension of constraint recognition, articulated when Grunig & Childers, a.k.a. Hon (1988), split the 
independent variables of the situational theory into internal and external dimensions. 

Directions for Research 
The key direction for research for the Situational Processing Model is to collect data that will help to 

concretize the conceptualization articulated in this exploratory paper. Furthermore, next steps for 
scholarship should answer the all-important question of "What types of publics can the Situational 
Processing Model predict?" Only with this information will the Situational Processing Model fulfill its 
potential to be of great significance to public relations theory and practice. 
 

References 
Alba, J. W., & Marmorstein, H. (1987). The effects of frequency knowledge on consumer decision 

making. Journal of Consumer Research, 14, 14-25. 
Aldoory, L. (2001). Making health connections meaningful for women: Factors that influence 

involvement. Journal of Public Relations Research, 13(2), 163-185. 
Areni, C. (2003). The effects of structural and grammatical variables on persuasion: An elaboration 

likelihood model perspective. Psychology & Marketing, 20, 349-375. 
Atwood, L. E., & Cheng, P. (1986). Public opinion and media use in Hong Kong: The ‘1997’ question. 

Occasional chapters no. 15, Centre for Hong Kong Studies, Institute of Social Studies, The 
Chinese University of Hong Kong, Shatin, New Territories, Hong Kong. 

Atwood, L. E., & Major, A. M. (1991). Applying situational communication theory to an international 
political problem: Two studies. Journalism Quarterly, 68(1/2), 200-210. 

Barry, T. E. (1987). The development of the hierarchy of effects: An historical perspective. In J. H. Leigh 
& C. R. Martin, Jr. (Eds.), Current Issues and Research in Advertising (pp. 251-295). Ann Arbor, 
MI: Univeristy of Michigan. 

 
 



 460

Cacioppo, J. T., & Petty, R. E. (1980). Persuasiveness of communications is affected by exposure 
frequency and message quality: A theoretical and empirical analysis of persisting attitude change. 
In J. H. Leigh & C. R. Martin (Eds.), Current issues and research in advertising. Ann Arbor, MI: 
University of Michigan Graduate School of Business Administration. 

Cacioppo, J. T., & Petty, R. E. (1981). Social psychological procedures for cognitive response 
assessment: The thought-listing technique. In T. V. Merluzzi & C. R. Glass & M. Genest (Eds.), 
Cognitive assessment (pp. 309-342). New York: The Guilford Press. 

Cacioppo, J. T., & Petty, R. E. (1982). The need for cognition. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 42(1), 116-131. 

Cameron, G. T. (1992). Memory for investor relations messages: An information-processing study of 
Grunig's situational theory. Journal of Public Relations Research, 4(1), 45-60. 

Cameron, G. T., & Yang, J. (1991). Effect of support and personal distance on the definition of key 
publics for the issue of AIDS. Journalism Quarterly, 68(4), 620-629. 

Celsi, R. L., & Olson, J. C. (1988). The role of involvement in attention and comprehension processes. 
Journal of Consumer Research, 15, 210-224. 

Cohen, A. R., Scotland, E., & Wolfe, D. M. ( 1955). An experimental investigation of need for cognition. 
Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology , 51, 291-294.  

Cooley, S. C. (1996). Increasing parental involvement at a suburban middle school. Unpublished master's 
thesis, University of Houston, Texas. 

Coombs, W. T., & Holladay, S. J. (2002) Helping crisis managers protect reputational assets: Initial tests 
of the situational crisis communication theory. Management Communication Quarterly, 16(2), 
165-186. 

DeVellis, R. F. (Ed.). (2003). Scale development: theory and applications (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage Publications. 

Eagly, A. H., & Chaiken, S. (1993). The psychology of attitudes. Fort Worth, TX: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich College Publishers. 

Fall, L. T. (2004). The increasing role of public relations as a crisis management function: An empirical 
examination of communication restrategising efforts among destination organisation managers in 
the wake of the 11th September, 2001. Journal of Vacation Marketing, 10(3), 238-252. 

Festinger, L., & Maccoby, N. (1964). On resistance to persuasive communications. Journal of Abnormal 
and Social Psychology, 58, 203-210. 

Fishbein, M., & Ajzen, I. (1981). Acceptance, yielding, and impact: Cognitive processes in persuasion. In 
R. E. Petty & T. Ostrom & T. C. Brock (Eds.), Cognitive responses in persuasion (pp. 339-359). 
Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Freeman, K. & Spyridakis, J. (2004). An examination of factors that affect the credibility of online health 
information. Technical Communication, 51(2), 239-263.  

Greenwald, A. G. (1968). Cognitive learning, cognitive response to persuasion, and attitude change. In A. 
G. Greenwald & T. C. Brock & T. M. Ostrom (Eds.), Psychological foundations of attitudes. 
New York: Academic Press. 

Grunig, J. E. (1983). Communication behaviors and attitudes of environmental publics: Two studies. 
Journalism Monographs, 81, 1-47. 

Grunig, J. E. (1989). Sierra Club study shows who become activists, Public Relations Review, 15(3), 3-
24. 

Grunig, J. E. (Ed.). (1992). Excellence in public relations and communication management. Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum 

Grunig, J. E. (1997). A situational theory of publics: Conceptual history, recent challenges and new 
research. In D. Moss, T. MacManus & D. Vercic (Eds.), Public relations research: An 
international perspective (pp. 3-48). London: International Thomson Business Press. 

 
 
 



 461

Grunig, J. E., & Childers, L. [a.k.a., Hon]. (1988, July). Reconstruction of a situational theory of 
communication: Internal and external concepts as identifiers of publics for AIDS. Paper 
presented to the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication, Portland, 
OR. 

Hamilton, P. K. (1992). Grunig’s situational theory: A replication, application, and extension. Journal of 
Public Relations Research, 4, 123-150. 

Havitz, M. E., & Dimanche, F. (1997). Leisure involvement revisited: Conceptual conundrums and 
measurement advances. Journal of Leisure Research, 29, 245-278. 

Heath, R. L., Liao, S.-H., & Douglas, W. (1995). Effects of perceived economic harms and benefits on 
issue involvement, use of information sources, and actions: A study in risk communication. 
Journal of Public Relations Research, 7(2), 89-109. 

Henningsen, M., Henningsen, D., Cruz, M. &  Morrill, J. (2003). Social influence in groups: A 
comparative application of relational framing theory and the elaboration likelihood model of 
persuasion. Communication Monographs, 70(3), 1-1(1).  

Hosman, L., Huebner, T., & Siltanen, S. (2002). The impact of power-of-speech style, argument strength, 
and need for cognition on impression formation, cognitive responses, and persuasion. Journal of 
Language and Social Psychology, 21(4), 361-379.   

Igartua, J., Cheng, L. & Lopes, O. (2003). To think or not to think: Two pathways towards persuasion by 
short films on AIDS prevention. Journal of Health Communication, 8(6), 513-529.  

Jones, L. W., Sinclair, R. C., Rhodes, R. E., & Courneya, K. S. (2004). Promoting exercise behavior: An 
integration of persuasion theories and the theory of planned behavior. British Journal of Health 
Psychology, 9, 505-521.  

Kelly, K. S. (1979). Predicting alumni giving: An analysis of alumni donors and non-donors of the 
College of Journalism at the University of Maryland. Unpublished master’s thesis, University of 
Maryland, College Park. 

Kelly, K. S. (1997). Effective fund-raising management. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Earlbaum. 
Knowles, E. S., & Linn, J. A. (2004). Resistance and persuasion. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 

Associates. 
Lippman, W. (1922). Public opinion. New York: Macmillan. 
MacInnis, D. J., Rao, A. G. & Weiss, A. M. (2002), Assessing when increased media weight of real-

world advertisements helps sales. Journal of Marketing Research, 39, 391-407.  
Major, A. M. (1993a). Environmental concern and situational communication theory: Implications for 

communicating with environmental publics. Journal of Public Relations Research, 5, 251-268. 
Major, A. M. (1993b). A test of situational communication theory: Public response to the 1990 Browning 

earthquake prediction. International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters, 11, 337-349. 
Major, A. M. (1998). The utility of situational theory of publics for assessing public response to a disaster 

prediction. Public Relations Review, 24(4), 489-508. 
Major, A. M. (2000). Correlates of accuracy and inaccuracy in the perception of the climate of opinion for 

four environmental issues. Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly, 77(2), 223-242. 
McGuire, W. J. (1976). Some internal psychological factors influencing consumer choice. Journal of 

Consumer Research, 2, 302-319. 
Perloff, R. M. (2003). The dynamics of persuasion: Communication and attitudes in the 21st century. 

Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
Perloff, R. M., & Brock, T. C. (1980). "And thinking makes it so": Cognitive responses to persuasion. In 

M. E. Roloff & G. R. Miller (Eds.), Persuasion: New directions in theory and research (pp. 67-
99). Beverly Hills, CA: Sage. 

Pettus-Hargrove, U. L. (2003). Politics and the pulpit: Exploring the situational theory and the formation 
of publics for political activism as an effect of political communication from clergy in Black 
churches in Washington, D.C. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Maryland College 
Park. 



 462

Petty, R. E., & Cacioppo, J. T. (1979). Issue involvement can increase or decrease persuasion by 
enhancing message-relevant cognitive responses. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
37(10), 1915-1926. 

Petty, R. E., & Cacioppo, J. T. (1981). Attitudes and persuasion: Classic and contemporary approaches. 
Dubuque, IA: William C. Brown Co. 

Petty, R. E., & Cacioppo, J. T. (1984). The effects of involvement on repsonses to argument quantity and 
quality: Central and peripheral routes to persuasion. Journal of Personality & Social Psychology, 
46, 69-81. 

Petty, R. E., & Cacioppo, J. T. (1986). Communication and Persuasion: Central and Peripheral Routes to 
Attitude Change. New York: Springer-Verlag. 

Petty, R. E., Cacioppo, J. T., & Goldman, R. (1981). Personal involvement as a determinant of argument-
based persuasion. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 41, 847-855. 

Petty, R. E., Cacioppo, J. T. & Schumann, D. (1983).  Central and Peripheral Routes to Advertising 
Effectiveness: The Moderating Role of Involvement, Journal of Consumer Research, 10, 135-
146. 

Petty, R. E., Ostrom, T., & Brock, T. C. (Eds.). (1981). Cognitive responses in persuasion. Hillsdale, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Petty, R. E., & Priester, J. R. (1994). Mass media attitude change: Implications of the elaboration 
likelihood model of persuasion. In J. Bryant & D. Zillman (Eds.), Media effects: Advances in 
theory and research. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Pinkleton, B. E. (1993). The role of comparative information in political advertising evaluations and 
candidate evaluations. Paper presented at the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass 
Communication, Kansas City, MO. 

Roddy, B. L., & Garramone, G. M. (1988). Appeals and strategies of negative political advertising. 
Journal of Broadcasting and Electronic Media, 32, 415-427. 

Rosenberg, M. J., & Hovland, C. I. (1960). Cognitive, affective, and behavioral components of attitudes. 
In C. I. Hovland & M. J. Rosenberg (Eds.), Attitude organization and change (pp. 1-14). New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 

Roser, C., & Thompson, M. (1995). Fear appeals and the formation of active publics. Journal of 
Communication, 45(1), 103-121. 

Sha, B.-L. (1998, August). Intercultural public relations: Cultural identity and the segmentation of 
publics. Paper presented to the Public Relations Division of the Association for Education in 
Journalism and Mass Communication, Baltimore, MD. 

Sha, B.-L., & Pine, P. (2004, March). Using the situational theory of publics to develop an education 
campaign regarding child sexual abuse. Paper presented to the Seventh Annual Interdisciplinary 
Public Relations Research Conference, Miami, Florida. 

Siero, F. W., & Doosje, B. J. (1993). Attitude change following persuasive communication: Integrating 
social judgment theory and the elaboration likelihood model. European Journal of Social 
Psychology, 23, 541-554. 

Slater, M. D., Chipman, H., Auld, G., Keefe, T., & Kendall, P. (1992). Information processing and 
situational theory: A cognitive response analysis. Journal of Public Relations Research, 4(4), 
189-203. 

Vasquez, G. M. (1993). A homo narrans paradigm for public relations: Combining Bormann's symbolic 
convergence theory and Grunig's situational theory of publics. Journal of Public Relations 
Research, 5(3), 201-216.   

Werner, C. M., Stoll, R., Birch, P., & White, P. H. (2002). Clinical validation and cognitive elaboration: 
Signs that encourage sustained recycling. Basic and Applied Social Psychology, 24, 184-202.  

Wood, W., Kallgren, C., & Priesler, R. (1985). Access to attitude relevant information in memory as a 
determinant of persuasion. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 21, 73-85. 



 463

Wood, W., Rhodes, N., and Biek, M. (1995). Working knowledge and attitude strength: An information-
processing analysis. In Attitude srength: Antecedents and consequences, eds. R. E. Petty and J. A. 
Krosnick. Mahwah, NJ. 

 

 

Figure 1: Sha-Lundy Situational Processing Model 
 

Individual Factors 
 

Problem  Level of  Need for  
Recognition Personal Involvement Cognition 

 
 
 
 

Motivation To Process 
 

 
 

Central Route 
High Elaboration 

Dedicated Information Processing 

Peripheral Route 
Low Elaboration 

Casual Information Processing 
   

 
 

Message 
Factors 

Processing Ability 
(Constraining) Factors 

 

Message 
Factors 

Processing Ability  
(Constraining) 

Factors 
Argument Quality 
Argument Strength 
Source Credibility 

  

Distraction 
Message 

Comprehensibility 
Issue familiarity 

Appropriate schema 

Attractive Source 
Music 
Humor 
Visuals 

Distraction 
Message 

Comprehensibility 
Issue familiarity 

Appropriate schema 
 

 
Attitude Change 

 

 
Message Elaboration 

 
 

Cognitive 
Component 

Perceptual  
Component 
Perceptual  
Component 



 464

Education and Training for International Public Relations: 
A Call for Radical Curriculum Modifications 

John Stone 
School of Communication  
James Madison University  

stonejd@jmu.edu
 
The world has become a global environment.  All those who want and need to participate in the practice 
of public relations on an international level must not only understand this environment, but be able to 
adapt to it. The public relations professional who practices in the international milieu must be exposed to 
both education and training that prepares them for experiences considerably dissimilar from those in the 
domestic (United States) environment.   For, the multi-faceted tasks with which public relations is 
involved are directly and substantially affected by the diverse and often rapidly-changing nature of a 
number of major international “forces.”   

Internationally, it is common knowledge that such major “players” as the Inter-national Monetary 
Fund (IMF), the World Bank, the International Trade Center (formerly GATT), the International Labor 
Organization (ILO), the International Energy Agency (IEA), the Organization for Economic Co-operation 
[sic] Development (OECD), and Organization for Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) assert major 
influences on international decisions—socially, economically and politically.  Awareness of these major 
international organizations, their activities and their spheres of influence are con-sidered essential to the 
effective (and even safe) practice of public relations on an inter-national scale.   

Modifications in both the education and preparation (internship and training) are warranted—even 
critical.  In addition to the traditional undergraduate background in public relations, intense study in the 
changing nature of country-specific cultures, economic and political systems, and religions as well as the 
peculiarities of individual communication systems (both verbal and nonverbal) are essential preparations 
for the public relations practitioner wishing to successfully practice their skills in the international 
environment of the 21st century.  With such a formal educational back-ground, the public relations student 
should have little difficulty garnering and internship with a firm engaged in international public relations.   

This paper will build a rationale for a specific course of study designed for the student interested in 
developing entry-level knowledge of public relations at the inter-national level.   
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The Centers for Disease Control first reported cases of a mysterious disease, which appeared to be 
confined to young gay men in the United States, in 1981. Researchers named it AIDS, or Acquired 
Immune Deficiency Syndrome. By 1982, 788 cases had been reported worldwide. Today, AIDS has 
reached pandemic proportions. Estimates are that more than 40 million people worldwide now have AIDS 
and some researchers predict that by 2020, more than 68 million people will have died from AIDS unless 
significant funding is put into global prevention programs (USA Today, 2002: 10D).  

The first drug to treat AIDS was approved for marketing by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration 
in 1987. At the time AZT (trade name Retrovir) was approved for marketing, the dual issues of access to 
the drug and its high cost were paramount.  Because supplies of the drug were limited when it was first 
approved, partly because the FDA had approved it much more quickly than Burroughs Wellcome, maker 
of the drug, had anticipated, a system had to be set up to determine who would have access to the drug. 
Also, the drug was very expensive when it first came to market, with an annual cost of more than $10,000 
to patients taking it. Thus, public discussion of AIDS and AIDS treatment focused not only on the 
economic issues, but on the moral aspects as well.  

Today the AIDS crisis has worsened, with an exponential increase in the number of cases, mostly in 
Sub-Saharan African countries, where many people live in abject poverty. Yet the issues remain the same. 
As Gunther notes (Fortune, Sept. 6, 2004), “AIDS has created business issues for pharmaceutical 
companies and a handful of global corporations…with significant holdings in Sub-Saharan Africa.” But 
it’s created ethical dilemmas as well. William H. Gates, father of Microsoft founder Bill Gates, said in the 
same Fortune article: “Many people make the case that AIDS is an economic issue or a national security 
issue. That’s all right with me. If we have to make that argument to get the public funds we need to fight 
disease, we should do it. But to me…this is a humanitarian issue. People are dying, and we can save 
them. That ought to be enough.” 

Pharmaceutical companies that produce AIDS medications have been placed in the position of 
defending their economic interests while considering the ethical implications of access and cost for AIDS 
drugs to the millions who barely make enough money to get by, let alone pay for costly drug treatments. 
This dilemma has been highlighted in some media stories over the past 20 years. For example, CBS News 
(May 26, 2001) broadcast a story that asked its viewers to consider the ethical implications, both for 
pharmaceutical companies and for society at large, of the devastation that AIDS was wreaking in Sub-
Saharan Africa. The story’s lead-in stated: “We’re going to focus tonight on one of the profound 
questions of our time. When millions of people in one part of the world are wasting away from disease, is 
the rest of the world obligated to help in any way it can?” The reporter then asks a pharmaceutical 
company spokesperson whether drug companies “have a moral responsibility to save or prolong lives.” 

This study explores the ethical and economic dilemmas faced by pharmaceutical companies who 
produce AIDS drugs through an examination of media coverage of the issue by five newspapers. The 
paper identifies and analyzes frames used by newspaper reporters in writing their stories. Furthermore, the 
study identifies sources used by reporters for their stories, and, in cases where the source was a 
spokesperson for a pharmaceutical company or a spokesperson for an activist organization or NGO, 
analyzes the frames employed by those individuals to talk about the topic of AIDS drugs (their 
availability and cost, primarily).  
Corporate social responsibility, corporate reputation 

The 1960s ushered in the concept of corporate social responsibility. According to Daugherty, 
businesses evolved from a focus on economic issues to a wider focus on socioeconomic issues. As entities 
that have a responsibility to the society they are part of, they have “an obligation to solve some of 
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society’s most pressing problems and to devote some of their resources to these societal problems 
(Daugherty, 2000, p. 392).”   Milton Friedman (1970) disagreed with the notion of corporate social 
responsibility when the concept was first debated in academic circles in the 1960s; he said the idea was 
socialistic, where an organization asks its shareholders, for example, to contribute “against their will to 
social causes favored by the activists.” Instead, he said, “There is one and only one social responsibility of 
business—to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays 
within the rules of the game, which is to say it engages in open and free competition without deception or 
fraud.”  

But Frank (1996) asserts that even Friedman recognized that there may be instances where an 
organization’s interests match the interests of the larger community. Daugherty notes that in today’s 
world, publics expect organizations to be accountable for their actions and to be an active participant in 
solving society’s problems. Not only that, but, “public hostility surfaces when a gap occurs between 
society’s expectations of an organization and its actual performance (2000, p. 390).” 

Also, according to some researchers, organizations today recognize that “doing good” can be good 
business; if an organization is seen as being a responsible corporate citizen, it can positively affect that 
company’s bottom line (Curtin & Boynton, 2000, p. 417).  

Public perceptions of an organization in terms of its socially responsible actions  can directly affect 
that organization’s reputation.  This is particularly true in the United States, according to Pruzan (2001). 
He says that there is an increased emphasis on “ethical consumerism,” where people will buy from 
organizations they consider to be ethical and socially responsible. Not only that, 13% of investments 
made by mutual funds or trust fund organizations today fall into the category of  social or ethical 
investments. “In other words, there is strong evidence that corporate reputation can play a significant role 
in the investment decisions made by both individuals and financial institutions (Pruzan, p. 53).” 

A recent poll conducted by Prince of Wales Business Leaders Forum and The Conference Board 
found that “51% of North Americans had punished or rewarded a company based on their perceptions of 
the company’s social responsibility (Sjovall & Talk, 2004, p. 270).”  But how do people form their 
perceptions about a corporation’s reputation? According to Williams and Moffitt (1997), corporate 
images are formed partly by the organization itself, through communication efforts, partly by an 
individual’s contact or personal knowledge about an organization and partly by environmental factors.  
Likewise, people can form attitudes about an organization’s reputation through direct observation of the 
company, or through communication with others in their social network. Devine and Halpern (2001) add 
that corporate reputations can be affected not only by what organizations themselves communicate, but 
also by what is said about them in the media. 

Public relations professionals can have an impact on their organization’s reputation by the way they 
communicate with an organization’s stakeholders, either directly or through mediated channels. And, 
increasingly, public relations practitioners are being cast in the role of internal ethical watchdogs. Pearson 
(2000) asserts that corporate public relations departments that are part of management increasingly “…are 
charged with the responsibility of managing the moral dimension of corporate conduct (128).” 
Kruckeberg (2000) sees an even more all-encompassing role for public relations practitioners in today’s 
global society, where they will be called on to serve, not only as organizational ethicists, but social 
policy-makers within their organizations, thus having additional impact on public perceptions of their 
organizations. 

Although some public relations practitioners would prefer to communicate directly with their 
stakeholders, rather than through mediated channels, they realize the importance of the media in setting 
the agenda for what publics see as important issues of the day. Furthermore, practitioners realize the 
importance of third-party credibility that the media can convey by covering a story the organization hopes 
to see publicized.  Also, notes Heath, public relations practitioners must seek out communication 
opportunities both “to advance marketplace and public policy discourse (2000, p. 35)” and to build and/or 
maintain relationships with their stakeholders. While some of this communication may take place directly 
with stakeholders—activist groups, for example—other communication opportunities arise through mass 
media channels.  
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Organizations concerned about maintaining or improving their reputations, then, should be concerned 
with how the media portray them because, as Backer (2001) states that media don’t just give information 
to people, they construct reality (p. 241).  Backer’s study of four international consumer boycotts against 
corporations showed that coverage by the media of activist organizations’ activities against the 
corporations involved in  issues had an impact not only in how people perceived the reality of the 
situation, their coverage also increased the number of people who boycotted against the corporations.  

Furthermore, the media have the ability “to coalesce a company’s various stakeholder perspectives 
and create a single reputation, as opposed to multiple reputations (Backer, p. 236). 

Carroll and McCombs (2003) state that agenda-setting studies over the past 25 years have shown that 
the media do, in fact, set the public agenda. While most agenda-setting studies look at public issues, 
Carroll and McCombs assert that the theory may be properly applied to an examination of the influence of 
media on public perceptions and images about corporations as well. This is an area worthy of examination 
because of the marked increase in business news coverage by media over the past 10 or so years. 

Wallack (1993) says the media have set the agenda for public discussion of a variety of issues over 
the years, including civil rights, gay rights, women’s rights and the AIDS issue, to name just a few. And, 
while entertainment media can play a role in advancing public discussion on an issue, most agenda setting 
is done through news stories. Wallack also asserts that mass media have a two-step function: The first is 
to contribute to setting the public agenda by focusing on certain events, people, or issues. But equally 
important is how the media frame an issue.  

Media frame stories by putting together facts and information into story form. The “meaning of facts 
is shaped by the context in which they’re presented (Wallack, p. 68).” Who the media choose to help tell a 
story (sources), and their use of specific words to describe an action or an individual, for example, can 
convey meaning to publics about how they should think about a certain issue. Furthermore, the use of 
framing, whether intended or unintended, can have an impact on how audiences feel about who is 
responsible for fixing a problem—such as decreasing the number of AIDS cases, or increasing the 
availability of AIDS drugs at lower prices.   

Based on an examination of the literature as it relates to corporate social responsibility, corporate 
reputation, agenda setting and framing, the following research questions were posed: 

RQ1: What is the extent of newspaper coverage of the AIDS issue as it relates to 
          pharmaceutical companies and AIDS drug pricing and access? 
RQ2: What were the major frames used in newspaper articles about AIDS and 
          pharmaceutical companies? 
RQ3: Who were the primary sources for news stories?  
RQ4: In stories where public relations practitioners for pharmaceutical companies or  
         spokespersons for activist organizations were quoted, how did the quotes used  
         position “their” side of the story? 

Method 
A content analysis was conducted of five newspapers’ coverage of pharmaceutical companies and 

their role in the global AIDS crisis. The Wall Street Journal, the Washington Post, The New York Times, 
the Los Angeles Times and USA Today were included in the content analysis. These papers are considered 
by many to be national newspapers, or, as in the case of The New York Times, a newspaper of record as 
well. The Wall Street Journal was included because of its focus on business news; it was used to compare 
its coverage with that of the other papers. The time period covered was from 1987, when the first AIDS 
drug was approved for marketing by the FDA, up until June 2004. Stories were retrieved from Nexis-
Lexis. Search terms used to access stories about the AIDS crisis and the role of pharmaceutical companies 
were: HIV, AIDS and pharmaceutical companies. Checks were done to assure that these terms would 
capture the stories of interest to the study.  Quantitative content analysis was performed to identify the 
scope of the coverage, news sources used, story length, story topics, story type, and main focus of story. 
Qualitative content analysis was conducted to identify thematic elements or frames used by newspapers in 
their stories, frames used by corporate or activist spokespeople in direct or indirect quotes and the 
dominant focus of the story ( whether it had mainly a business-economic focus, social-ethical focus, 
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science-research focus, legal focus or a combination.  Data were analyzed using SPSS 11.0 for Windows 
to identify frequencies and cross-tabulations.  

Results 
A total of 223 stories were identified and analyzed. The New York Times had the most stories, with 68 

or 30.5%, followed by the Los Angeles Times, with 54, or 24.2%, the Wall Street Journal, with 46, or 
20.6%, the Washington Post, with 37 (16.6%) and USA Today, with 18, or 8.1%.  

Nearly 70%, or 135 stories, were published from 2000 to 2004. No other single year had more than 
4% of the stories. Seventy stories were published in 2001, more than half the number of stories published 
in 2000, with 33. 

Most of the stories published were less than 1,500 words long, with 37% being 500-1,000 words long 
and 30% being less than 500 words long.  

Stories were coded as to type, depending on the identifier supplied by the newspaper. For example, 
stories were identified by the terms “business” (originating from the Business Desk, for example), 
Foreign, National, Science, News, Features, Health/Technology and Family/Health, Politics/Policy and 
Editorial/Opinion. The largest news “type” were stories that originated in the Business division, with 
21%. This was followed by “Foreign,” with 16.7%, “Health” news, with 14.9%. No other individual 
category had more than 10% of the stories.  

Stories also were coded as having a United States focus or a world/international focus. Three-quarters 
of the study’s stories were considered internationally focused.  

  There was no one major story topic. The largest one—stories that dealt with the conflict of drug 
patents and whether generic equivalents would be allowed to be sold in certain countries made up 13.6% 
of stories. This was followed by stories that dealt with pharmaceutical companies lowering the prices of 
their AIDS drugs, with 11.8% of the stories. Also, 10% of the stories involved world policy 
considerations on how to deal with the AIDS issue, while 8.2% focused on groups or individuals 
protesting the price of AIDS drugs, and 8.6% dealing with research and development of new AIDS drugs. 

More than one-third of the stories contained more than five sources per story, at 35.7%. About 20% 
of the stories used less than four sources. The most commonly used first source (first to appear in a story) 
was a named or unnamed pharmaceutical company or companies, with 18.6%. The second most 
frequently used source was a spokesperson for a pharmaceutical company, with 7.2%; UN employee 
equaled this source category. This was followed by the source category of US government employee, at 
6.8%, and doctor/scientist/researcher, at 5.9%.   

The same source categories were ranked highest for the second, third and fourth source used as well. 
Although the category of activist organization spokesperson was used as a first source less than 2% of the 
time, it was used 4% of the time as a second source, nearly 3% of the time as the third source and 4% of 
the time as a fourth source.  

More than one-third of the stories (n=79) had a social/ethical focus, followed by 31% of the stories 
with a combination focus. The next largest category was business/economic focus, with 13.6%.  This was 
followed by science/research focus, with 10.4%; nearly 8% of the stories had a legal focus. 
Frames 

Three major frames emerged from the qualitative analysis; the first framed pharmaceutical companies 
as misunderstood corporations besieged on all sides. The second frame depicted pharmaceutical 
companies as corporations more concerned with profits than saving lives.  The third frame, which 
appeared less frequently, was of companies whose main purpose was to save lives through scientific 
research and development of needed drugs. 

 Misunderstood organizations besieged on all sides frame: This frame was employed in many of 
the stories that dealt with the issues of drug pricing and availability. Specific examples of this include the 
following: “After years of basking in the glow of huge profits and a sterling public image, the big brand-
name drug companies are reeling from attacks by senior citizen groups, AIDS activist and federal 
regulation.” Another story from the Wall Street Journal states: “Coming from so many corners and with 
such ferocity, the attacks have put the hugely profitable and politically influential industry on the 
defensive as never before.” Another story focuses on price cuts by a pharmaceutical company, calling the 
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announcement of price cuts, “its latest response to the public outcry over lack of cheap, lifesaving drugs 
for poor countries.” A third example focuses on the issue of patent protection violations by some 
countries whose governments were buying significantly cheaper generic alternatives. The story says: “An 
extraordinary price war is breaking out in the market for AIDS drugs in poor countries, as pharmaceutical 
giants seek to blunt a growing threat from generic drug companies and recoup some moral high ground 
amid the crippling epidemic.” 
Organizations interested only in profit at expense of lives 

This frame was employed in a number of stories, most dealing with patent rights of the large 
pharmaceutical companies that make AIDS drugs. Examples of this frame include the following: “Abbott 
Laboratories has raised the U.S. price of a key AIDS drug by 400%, a move that could roil the market for 
HIV treatments.” Another example states: “This week the unthinkable happened in Africa: The world’s 
biggest pharmaceutical companies were forced into a painful negotiation over patent rights and the price 
of AIDS medicines.” Still another focuses heavily on the issue of profits over lives: “The international 
pharmaceutical companies challenging a South African law aimed at easing access to AIDS drugs 
will…confront a nation devastated by HIV and a world increasingly impatient with industry pledges to 
help its poorest victims.” 
Organizations as humanitarian “savers” of lives 

This frame was employed, though much less frequently than the other two. Examples of the use of 
this frame include: “In an attempt to get AIDS drugs to thousands of HIV-infected people in Africa, Asia 
and South America, several major pharmaceutical companies are offering to slash the prices of HIV drugs 
for people living in poor nations.”  Another example states: “The four biggest vaccine makers will 
announce today at the White House that they are donating millions of doses of their products and stepping 
up research to cure diseases that plague African countries and other developing nations.” Another 
example focuses on the work one pharmaceutical company is doing to train African doctors to administer 
AIDS drugs. “The world’s second-largest pharmaceutical company will build a center to train African 
doctors in administering the most advanced AIDS drugs available, while arranging treatment for as many 
as 50,000 Ugandans.” Finally, a story recounts news of a new program “that offers AIDS drugs at a steep 
discount” to “all the world’s poor nations,” which the story described as “a key step toward making 
treatment available to millions of vulnerable patients.”  
Getting our side heard: Activists and corporate spokespeople 

Although every story that quotes an industry executive does not also contain a quote from an activist 
organization, many of them do. And, as expected, the pharmaceutical spokesperson tends to emphasize 
the humanitarian aspects of the issue, while the activist organization representative focuses on how their 
organization forced the pharmaceutical company to “do good.” One example involves a story about 
Bristol Myers cutting the price of its AIDS drugs to “below cost.” The company spokesperson said: “This 
is not about profits and patents; it’s about poverty and a devastating disease.” On the other hand, a 
spokesperson for the Treatment Action Campaign, a South African advocacy group, said about the price 
cuts: “HIV/AIDS activists have won a major victory.” Also, in a story about a Bristol-Myers charitable 
program to provide $100 million to South Africa to help treat AIDS victims, the pharmaceutical 
company’s chairman is quoted as saying: “As one of the world’s great pharmaceutical companies and a 
major developer and manufacturer of medicines for the treatment of HIV/AIDS, we feel a moral 
obligation to take action.” But the spokesperson for the South African AIDS activist organization states: 
“Basically, Bristol-Myers Squibb is investing $100 million to ensure that criticism from important 
sources is silenced.” 

 Another story involves an advocacy organization and provider of specialized care for AIDS patients 
barring GlaxoSmithKline from marketing its drugs at its outpatient treatment centers because of the 
company’s pricing policies. A spokesperson for the advocacy organization said, referring to the drug 
company’s pricing: “Glaxo’s actions have put it outsider the bounds of corporate responsibility.” But a 
spokesperson for Glaxo was quoted as saying that the company had reduced AIDS drug prices by as 
much as 90% and did not make money on AIDS medications it sold in the developing world. “You have 
to cover our basic costs of manufacturing,” a spokeswoman said.  
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In a story about Pfizer’s funding of a training program for physicians in South Africa, the head of 
corporate affairs for the company states that: “We think that Pfizer and the industry should do more than 
provide drugs for free or at discounts.” This is followed by a spokesperson for ACT UP by saying: 
“While it’s late in coming, we think it’s good news.” 

Discussion 
Although a total of 223 stories about pharmaceutical companies and their role in the AIDS pandemic 

were found in five “national” newspapers over a 17-year period, more than 70% were published in the last 
four years. Scant attention was paid to the issue over the preceding years since the first AIDS drug was 
approved for marketing in 1987. However, the topics remained essentially the same over the 17-year 
period. Stories that emphasized access to AIDS drugs intensified as the number of AIDS cases grew and 
spread to other parts of the world. And access, as it related to the issue of patent protection and 
intellectual property rights, grew more intense in 2000 as major pharmaceutical companies sought to 
protect their AIDS drug patents in South Africa, a country with most of the AIDS cases.  

Pricing was the other major story topic and it was the galvanizing issue for many. The pricing topic 
was inextricably intertwined with the issue of access; it was the high price of AIDS drugs that led some 
countries to try and find cheaper alternatives. Most of the stories that were published in the past four years 
dealt with the pricing issue.  

Most of the 223 stories had a social/ethical focus. Most newspaper stories tended to put stories in the 
context of the growing AIDS pandemic, with reference to the number of AIDS cases, the devastation 
AIDS had caused in many developing countries, and the seeming moral ambiguity on the part of 
pharmaceutical companies about pleasing their shareholders versus saving lives at any cost. This relates 
directly to the issue of corporate social responsibility and difficult choices organizations may have to 
make.  

Three major frames were identified in this study. By far, the frame employed most frequently was the 
misunderstood organization besieged on all sides. Many stories focused on the change of opinion about 
pharmaceutical companies by major stakeholder groups, which seemed to take the companies by surprise. 
Stories focused on the seeming uncertainty by pharmaceutical companies about what their position on 
drug pricing and access should be. Clearly, though, a number of stories stated that pharmaceutical 
companies’ reputations had been hurt by these dual issues. Although this study did not examine the 
impact of media coverage on public opinion for this issue, two public opinion polls, both conducted in 
2004, clearly show that the public is disillusioned with  the pharmaceutical industry. For example, in a 
Wall Street Journal Online poll, published in August 2004, a nationwide cross-section of adults was asked 
if drug companies were doing all they could to provide HIV/AIDS drugs to the communities and patients 
who needed them the most. Almost 60% of the respondents said the companies were not. 

Similarly, a CBS News nationwide telephone survey (2001) asked people’s opinions about the 
pharmaceutical industry. Forty-four percent of the respondents said they held a negative opinion of the 
industry. Of the 44%, two-thirds said they held a negative opinion because they thought drug costs were 
too high. Finally, a 2001 Kaiser poll found that 81% of respondents agreed that pharmaceutical 
companies should be willing to cut drug prices in developing countries to help in the fight against AIDS. 

As the discussion about pricing and patents intensified, more stories began to emphasize the “interest 
only in profits” frame. While not as frequently used as the “besieged” frame, this frame began to draw 
distinctions between the moral/ethical choices that pharmaceutical companies were faced with and 
seemed to indicate through their use of advocacy sources that some companies were making the wrong 
choices.  

A third frame was that of pharmaceutical companies as humanitarian organizations interested first in 
saving lives. The relatively few stories that emphasize this angle seem closest to the frame a company 
might want to emphasize. Based on this study’s examination of source quotes, this was the frame, or 
position used most frequently by corporate spokespeople for the industry. And, while not a part of this 
study, it is the frame employed most frequently on the web sites of pharmaceutical companies that make 
AIDS drugs. Advocacy organization spokespeople, not surprisingly, emphasized the moral high road and 
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decried in particular the high price of AIDS drugs. Advocates also inserted in their statements their 
organization’s role in pressuring pharmaceutical companies to lower their prices.  

This study has begun to examine the question of whether a company can “do good” (ethically) and do 
well (economically) at the same time. As the literature on corporate social responsibility shows, people 
expect more from organizations than ever before, particularly as it applies to their behavior. The public 
opinion poll results mentioned earlier seem to bear that out, at least as it applies to pharmaceutical 
companies. As pharmaceutical companies attempt to bring down prices of AIDS drugs in the developing 
world, they must look for other ways to maintain their profits. But the issue of high drug prices is not 
limited to the developing world; it is a “hot button” issue in many countries, including the United States. 
Furthermore, if their reputations become tarnished, in part because of increased coverage by the media 
who frame their stories with a negative slant toward pharmaceutical companies, this could have an impact 
on investors’ decisions about whether they want to invest in a company with a poor reputation.  

Further research should examine more closely the public policy aspect of the agenda-setting role of 
the mass media. It would be worthwhile to examine the relationship between media coverage of this issue, 
public opinion –and knowledge—of the issue, and any policy decisions made as a result.   

Also worthy of study would be an examination of non-mediated channels of communication used by 
pharmaceutical companies to get their messages out, specifically through corporate web sites. It would be 
interesting to see how the corporation frames the issue. Similarly, an examination of news releases sent 
out by the major pharmaceutical companies about this issue could help answer the question of how much 
impact the industry has had on influencing the media agenda.  
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Organizations nowadays face diverse publics and problems from all over the world and attempt to 
identify them before being affected. It has become imperative that public relations helps organizations 
monitor their environment and make strategic decisions. As eyes and ears of an organization, public 
relations brings outside information to the management decision table and enables the dominant coalition 
to understand different perspectives of their publics.  
 This study explores how public relations can employ scenario building as part of strategic 
management. It examines the scenario-building process from a public relations perspective and proposes a 
new model of scenario building. Scenario building is a strategic-planning technique that projects multiple 
future environmental situations for an organization to improve its understanding of the environment and 
to develop strategies based on alternative outlooks. Multiple scenarios are generated based on the analysis 
of a variety of environmental factors. Strategic management, scenario planning, issues management, 
environmental scanning, and the situational theory of publics provide a conceptual framework. The 
behaviors and attitudes of publics, which are often overlooked in general scenario-building processes, are 
included as one of critical environmental factors to structure scenarios.  

The study argues that scenario building empowers public relations practitioners by maximizing their 
contribution to strategic management. Furthermore, public relations practitioners benefit from this model 
not only as a strategy-development tool, but as a device for internal educational and organizational 
learning that facilitates cross-functional strategic conversation. Thus the study extends the understanding 
of how practically, as well as theoretically, public relations can participate in strategic decision-making. 
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The 2004 Barrett-Jackson Collector Car Auction –Palm Beach took place March 18-21 at the South 
Florida Fairgrounds in West Palm Beach, Florida.  The public relations campaign for the auction, which 
specializes in the selling of classic and collector luxury automobiles, took place from November 1, 2003 
to April 2, 2004.  This paper is based on a participant-observation analysis of that campaign, conducted 
by the internal public relations and marketing department of Barrett-Jackson, and further supplemented by 
the public relations agency of Thorp & Company, based in Coral Gables, Florida. 

This study examines the effectiveness of the campaign based on Stacks’ (1995) multi-dimensional 
model of public relations.  It assumes that the multi-dimensional model can be used to evaluate the 
effectiveness of a public relations campaign outside of its initial purpose, travel and tourism.   

Effective evaluation of the campaign required replacement of two of the six sides in the multi-
dimensional model.  The media was identified as not only a targeted and specific audience, but an 
intervening audience as well.  Also, organizational infrastructure was changed, as the Barrett-Jackson 
company defines the industry, as it is the preeminent organization within the classic car auction industry.   

This paper seeks to identify the effectiveness of the multi-dimensional model as a post-campaign 
evaluative technique.  The model operates under the assumption that each face of its cube is as important 
as the next, and that each of the faces may be replaced.  It is this function of the model that allowed it to 
work in determining public relations effectiveness for this particular campaign.   

In evaluating the campaign from a practical standpoint, it was shown that there was both an increase 
in attendance and sales from the 2003 event.  However, this may be due to outside factors, and not 
necessarily an increase in the effectiveness of the public relations efforts.  This study determines a lack of 
communication between Barrett-Jackson and Thorp & Company may have negatively impacted the public 
relations efforts.   
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Public education in the United States is a vast enterprise, costing taxpayers $324 billion annually to 
educate 47 million students in the nation’s 16,000 public school districts.1

In New York State alone, it takes about $35.19 billion in state, local and federal funds to educate 2.8 
million students in 704 public school districts annually.2 The majority of funding for public schools in 
New York (51.4%) comes directly from local taxpayers.3 

Because of the money involved, not to mention the important mission public schools fulfill in 
educating our nation’s children, schools play a central role in our communities. Positive public 
perceptions of schools, however, are mixed. Polls indicate that most Americans have “very little” or just 
“some” confidence in public schools overall.4  An annual poll by the national honor society Phi Delta 
Kappa and Gallup notes 48% of Americans assigned a grade of A or B to their community schools but 
when asked to grade schools overall, only 26% earned a B or higher.5

Since schools rely heavily on local support to achieve their mission, school districts must 
communicate effectively with various publics to inspire confidence in their efforts to educate children and 
to manage their financial resources responsibly. One of the tools schools have to communicate with their 
publics is the Internet. 

Literature Review 
The Internet – The Internet is a complex web comprising thousands of linked computer networks; it 

was established in 1969 by the U.S. Department of Defense as a means of inter-agency communication, 
especially in emergencies.6 As such, the Internet remained little known until the 1980s when the National 
Science Foundation’s efforts resulted in the linkage of the government’s network with other computer 
networks. This gave rise to commercial enterprises such as CompuServe and Prodigy, as well as America 
Online7. 

The best-known and most often-used network on the Internet is the World Wide Web, or “the Web.” 
A creation of the European Particle Physics Lab (CERN) in 1989,8 it was publicly launched in 1991; the 
rise of user interfaces (from software to browsers) in the 1990s made possible the addition of more 
complex graphic, video, and audio content. Such developments prompted a great many more consumers 
and businesses to connect to the more “user-friendly” Web. The Web uses a hypertext system to transmit 
text, graphics, sound, and video via telephone lines, cable transmission systems, and satellite.9 

In the 1990s, consumer use of the Internet grew exponentially. In 1993, approximately 3,000,000 
persons worldwide made use of the Internet; by the end of the decade that figure approached the 200-
million mark.10 The total number of searchable Web pages is in the hundreds of millions; the Internet has 
become an important source of information and a communications vehicle for users on every continent, in 
every nation. 

Computer and Internet access in homes has grown rapidly. More than half of households (54 million) 
had one or more computers and 42% had at least one member who used the Internet at home.11 According 
to the U.S. Census Bureau, “among people 3 years old or over, 36% used the Internet at home in 2000, 
including 18 million children 3 to 17 years, and 75 million adults 18 years old and over” in the United 
States.12

Internet Research – In part because of its rapid growth and its ready availability to researchers, the 
Internet has attracted considerable attention for its ability to inexpensively deliver information to mass 
audiences and more. What follows is a selection of research that looks at current user trends and some of 
the key Web features to consider when building a school district home page typology from a public 
relations perspective. 

mailto:pswann@utica.edu
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A survey of 2,000 people conducted by the Pew Internet and American Life Project found 60% used 
the Web regularly to get information; at least 80% expected to find reliable news, health care information 
and government services information on the Web.13 According to this study, Internet users said they were 
able to “satisfy their information needs” in the above categories most of the time (70%).  

Another Pew Internet and the American Life Project study found that parents with children under 18 
(70%) were more likely to have used the Internet than non-parents (53%). The study also found that 
parents were “generally more enthusiastic about technology and less burdened by technological change 
than non-parents.”14

The “Media in Cyberspace Study,” an annual survey that tracks journalists’ use of the Internet, found 
that nearly 75% of the respondents went online daily and that half of the respondents used the Internet in 
the development of story ideas and article research.15 

Beyond the Internet’s growth and impact on nearly every segment of society, researchers have 
focused on other Internet issues including building relationships via the Web,16 Web site design and 
content,17 usability,18 and interactivity.19

Web interactivity and its particular role in building relationships, have received attention from public 
relations practitioners and researchers. Beyond one-way information delivery, the Web’s interactive 
features such as e-mail, electronic bulletin boards, and chat rooms, can help build meaningful 
relationships through a two-way dialogue. Kent and Taylor describe dialogic communication as “any 
negotiated exchange of ideas and opinions two-way communication in which discussion, not agreement, 
is of primary importance.”20  

Kent and Taylor suggested creating a “dialogic loop” using the Web’s interactive features that 
“allows publics to query organizations and, more importantly, offers the organizations the opportunity to 
respond to questions, concerns and problems.”21 Web sites, according to Kent and Taylor, should also 
provide helpful information, not simply a visually appealing experience, to encourage and generate 
“return visits. Further, the site’s content on individual pages, especially the home or main page, must be 
sufficiently well organized and displayed to enable ease of navigation.22

Many researchers have investigated the concept of Web site interactivity. McMillian and Hwang 
noted interactivity could be categorized by process (interchange and responsiveness), features (user 
control and two-way communication using search engines and chat rooms), and the user’s perception of 
interactivity (direction of communication, user control and time).23 

While most research has focused on specific features and characteristics of the Web (interactivity, 
design, content, and publics), Esrock and Leichty created a workable typology for describing corporate 
Web sites as a whole. Their work established baselines for future researchers to further evaluate how well 
organizations are doing in meeting selective criteria. This study also sought to establish a typology for 
school district Web sites as a foundation for further examination since relatively little research has been 
done in this area.  

Esrock and Leichty’s two-stage study of 100 Fortune 500 corporate Web sites examined publics 
served, content variety, and various features (navigational tools and interactivity functions). 

For example, they found an overwhelming majority (85%) of the sites analyzed had communication 
aimed at two or more audiences while more than a third of the sites had expansive content, using the Web 
in an “energetic manner.”24 These sites spoke to several publics in various ways and were organized so 
that the news media could gain access to corporate news releases (88%) and other useful information 
(product/service catalogues, 92%, and profile/history, 90%). Many sites with news releases included an 
archive of such material dating back more than a year.25 Sites designed to serve multiple audiences 
provided a significant range of content choice.26

Although the use of multi-media applications on many commercial Web sites is increasingly evident, 
corporate Web sites in Esrock and Leichty’s sample emphasized textual and graphic content without 
audio and video support, whether the information presented was intended for the media or for other site 
visitors.27 Many sites provided an e-mail link (75%). For navigation, corporate home pages often included 
a site map or index (46%), a search engine (47%), or both (about one-third).28
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Public School Web Sites – A study by the U.S. Department of Education found 75% of public 
schools had a Web site in 2001.29 About 75% of these sites contained a schedule of events/school 
calendar, staff director (73%), information on programs and classes (70%), information for parents (64%) 
links to Web sites for educational tools for students (61%), information on sports and/or clubs (58%), 
school policies/rules (52%) and links to middle/high school buildings (50%). 

More than 50% of schools with a Web site reported that parents and students could communicate 
with the school via the site and 63% reported that the Web site was updated at least monthly. The study 
also reported that among 75% of schools with a Web site, 41% reported that students had participated in 
the creation and 31% had participated in its maintenance. In addition, in 57% of the schools, students 
contributed materials on the Web site. 

The growth of school district Web sites in New York coincides with the dramatic use of the Internet 
and the World Wide Web, which accelerated in the 1990s. Nearly all 704 public school districts in New 
York today have a Web site presence. Clearly, New York school districts recognize the value of having a 
Web presence to communicate information. 
Research Questions 

To establish a workable typology of school district Web sites, a variety of questions emerged. What 
key publics have districts chosen to communicate via their Web sites? What information gets prominence 
on the Web site’s most valued piece of “real estate,” its home page? How are school districts using this 
inexpensive yet powerful interactive communication tool? What kind of experience does a user get? Does 
the site provide ways to interact (two-way) with the district? Is it easy to find information? Is the 
information fresh? Is it visual? 

This research attempted to establish a basic topology of New York State school district Web site 
home pages as a starting point for future research into how school districts are using this important 
technology. 

This study examined if school districts organized or segmented (customized) their home page 
information for certain key publics (students, parents, teachers/staff, prospective employees, alumni, 
community, journalists and volunteers) in order to address their specific information needs. What types of 
information were given prominence on school district home pages with hyperlinks (text links, larger text 
or iconic buttons, pull-down menus or full text messages)? 

This study also examined some of the usability and interactivity features that can contribute to a 
user’s positive experience using a school district Web. Interactive features such as site navigation tools 
(search engines and site maps) that help users find information easily, e-mail responsiveness, and a 
notification of how recently the information had been updated on the site (information immediacy) were 
examined. The presence of visual communication elements was also examined. 

 The research questions proposed included: 
RQ1: What publics are served by school district Web home page? 

 RQ2: What types of information are given prominence on school district Web site home pages? 
  RQ3: What interactive and navigational features are present? 

RQ4: Are school district Web sites responsive to users?  
 RQ5: What visual elements are present on Web site home pages? 

Methodology 
As Kimberly Neuendorf noted in “The Content Analysis Guidebook,” Web site content analysis is 

the “new kid on the block” and provides ample opportunities for mediated message research.30 However, 
Web sites can pose problems for the researcher due to the endless array of features, dynamism, size, and 
complexity.31

To avoid those potential problems, the unit of analysis was limited to the district’s Web site home 
page. This excluded “gateway” or introductory pages, which are usually characterized by a large graphic 
and the name of the school district. 
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Sampling Frame 
This study analyzed the characteristics of 137 (19%) New York State public school district Web sites. 

New York City was excluded in this study because of its unique organizational structure that includes 10 
regional school zones containing approximately 120 schools within each zone. 

The sampling frame for this study came from a list of New York State school districts listed 
alphabetically on the State Education Department’s Elementary, Middle, Secondary and Continuing 
Education Web site as of April 2003.32 A stratified systematic sample included 137 districts from this list, 
with every fifth case picked after a random start of 30. Each district’s Web site was located in most cases 
off the state’s Board of Cooperative Educational Services (BOCES) 18 Regional Information Centers 
(RIC) Web sites.33 If the site location was not listed or the Web address on the RIC pages was not 
accurate, the researchers attempted to find the district page by entering the district’s name into the Google 
Internet search engine.  
Reliability 

Web sites for this study were electronically archived using Grab-a-Site 5.0 software by Blue Squirrel 
and copied to compact disk during the first week of September 2003 so booth coders viewed the same 
material. 

Grab-a-Site software is a file-based offline browser that allows the user to download entire Web sites 
while retaining the original filenames and directory structure. The software allows the export of Web sites 
as complete mirror copies, including movies (MOV, AVI), pictures (JPG), documents (PDF), program 
(EXE) or archive (ZIP) to CD in minutes. This made it easy to overcome the potential data collection and 
coding problems identified by McMillan about the dynamic nature of Web.34 The Web content examined 
included school district home pages down to the fifth level of the sites’ hierarchy. 

Two coders participated in the coding process. To obtain intercoder reliability, coders were trained 
using five non-sampled sites. Cross coding was conducted on 10% of the sample Web sites together. The 
intercoder reliability for the selected sample coding yielded reliability coefficients ranging from .88 to 
.90; the reliability coefficient calculation formula used is from Holtsi.35 Based on these results, the other 
137 sites were coded for 52 surface-level items.  
Coding  

Each school district’s Web site homepage was coded according to the items identified in a codebook. 
The presence or absence of different features and types of content was recorded, but no interpretation of 
the substantive meanings of the features or page content was made. Coders looked for button icons, which 
included pull-down menus, clickable or rollover-pop-up buttons, underlined text links, or full display of 
textual information. 

Coding for District Characteristics: Enrollment, Type and Need – Using information provided by 
the New York State Education Department’s Office of Elementary and Secondary Schools and its Web 
site, each district was coded for size based on total K-12 enrollment, geographic type (rural, suburban and 
urban), and educational need, based on SED’s need-to-resource-capacity (N/RC) index, a measure of the 
district’s ability to meet the needs of its students with local resources.36 

Coding for Specific Publics – Each site was coded for the presence of special areas or sections that 
were devoted to a general audience and eight specific publics: students, parents, teachers/staff, alumni, 
community/residents, prospective employees, journalists, and volunteers. This coding included overt 
hyperlinks on the Web page or special section areas of the site that had either the exact description of 
these groups or analogous terms. Coders were allowed to make inferences about a label if they thought it 
accurately fit with a particular audience. 

Coding for General Content – Based on a review of traditional school district newsletters and an 
initial sample of district Web sites, 24 items were coded to capture the substantive content of school Web 
sites that would appeal to its varied audiences. 

Items included: district’s postal address, telephone phone number, fax number, district e-mail address 
(general), and Webmaster e-mail address, directions to district, mission/vision statement, 
district/information profile, board of education, central administration, calendar of events, 
news/announcements, district newsletters (electronic versions), building projects information. 
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Other areas of content coded included: Academic information, before and after school programs, 
transportation/bus routes, school lunch menu, special education, guidance information, health/nurse 
information, school policies, school building links, sports/athletics, club information. 

Coding for Technical Elements – Because of the interactive communication features of Web sites, 
organizations can move beyond simple message dissemination and engage their publics in meaningful 
discussion. One of the principles of dialogic communication is the ability to carry out two-way virtual 
conversation to build relationships with publics through a “dialogic loop.” Four interactive 
communication features were coded in this study including e-mail, bulletin/message boards, chat rooms, 
and instant messaging. Also, a presence of a statement of when the site was last updated was coded. 
Technical communication elements that can encourage the dialogic loop included electronic academic 
classroom management systems, electronic bulletin boards, electronic chat rooms, instant messaging, site 
search engines, site maps, and off-site hyperlinks. 

Electronic academic classroom management systems for this study included systems such as 
Blackboard, which allow students and parents to check assignments, grades, and many other 
informational items related to classroom activities. 

Computer bulletin boards allow message postings (a user can read notes or messages of other users or 
type in his or her own messages to be read by other users.) Bulletin boards can also have several separate 
"areas" for messages related to different topics. 

Chat rooms are areas of the World Wide Web where users can interact in real-time with each other by 
leaving messages. Often users must sign up for the service. Users are given a user name (normally of the 
person’s choosing) that identifies the person in the chat room. Once logged on to the chat room a user can 
type a message in an input box and this message is then displayed in the chat room window for other chat 
room users to view and respond to. 

Related to the idea of dialogic communication and building relationships through the Web is the 
concept of “generation of return visits.”37 Kent and Taylor explained “sites that contain 
limited/unchanging information are no longer useful after one visit and do not encourage return visits.” 
They suggested updating the information frequently as one way to encourage return visits and build 
relationships. Statements on the home page that indicated when the site was last updated were measured. 

Another feature examined was the presence of off-site hyperlinks. Most Web sites use hyperlinks to 
connect the user to specific information within the Web site but these links can connect to other Web 
sites. Kent and Taylor saw off-site hyperlinks as potentially detrimental to establishing dialogic 
relationships. “Once a visitor leaves your site on a ‘link,’ s/he may never get back.”38 This study noted 
school district home pages with off-site links. 

Two technical elements that promote the usability of Web sites, internal search engines and site 
maps, were included in this study. Internal search engines make it easier for users to find what they are 
looking for by typing in key words to locate information within the site. This makes sense, as many sites 
can be hundreds of pages. An internal search engine that is built into a Web site generally uses the same 
architecture as an external search engine, such as Google.com. 

Another electronic feature examined included the presence of a Web site map which is a graphical 
representation of the website. It resembles a basic table of contents and shows the navigational path of 
hyperlinks within a site. 

Another “ease of use” feature checked for was the presence of a “home” button to aid users in easily 
navigating back to the home page.  

Coding for Visual Elements – While Web site design was not a focus of this study, graphics as a 
visual communication mechanism were included to establish a baseline for a school Web site topology. 
Coding of graphics elements included text crawls, clip art, school logos and athletic logos, as well as 
photographs of school buildings, students, and other subjects. 

Indexes – Using the coded items for publics, content, technical elements, and visual elements four 
indexes were constructed to explore relationships with other variables. 
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Results 
Ninety-six percent of the school districts studied had Web sites, although technical problems (site 

errors or “under construction”) prevented access to four sites. Four school districts did not have a 
locatable Web address. The sample included 40 rural, 84 suburban and 13 urban school districts. Districts 
ranged in enrollment from 22, for a specialized school district, to nearly 12,000. The medium school 
district enrollment was 1,645.  
 
Table 1 
District Type 
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Mean = 2607.84
Std. Dev. = 2468.331
N = 137

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
Cumulative 

Percent 
Valid Rural 40 29.2 29.2 29.2
  Suburban 84 61.3 61.3 90.5
  Urban 13 9.5 9.5 100.0
  Total 137 100.0 100.0  

 
Table 2 
Need-to-Resource Capacity 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 3 
District Enrollments 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Frequency Percent
Valid 

Percent
Cumulative 

Percent 
Valid High 

Need/Smaller 
Urban/Suburban 

14 10.2 10.5 10.5

  High 
Need/Rural 31 22.6 23.3 33.8

  Average Need 66 48.2 49.6 83.5
  Low Need 22 16.1 16.5 100.0
  Total 133 97.1 100.0  
Missing 999 4 2.9   
Total 137 100.0   
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RQ1: What publics are served by school district Web home pages? 
This study examined if school districts segmented and addressed specific publics through the 

prominent use of hyperlinked iconic buttons, text buttons, text links, pull-down menus (which can create 
segmented information areas) or full-text information displays on the home page. Coders looked for 
specifically labeled hyperlink buttons for “students,” “parents” (or PTA, PTO, etc.), “alumni,” 
“teachers/staff” (or employees, etc.), “prospective employees” (or jobs, etc.), “community,” “volunteers” 
(or boosters) and “journalists” (or news media). Coders did not count publics that were “nested” within a 
pull-down menu, “roll-over” pop-up menu buttons or added to a second-level (off the home page) 
hyperlink page. 

Seventy-seven percent of the sites did have at least one home page link, button or pull-down menu for 
one of eight key publics. The most common public that districts highlighted was prospective employees 
(44%), followed by community (33%), alumni (29%), parents (26%), teachers/staff (22%), students 
(12%), journalists (5%) and volunteers (4%). The criteria for assessing links for journalists included news 
releases, not merely “news” or “announcements” that are characterized by their brevity, lack of media 
contact information and news release archives. 

 
Table 4 
Publics Segmented by District Home Page 
 Percent 
Prospective employees 44%
Community 33%
Alumni 29%
Parents 26%
Teachers/staff 22%
No publics 17%
Students 12%
Journalists 5%
Volunteers 4%
Residents (non-parents) 3%
Other 3%
 

 
Table 5 
Public Index 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
Cumulative 

Percent 
0 26 19.0 20.2 20.2
1 34 24.8 26.4 46.5
2 30 21.9 23.3 69.8
3 20 14.6 15.5 85.3
4 12 8.8 9.3 94.6
5 3 2.2 2.3 96.9
7 1 .7 .8 97.7
8 2 1.5 1.6 99.2
9 1 .7 .8 100.0

Valid 

Total 129 94.2 100.0  
Missing System 8 5.8   
Total 137 100.0   
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Web sites that served several publics also had more information variety. A correlation of “publics” 
and “content variety” indexes was significant (r = .31, p<.01). There was no significant relationship 
between the “publics” and “technical features” indexes. 

 
Table 6 
Public and Content Variety Correlation 
    Public Content 

Pearson 
Correlation 1 .311(**)

Sig. (2-tailed) . .000

Public 

N 129 128
Pearson 
Correlation .311(**) 1

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .

Content 

N 128 129
**  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
 

The results of a cross tabulation with Publics Index and District Type breaks down the number of 
publics with the district type (rural, suburban, and urban.). This data reflects that rural districts are not 
segmenting their publics as often has the suburban and urban districts. 

 
Table 7 
Public * District Type Cross tabulation 
    District Type Total 

    Rural Suburban Urban   
Public 0 Count 9 16 1 26 
    % within District Type 25.7% 20.0% 7.7% 20.3% 
  1 Count 9 20 5 34 
    % within District Type 25.7% 25.0% 38.5% 26.6% 
  2 Count 8 18 3 29 
    % within District Type 22.9% 22.5% 23.1% 22.7% 
  3 Count 3 13 4 20 
    % within District Type 8.6% 16.3% 30.8% 15.6% 
  4 Count 3 9 0 12 
    % within District Type 8.6% 11.3% .0% 9.4% 
  5 Count 1 2 0 3 
    % within District Type 2.9% 2.5% .0% 2.3% 
  7 Count 0 1 0 1 
    % within District Type .0% 1.3% .0% .8% 
  8 Count 1 1 0 2 
    % within District Type 2.9% 1.3% .0% 1.6% 
  9 Count 1 0 0 1 
    % within District Type 2.9% .0% .0% .8% 
Total Count 35 80 13 128 
  % within District Type 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 
Another cross tabulation of the Publics Index and Resource Capacity (a measure of the district’s 

ability to meet the needs of its students with local resources) shows that high need rural districts are not as 
likely to segment their home pages for specific publics. 
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RQ2: What types of information are given prominence on school district Web site home pages? 
Ninety-eight percent of the school district Web site home pages provided information content beyond 

identifying the name of the school. The most common type of information provided in either hyperlinked 
or full-text format were links to school buildings (69%) or a calendar of events (67%). The district’s 
telephone number was provided on 62% of the sites. 

Other types of information that were regularly featured on school district home pages included: 
district information/profile (57%), board of education (57%), central administration (54%), 
sports/athletics (50%) and full postal address (50%), news announcements (42%), academic information 
(40%), school lunch menu (35%), school policies including weather closings (33%), mission and vision 
statement, information, (26%), fax number (22%), electronic newsletters (19%), building project updates 
(18%), bus routes (14%), guidance (13%), directions (12%), clubs (12%), health/nurse (7%), special 
education (7%), and before-and-after school programs (3%). 

Some of the “other” content included links for school library, information and technology, teacher 
centers, school safety, adult/community education, school report cards, student or teacher Web pages, and 
foundations.  

 
Table 8 
Home Page General Content 
  Percent 
Other  84%
Links to school buildings 69%
Calendar of events 67%
Telephone number 62%
District information/profile 57%
Board of education 57%
Central administration 54%
Sports/athletics 50%
Postal address 50%
News announcements 42%
Academic information 40%
School lunch menu 35%
School policies 33%
Mission/vision statement 26%
Fax number 22%
Electronic newsletter 20%
Building project updates 17%
Bus routes/transportation 14%
Guidance 13%
Directions 12%
Clubs 12%
Health/nurse 7%
Special education 7%
Before and After School Programs 3%
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Table 9 
Content Index 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
Cumulative 

Percent 
1 1 .7 .8 .8
3 5 3.6 3.9 4.7
4 4 2.9 3.1 7.8
5 7 5.1 5.4 13.2
6 10 7.3 7.8 20.9
7 15 10.9 11.6 32.6
8 16 11.7 12.4 45.0
9 14 10.2 10.9 55.8
10 17 12.4 13.2 69.0
11 14 10.2 10.9 79.8
12 8 5.8 6.2 86.0
13 8 5.8 6.2 92.2
14 1 .7 .8 93.0
15 4 2.9 3.1 96.1
16 2 1.5 1.6 97.7
17 1 .7 .8 98.4
18 2 1.5 1.6 100.0

Valid 

Total 129 94.2 100.0  
Missing System 8 5.8   
Total 137 100.0   

 
Web sites that with a variety of content also had more technical features. A correlation of “content 

variety” and “technical elements” was significant (r = .31, p <.01).  
 
Table 10 
Content and Technical Elements Correlation 
    EC Content 
EC Pearson Correlation 1 .314(**)
  Sig. (2-tailed) . .000
  N 128 128
Content Pearson Correlation .314(**) 1
  Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .
  N 128 129

**  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
  
RQ3: Technical Elements: What interactive and navigational features are present? 

E-mail was the dominant interactive feature on school district home pages with 34% of sites 
providing a general e-mail text link and 43% providing a Webmaster e-mail link to provide comments or 
ask questions about the Web site. To keep users returning to the site, a statement of when the site was last 
updated is helpful because it indicates the news is fresh and up to date. This statement was present in 30% 
of the sites. 

Off-site hyperlinks to “cool” or useful sites may encourage return visits but only to take visitors away 
from the site, which may discourage building relationships. Off-site links were present on 28% home 
pages. 
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Six percent of the sites provided a link for their classroom management systems, such as Blackboard. 
None of the sites had bulletin boards, chat rooms or instant messaging features on the home pages. 

More than a third of the sites had a “home” button that aids navigation of the site. Other helpful 
features to find information easily included the presence of a search engine (23%) and site maps (13%). 
There were no relationships between  
 
Table 11 
Technical Elements: Interactive, Navigational Features and Information Currency 
  Percent 
Webmaster e-mail 43%
Home button 34%
E-mail 34%
Last updated statement (currency) 30%
Hyperlinks -- off site 28%
Search engine 23%
Site map 12%
Other 7%
Classroom management systems 5%
Electronic bulletin boards 0%
Chat rooms 0%
Instant messaging 0%
  
RQ4: Are school district Web sites responsive to users? 

School district responsiveness to users was measured by responses to e-mail requests for general 
information. As mentioned in the content section above, an e-mail address was present on 34% of home 
pages. Webmaster e-mail addresses were on 44% of district home pages, although these links generally 
tell viewers that they are intended primarily to report problems or suggestions for the site itself. Coders 
looked for an e-mail address from the home page and, if none was available, the coder was then allowed 
to seek an e-mail address from other linked pages. Seventy-three e-mails (50% of sample) were sent to 
districts and generated 37 e-mail responses, a response rate of 53%.  
 
Table 12  
E-Mail Response 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
Cumulative 

Percent 
Yes 37 27.0 27.2 27.2
No 36 26.3 26.5 53.7
No e-mail 63 46.0 46.3 100.0

Valid 

Total 136 99.3 100.0  
Missing 999 1 .7   
Total 137 100.0   

 
RQ5: What visual elements are present on Web site home pages? 

Ninety-seven percent of the sites had some graphic element. The most common visual element was 
photographs (75%) including photos of school buildings (36%), students (20%) and other subjects (19%). 
Clip art was used on 38% of sites, followed by the presence of school logos (25%), and athletic logos 
(16%). Other graphic design features included animation (12%) and text crawls (12%). 
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Table 13 
Visual Elements 
  Percent
Clip art 38%
Photographs -- school buildings 36%
School logo 25%
Photographs -- students 20%
Photographs -- other subjects 19%
Athletic logos 16%
Animation 12%
Text crawls 12%
Other 12%
 

 
Discussion 

As is the case with more traditional communication, a school district Web site should inform its 
various publics as well as develop and maintain positive relationships with them. Beyond its practical 
value as a delivery system for information, the school district Web site’s greater value may be the rapid 
interactive capabilities that make possible meaningful dialogue between individuals within the district 
hierarchy and various publics, e.g., parents, district residents, taxpayers and others.  

Any of the organizational Web sites examined in this research has the potential to become a kind of 
virtual community: a place where dialogic communication helps build a sense of community that 
engenders relationship building. Cyberspace, as it has come to be known, is in fact not one “space,” but 
many. “Communities, exchange, and conversation all flourish in a certain type of space; they are 
extinguished in a different type of space.”39

Because of its potential for interactivity, the Internet offers organizations means of engaging and 
developing relationships with key constituencies, but the extent to which interactivity fosters such 
relationships depends on the design of the site and the quality of the interactive experience.40 

Nearly all school districts in this study had a Web presence, (much higher than the national level of 
75%) which indicates New York school districts recognize the power of the Internet as an effective, low-
cost message dissemination tool. School Web site home pages also were content rich, often far exceeding 
the 51 coded items of this study’s protocol. 

From a public relations perspective, schools could do a better job of identifying their key publics and 
creating specialized areas with tailored information to better address their needs. The idea of tailoring 
messages for key publics on a home page is a common strategy of public relations practitioners but if 
Web sites are created and maintained primarily by the district’s technology coordinator or even students, 
the concept of segmenting publics may be an unfamiliar one. 

Pull-down menus or “roll-over” pop-up menus are both effective techniques to segment publics. 
Labeling these buttons or specialized areas for various publics, even when some information is duplicated 
in more than one spot, will make the site easier to find information from the end-user’s perspective. 

Of particular interest was the near absence of information tailored specifically for journalists. While 
42% of sites did some form of news/announcements on their home pages, only 5% packaged the 
information specifically for journalists’ needs (including news releases, news release archives, 
backgrounders, fact sheets, and media contact information). With 75% of journalists today using the 
Internet on a daily basis to do their work, schools should take advantage of this opportunity to develop an 
active media relations program via the district Web site. In addition, schools should include in their crisis 
plans use of the Internet to provide a constant flow of available information for all key publics as well as 
an on-line newsroom for the news media. 
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Volunteers as a public (4%) may have been low because parents are typically volunteers within the 
schools. Parents can belong to volunteer organizations such as PTAs, PTOs, PTSEA, and extracurricular 
booster organizations and, as such, might be part of the same construct as parents. 

Students, a primary public of any school, also ranked low in prominence on district home pages 
(12%). Students should be treated as a public with unique information needs. As a primary user of school 
services (not to mention their inclination to use the Internet for information searches and e-mail 
communication), schools should recognize this group (according to building levels) and create 
opportunities for students to access academic support services (tutoring, homework hotlines, homework 
assignments, notes, etc.) and be involved in school extracurricular activities. 

Much of the content coded for this study could be organized (and duplicated for each public, if 
necessary) within the suggested eight key public segmented areas to streamline the home page’s design. 
This would make navigation easier for the user. Some sites had more than 70 small text links on their 
home pages, which meant time-consuming searches for the user. 

In addition to organizing and segmenting information according to key publics on the home page, 
schools may want to consider their approach to the Internet’s interactive features to build meaningful 
(dialogic) relationships with key publics. Just 34% of sites had e-mail links or a contact button on the 
home page. Because studies show that parents and students are heavy users of e-mail, districts should 
consider providing an e-mail link or a “contact us” staff directory button (including the staff members’ 
names, titles, phone numbers) on the home page. E-mail provides parents the flexibility of 
communicating with school officials during and after business hours. The 53% response rate based on 73 
e-mail inquiries could improve. Schools should make responding to e-mail inquiries a priority since this 
technology is gaining in popularity. 

There was no evidence of computer bulletin boards or chat rooms on school home pages in this study. 
For some key publics, such as parents, alumni, teachers/staff and volunteers, a regulated use (with user 
registration safeguards) of these interactive technologies could bring users back to the site regularly.  

Navigational features such as “home” buttons (34%), search engines (23%) and site maps (12%) all 
help make the user’s experience productive and should be included to encourage return visits. Another 
feature that encourages return visits is a statement of how recently the site has been updated. 

The use of student photos on Web home page (20%), while visually interesting, can pose problems 
involving privacy and confidentiality regulations. For students under the age of 18, schools should get 
written permission from their parents or legal guardians. Another option is the use of “stock” 
photography. 
Limitations 

This research examined 137 school districts in New York State and, as such, is not necessarily 
representative of the 16,000 districts across the United States. Another limitation of this study is the 
absence of the New York City school system, which represents 1.1 million students in the state. The 
absence of such a major presence in the state education system does not adequately portray the full story 
of school district Web sites in New York. Also, the stratified random sample did not include any large 
city school districts (Buffalo, Rochester, Syracuse, Albany and Yonkers.) 

The study was limited to school district front/“home” pages and, as such, only represents a small 
fraction of the content available for study. In fact, content “nested” within buttons or pull-down menus 
was also excluded from this study since the goal was to determine what information, as well as what key 
publics, was given prominence, and therefore importance by the organization and design of the Web 
home page. 
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A consideration of the deliberations of a group of public relations professionals and academicians, who 
met at the PR Coalition 2005 Summit, to discuss and correlate their approaches to diversity.  The 
summit’s major topics of recruitment, advocacy and mentoring, now need to be augmented with a 
consideration of discourse about difference. 

Introduction 
What are the attitudes toward, and the focus of, contemporary diversity programs in the public 

relations industry?  This discussion considers the observations of a group of public relations professionals 
and academicians selected to discuss and correlate their approaches to diversity in their respective 
organizations and corporate entities.  On January 18-19, the “PR Coalition, 2005 Summit – Focus on 
Diversity,” composed of twenty-one public relations associations, met in New York to discuss and 
develop a white paper on diversity and public relations.  The summit brought more than 40 public 
relations industry leaders and academics together to collaboratively address the issue of diversity in public 
relations.  The author represented the Corporate Communication Institute and the discussion provides 
some analysis of the dialogue and deliberations at the summit.  The author’s analysis is guided by 
previous work in determining attitudes, and focus of diversity personnel, middle managers, executive 
management level personnel, corporate diversity directors, human resource managers and corporate 
communication managers who carry the responsibility for monitoring diversity programs (Swanson, 
2004). 

The Need for a Diversity Summit 
The need for such a conference was validated by Business Planning and Research International who 

found that “The PR industry needs to improve in areas of diversity as it applies to minorities” (BPRI, 
2004).  These findings were presented in a plenary at the beginning of the summit.  Key findings of need 
included:  “1 in 5 PR professionals believe Diversity issues are not applied to recruitment processes; and 
nearly 1 in 2 believe Diversity is not applied to staff mentoring, training and career advancement” (p. 3).  
Examining these results further indicates that roughly 1 in 2 of the respondents “are dissatisfied with the 
current state of diversity” in the PR industry and in terms of needed improvements 90% believe the 
improvement needs to involve “minorities” and 50% believe the improvement needs to involve women.  
The realities of the state of the industry that drive these generalized perceptions include the following: 

(a) 1 in 4 PR professionals’ believe Diversity is currently not as important to their employer 
organization as it should be 

(b) 1 in 4 organisations have sitting on their Executive Board, an individual who represents 
Diversity 

(c) In 68% of organisations there is no formal process in place to administer Diversity; in only 
15% of organizations is it a ‘top management’ administration issue 

(d) 1 in 6 organisations have sitting on an Education Task Force, an individual who represents 
Diversity 

(e) 1 in 2 organisations have metrics in place to measure the implementation of Diversity (BPRI, 
2004, p. 5) 

The summit discussions assumed that diversity was important and significant.  The BPRI survey 
found three major definitional themes:  “Incorporating the ideas of others” was the most frequently 
mentioned aspect, with a response rate of just over 60%.  “Involving people of different races and 
cultures” had almost the same response rate, and “creating opportunities for people of all races and 
cultures” was mentioned by 45% of the respondents.  These results are encouraging because appreciating 
the uniqueness of different organizational members and incorporating their viewpoints is the major goal 
of increasing diversity.  With heavy emphasis placed on increasing the diversity profile the assumption 

mailto:dswanson@monmouth.edu
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seems to support “the contact hypothesis” that assumes that incorporation, involvement and opportunity 
will automatically follow from increased contact with minorities (Allport, 1979).  An inferential problem 
emerges from the research and among the participants at the summit, as is it seems to be assumed that 
increasing the diversity profile will inevitably lead to the accomplishment of an ideal result.   

Although there is general agreement that diversity is an important issue a PR Week survey conducted 
by Hill & Knowlton found that a majority of respondents in the industry indicated that they were satisfied 
with the diversity within their firm or unit (Hood, 2004).  To many participants at the PR Coalition 
Summit this finding indicated a troubling problem.  In both surveys it was clear that at least a quarter of 
the survey respondents found diversity to be a crucial issue, but many seemed to think that it was not as 
important as it had previously been.  Mary Lee Sachs of Hill & Knowlton responds:  

I found this year’s results to be disappointing.  In last year’s study, there was more dissatisfaction 
expressed. And to have more satisfaction this year, with nothing substantial having changed, is 
quite depressing (PR Week, 2004, p. 14). 

The results cause curiosity as to an appropriate explanation for the improvement in satisfaction.  Bill 
Heyman of Heyman Associates, weighs in: 

[Diversity] is a priority only when times are good.  I’ve been doing this for 20 years and I feel a 
great level of job security because it’s so difficult to find good people.  We have developed, I 
think, a pretty good level of commitment to diverse populations and have a lot of clients focusing 
on that.  But again, when business conditions start to suffer, that goes out (PR Week, 2004, p. 14). 

The BPRI survey found that “1 in 2 (52%) public relations and communications professionals are 
satisfied with the state of diversity in the public relations industry; the converse is that a similar 
proportion (48%) are not satisfied with the current position (2004, p. 15).  What is most significant 
regards who is satisfied and who is dissatisfied.  2/3rds of the PR professionals identified as a racial 
minority were either “dissatisfied or very dissatisfied” with the status of diversity in the industry.  It is 
worthy of note that the other group similarly dissatisfied were those professionals at the Vice President 
level in their firms or units. 

Some discussants felt that even minor progress fuels complacency.  Some participants believe that 
there is a lack of clear understanding of the scope and importance of diversity.  The definition of the term 
and how an organization operationalizes it with a diversity program, can vary widely.  It can embrace a 
number of diversity issues or it can focus on the obvious historical issues.   

A crucial missing element in the research and discussion leading to the summit is the nature of 
diversity management competency.  This essentially means that public relations unit or firm managers 
must be capable of understanding, accepting, and deploying the demographic differences of their staff.  
Diversity management competency is defined in the psychological literature as: 

(a) Awareness and knowledge of how age, gender, race, ethnicity, national origin, religion, sexual 
orientation, disability, language, and socioeconomic status are crucial to an informed professional 
understanding of human behavior and (b) clinical skills necessary to work effectively and 
ethically with culturally diverse individuals, groups, and communities (Hansen, Peptone-Arreola-
Rockwell, and Greene, 2000,pp 652-653). 

Diversity management competency is composed of a complex of interrelated elements that develop with 
effort over time.  Both awareness and skill come from consistent endeavors to produce organizational 
learning, corporate culture development, and the monitoring of results.  Because diversity management 
competence is generally viewed as a sort of soft and fuzzy element, it requires distinct programming.  
Quality diversity programs do not just happen or evolve because management has an attitudinal and 
rhetorical commitment to diversity.  Most if not all public relations executives express positive intentions 
regarding diversity.  The gap between the rhetorical and the behavioral can be understood by examining 
the nature of programmatic development.  The BPRI survey indicates:  

(f) 40% of organizations have no programs to implement Diversity; key activities among the 
60% who do are: 
• Multi-cultural events 
• Community Outreach participation 
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• Diversity/Affinity groups 
• Recruitment focus on colleges/universities dominated by minorities/females 
• Student orientation events (2004, p. 5) 

Consequently it is no surprise that BPRI also found that 40% of the organizations surveyed had “no 
formal or published policy” on diversity.  For those with a policy only 2 in 5 provide a written description 
of their diversity policy.  Perhaps a more important statistic relates to what sort of training is provided.  In 
this regard 75% of the firms reported that they provided no diversity training for their staff (p. 6).  This 
may be understandable because in the early nineties many diversity programs developed questionable 
results.  The results were less then satisfactory because training sessions were usually too brief, only 
scratched the surface of essential knowledge, and tended to be frightening to many members of the 
dominant culture.   

Summary of Summit Discussions 
The 2005 PR Coalition Summit – Focus on Diversity convened and organized in a tripartite manner.  

It began with sessions involving groups of professionals first from corporate PR units, secondly from 
agencies, and thirdly from academe.  Each group detailed the efforts toward increased diversity and status 
of diversity programming in their respective portion of the public relations professional world.  In the 
afternoon the participants divided into concurrent breakout groups.  The groups dealt with developing 
suggestions for recruiting, mentoring, and advocacy.  Each element of the conference is worthy of a few 
notes. 

The Corporate PR session 
The corporate PR session included the panelists: W.D. Nielson, former Corporate Vice President – 

Public Affairs & Corporate Communications, Johnson and Johnson; Cheryl Proctor-Rogers, Regional 
Corporate Affairs Director, Home Box Office, incoming President of PRSA; Bryan Simmons, Vice 
President of Client and Industry Communications, IBM; Charles Young, Senior Vice President – 
Marketing and Communications, Tyco International, and Angela Buonocore, Vice President – Corporate 
Communications, The Pepsi Bottling Group.  This was an impressive group that explained their long term 
commitment to diversity and the impressive actions that their firms had taken to increase diversity.  They 
explained that PR units, perhaps more than other units in corporate America pride themselves on working 
to be diverse.  In most cases they had CEOs that were devoted to diversity goals.  They generally agreed 
that significant progress was made in the later half of the 90’s.  Diversity had gone from being a human 
relations department function in the 80’s to being an important business strategy in the 90’s.   

The question was raised as to whether the progress that had been made was sustainable without 
significant effort to maintain diversity programming.  Charles Young was explicit in discussing the 
“cascade” formula, i.e., that corporate PR units should expect all of the groups that worked for them, 
including outside contract firms, must be responsible for upholding diversity principles.  Tyco, a $40 
billion company, employs this policy, and it uses a lot of outside agencies.  Consequently the idea was 
expressed that major corporations, represented on this panel, could influence the activation of diversity 
programming because they had the clout to expect diversity standards from their vendor agencies.  In 
some cases it is essential to educate the vendor agencies.  As they agreed there are three categories of 
agencies: “1) those that get it, 2) those that play with it, and 3) those that don’t know how.”  Some 
corporations are actively screening potential vendor agencies with diversity as a major criterion.   

The corporate panel focused heavily on the problems of recruitment because it was clear that there 
are significant problems in locating the sort of diverse talent that is desired.  The various strategies 
employed to find diverse talent were discussed.  Each of the major corporations represented on the panel 
had forged an internship and recruitment relationship with either a historically black university or to a 
university with a very sizable minority population.  All agreed that they had a CEO with a strong 
commitment to recruiting minority personnel.  Consequently they agreed that “metrics were important.”  
Their management expected improvement in minority hiring.  There was a sense that accurate data on 
diversity was difficult to maintain, and that unfortunately the greatest diversity was at low level positions 
in their company.   
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All of the panelists agreed that they wanted to accelerate the progress that has been made.  It was 
mentioned that Fortune recently reported that only 20% of Corporate Boards are diverse and that the 
Arthur Page Society, with a membership of 300, has only 5 members of color.  Some companies 
encourage managers at all levels to get involved in community organizations that are diverse to make the 
company seem accessible.  HBO asks it’s managers to “be of the world” and to be proactive in seeking 
out new diverse talent.  The panel closed with the commitment to “continue to move from talk to action.”  
With the increased technological means to reach more diverse audiences and the passion evident on this 
panel and at the summit, this portion of the summit ended on note of high expectations. 

The PR Agency Session 
The PR agency session included the panelists: Donna Renella, Vice President – Talent, Weber 

Shandwick; Ed Moen, Managing Partner, Peppercom; Ellen Shedlarz, Chief Talent Officer Worldwide, 
Hill & Knowlton; Patrice Tanaka, Principal, Patrice Tanaka & Company; and Kathy Cripps, President, 
Council of Public Relations Firms.  A key theme from this group was that their clients had a high 
expectation that the agency staff would be strategic for all audiences and companies.  This group 
represented members of agencies of all sizes.  All of them expressed a significant concern for recruiting 
more firm members from diverse populations.  Consequently there was a great deal of discussion of 
recruiting methods.  It was agreed that a majority of the applicants they scan for employment are from the 
dominant culture.  There are a lot of young women in the field, but there are not as many minority 
candidates as they would like to have.  Consequently some agencies have established particular internship 
programs with colleges that have a heavy minority enrollment.  Some agencies have changed their 
attitude regarding hiring.  They now consider hiring students with potential and develop them.  As one 
panelist said: “It is important to take a risk, put people in jobs where they can learn.”  It was also agreed 
that success depended upon being sure that they are ready to learn and that they have the right mentor.   

Retention is a key issue: “It’s not good enough to hire people of color, we have to make it feel 
comfortable.”  There was general agreement that the agency culture had to be welcoming and make 
newcomers feel included in the organizational culture.  “Do people feel comfortable?”  Too often people 
didn’t stick with the agency and looked for a more comfortable setting for their work.  That more 
comfortable setting may well be a boutique agency that focuses on a particular ethnic demographic, but 
those agencies don’t have the same business opportunities as a broad based agency that can deal with a 
wide range of clients.  One participant quoted a survey that indicated that 61% of the minority boutique 
agencies reported that they did not get the same business opportunities as multi-cultural or white firms.  
The diverse agency can do a better job of making persuasive appeals to the entire desired demographic. 

Another theme of the agency panel was the nature of diversity training.  Some larger agencies were 
proud of the training that they have, whereas smaller agencies struggled with providing consistent 
training.  Hill and Knowlton had found “it is difficult to find a diversity training module that suits service 
firms.”  It was agreed that it is difficult to find adequate “off the shelf” training from training providers.  
They also agree that good training is face to face interactive.  Most tried to do their diversity training in 
house and depend upon mentoring and modeling behavior.  This places an emphasis upon having 
meaningful internship opportunities for university students and then working to convince them to accept 
an employment offer from the agency. 

Another point of consideration was how to take advantage of clients that have diversity in their 
organization.  Here is where PR agencies need to have people of color to interface and work closely with 
the client.  This fact provides a strong business incentive for agencies to increase the diversity in their 
ranks and to strengthen the diversity members of their organization. 

There was a clear consensus that agency PR work had an image that needed to be improved.  
Therefore they were interested in effective professionally organized advocacy for the field.  The statement 
was made that “PR is not a destination job” for many of the best students coming out of universities and 
they hoped to remedy that fact. 

The Education Session 
The education session included the panelists: Lynn Appelbaum, Chair and Associate Professor, 

Department of Media & Communication Arts, City College of New York; Dr. Rochelle Ford, Assistant 
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Professor & Advertising and Public Relations Sequence Coordinator, Department of Journalism, John H. 
Johnson School of Communications, Howard University; Judith Phair, President, Phair Advantage 
Communications and President PRSA; Maria P. Russell, Professor of Public Relations and Director of 
New Initiatives in Public Relations Education, S.I. Newhouse School of Public Communications, 
Syracuse University; and Della Britton Baeza, President & CEO, Jackie Robinson Foundation.  The 
discussion focused on predictable themes of involvement of PR professionals as guest speakers and 
instructors, appropriate internship opportunities, and focusing on the realities of diversity issues.   

The PR field has consistently undertaken a range of efforts to get PR professionals engaged with 
undergraduate PR programs.  The effort is limited however and often does not include affinity groupings.  
Some minority students may see PR training and the PR profession as a white culture oriented industry 
that they needed to adapt to, as opposed to finding minority ideas and issues being incorporated in the 
industry.  More mentoring, provided by successful minority professionals, is needed. 

Institutions of higher education have a strong proclivity toward promoting diversity as 74% include it 
in their mission statement and more than half of the nation’s institutions have a diversity officer. However 
many institutions may focus most heavily upon international diversity on their campus.  The mission 
statement of universities is usually generalized and does not specifically address the education of PR 
professionals.  Here is where the professional organizations have role to play.  “Raising the diversity 
profile of our profession” seems to be a common goal of the organizations that interact with colleges and 
universities. 

Linkage with major companies in developing relationships that lead to classroom learning 
enhancement and job opportunities is essential.  A program at General Motors was mentioned, as well as 
Time Warner, and General Electric.  Moving experienced PR professionals to a role in academe is a 
desired goal. Someone guessed that there were “currently 90 academic position in public relations that are 
difficult to fill.” 

Linkage between the educational institutions and the professional organizations is essential and is 
illustrated by this panel on education at this summit.  The varied outreach role of organizations 
represented at the summit was encouraged to be increased. 

The Breakout Sessions 
The summit participants were broken into three roughly equal groupings to consider three major 

issues that had been determined before the summit was convened.  Those groups focused on recruiting, 
mentoring, and advocacy.  Each group spent 90 minutes with discussion lead by a facilitator who 
coalesced and focused the ideas and suggestions of the group participants. 

Recruiting 
There was a summary of successful techniques and the sense that everyone was looking for new and 

better techniques.  There are not a lot of new ideas, more discussion of what works and what doesn’t. 
The previously discussed firm or unit connection to a school with minority candidates was stressed as 

having potential.  Most send teams to colleges and universities to recruit.  The point was emphasized that 
the team that is sent to a school “should be like the universe you wish to recruit.”   

Job fairs are becoming more problematic.  They are expensive and often the team spends a great deal 
of time, that seems wasted, talking to persons who lack the qualifications to be a candidate.  It is 
suggested that firms pool their resources and team together to staff a job fair.  Their presence at the fair is 
important, but expectations for finding the perfect candidate are low. 

Sizable PR organizations, like PRSA, have the ability to work on the task of recruitment in ways that 
are yet to be explored.  It was suggested that PR organizations look to industries for ideas from their 
diversity recruitment efforts.  One goal that all PR organizations can work for, even though it may be 
controversial, is to get PR firms and units to require that every hiring panel “must be diverse.”  It is 
acknowledged that this is a difficult goal to achieve, to be sure that all are realistic candidates, however 
without such an effort diversity recruitment is difficult to achieve. 

Mentoring 
This group began with the observation that mentoring can be considered to be different things to 

different people.  Thus a major focus was on developing model mentoring programs or templates to be 
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suggested for organizations to apply.  This would be a training template as well as suggestions for how to 
conduct the mentoring.  Since this was major focus there was a great deal of concern with how to coalesce 
information between those who were successful.  The Coalition for PR Education was suggested as a 
clearinghouse and the group to develop a pragmatic model. 

Desirable elements of a successful mentoring program include the following: it is formal as well as 
informal, it has the CEO’s support, it is “family centered,” goals are set for both the mentee and the 
mentor, it inheres both way learning.  The both way learning feature is important because mentors should 
feel that they gain and learn from the relationship.  The mentor should be gaining an expanded connection 
where they better understand the mentee’s culture.   

Two overriding issues that must be grappled with in any effort at establishing a successful mentoring 
program are reflected in key questions that every unit or agency should ask themselves:  Is our culture 
changing, i.e., is it more inclusive or do we really only say that the new person has to acculturate to us?  
When a new member of the organization comes into the workspace does that person feel validated as a 
person?  These are questions that management should grapple with because without having a clear 
positive approach to mentoring, the minority hire is not likely to feel included, nor be included in the 
most meaningful way. 

Advocacy 
As might be expected of public relations professionals who thrive on persuasion, this group had a 

substantial range of suggestions for advocating for diversity in public relations practice.  An initial issue 
was the need to “communicate diversity as a business strategy.”  In order to do this the myth of cost vs. 
value needs to be “exploded.”  This can be accomplished by identifying and promulgating success stories.  
“Lighthouse CEO’s” in the field should be identified, quoted and held up as models.  The empirical 
results of diversity accomplishment should be communicated.  Although the question of what constituted 
success in terms of metrics was raised.  A new set of metrics is essential and the firms represented at the 
summit should raise funds to do an annual study. 

There is currently outreach to colleges and universities about PR, but there needs to be outreach to 
high schools as well.  Minority high schools should be targeted.  Firm websites that are visited by 
students, potential employees and clients should have strong diversity page on the website.  Larger PR 
organizations should reach out to smaller firms to help them accomplish the diversity goals. 

The group suggested that professional groups should take their deliberations to heart and develop 
guidelines and best practices.  Perhaps “an agreed upon set of ten criteria for positive diversity should be 
presented to vendors.”  PR firms and PR professionals should truly endorse the ideas we talk about and 
raise diversity ethics to a high level in their firm.  “If each organization promoted diversity more 
aggressively” there would be a broader application of new ideas to make diversity a reality.   

Observations 
The 2005 PR Coalition Summit – Focus on Diversity was a generally successful cheerleading event 

for the promotion of diversity and diversity programming in the PR profession.  In terms of being able to 
consider issues in depth there are constraints and limitations that inher to a one-day summit meeting.  
Many problems and issues were identified that the participating organizations are encouraged to take to 
heart and move to action.  As a participant it was impossible to escape the nagging question of how well 
the participants represented the general attitude of the PR profession regarding diversity.  An overall 
powerful case was made for the profession’s commitment to diversity but questions remain. 

This observer found some gaps in the summit discussion.  There seemed to be a general sense that all 
understood what diversity is.  There was less discussion of what the diverse member brings to the new 
work group.  There was strong emphasis placed upon the process of mentoring, but limited discussion of 
the change PR organizations undergo when they incorporate diverse members.  Don’t the members of the 
work group need to change as well.  Do PR organizations have an understanding of why they are moving 
to increase diversity?  Their diversity program should reflect a further understanding of what it means to 
incorporate diversity. 
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Diversity Means? 
The assumption by professionals there is general knowledge of, and a clear definition of, what 

diversity is may lead to the illusion that diversity is the readily observable characteristics of difference.  
These visible characteristics include race, age, sex, ethnicity, language, speech patterns, dialect and 
physical appearance (Tsui & Gutek, 1999).  During the deliberations of the summit it appeared that these 
demographics were the focus of attention.  However if creativeness, depth of critical analysis, and 
empathic insight are desirable for the strategic public relations professional and team member, then there 
are other characteristics to be considered.  As Clair, Beatty, and MacLean (2005) point out, invisible 
social identities may be as important, if not more important in the discussion of diversity.  Those 
nonvisible characteristics include sexual orientation, religion, occupation, national origin, illness, and 
social group memberships.  It could be argued that these are distributive characteristics that make up any 
comprehensive analysis of the demographic landscape for the purpose of developing and effective 
persuasive campaign.  However since the focus of the diversity discussions at the summit was to consider 
the inclusion of diverse groups for effective PR firm, unit, or team functioning, the issue is really the 
degree to which team members, with these diverse characteristics, are willing to reveal these potentially 
stigmatizing characteristics.  The choice most likely is to either pass or reveal (Clair, Beatty, & Maclean, 
2005).  Just the fact of a newcomer having to make that decision adds a more complex dynamic to the 
newcomer’s socialization process to the new work group.  For example, take the case of a professional 
who is both gay and an epileptic and has just entered a new work group.  Both of these important 
characteristics will likely eventually surface, yet the decision for the individual to decide if, when, and 
how to reveal them is an important element of his membership in the group.  The newcomer wishes to be 
accepted and legitimatized.  A person tends to feel they are an authentic member of a group when they 
can “be themselves” in their interactions.  Thus the newcomer who feels that she must conceal identity is 
likely to suffer the sense of a lack of authentic self presentation (Creed & Scully, 2000, Moorhead, 1999).  
Anyone advising such a person would probably ask how she perceives the culture of the new group.  How 
welcoming and inclusive is it?  In short what is the inclusiveness climate of the group?  

Public relations is a field of endeavor where the ability to form teams to share knowledge and work 
toward creative synergy is essential.  Knowledge and multiform insight is the key human resource asset 
(Feldman, 2002).  Because ad hoc groups are frequently established to work with a particular account or 
campaign, where a team’s longevity depends upon success, there is both high tension and stress.  That 
pressure is placed on the newcomer to perform.  The “newcomer” who enters a project group faces the 
challenge of quickly assimilating and becoming a valued contributor to the task (Kozlowski & Bell, 
2003).  How quickly and how successfully the newcomer performs depends upon motivational and 
interpersonal processes that unfold during the period of socialization (Chen & Klimoski, 2003). 

Inclusiveness and the Work Group 
The problem of respecting a diverse range of experience; the problem of truly developing a sense of 

inclusiveness for new members, with unique backgrounds, is a serious factor of change in any work 
group.  Inclusiveness can only be successful when it respects the potential and reality of change. 

Most people interpret a strong culture as a very positive feature of work group.  However it can also 
be an impediment.  There is a natural sense of comfort with the status quo culture and it is very often 
difficult to realize that a new member is going to impact the culture.  It is natural and very easy for current 
members to expect that the new member will learn to adapt, acculturate, to the existing culture.  It is more 
difficult for the current work group to recognize the reality that inclusiveness requires significant effort by 
the status quo group to make the new member feel a part of the group in a manner that is both non-
defensive and productive.  True inclusiveness has to drive in both directions.  It cannot be unidirectional 
and be truly successful. 

New members of a work group, who have worked in other settings, are typically brought into the new 
group because they have unique and valued knowledge and training, and strong divergent forms of 
experience with the content and tasks of their new organization.  There is usually an intellectual sense that 
the new member will bring benefit by not only inputting new ideas, but also by testing existing 
operational features of the current work group.  However there is a robust emotional component involved 
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in the inclusion of any new member.  Status quo groups tend to value seniority and experience “with the 
group.”  New members who are valued in the search process and hired for their superior expertise, often 
find that their background and difference is not as highly valued, by their new peers, as they expect.  The 
emotional factors of seniority, “who we are,” “how we do things around here,” and comfort with an 
established operation militates against inclusion.  Inclusion requires truly listening to the new member, 
showing respect for divergent ideas, and providing encouragement for the ongoing dialogue. 

Diversity Programming 
Deploying diversity as an impactful strategic element of a firm usually requires that a formal 

diversity program be in place.  Contemporary theorists have described tactical stages of development of 
diversity programs.  Allen and Montgomery (2001) define the stages simply as: “unfreezing” the forces 
resisting change, “moving” to cultural change, “refreezing,” or institutionalizing the change, and the 
“competitive advantage” that results.  The first three of these four stages require training interventions on 
a regular basis.  The degree to which PR units and firms engage in training was reported to be that only “4 
in 10 organizations provide diversity training” and the rest seemed to have not plans to doe so  In 1996 
Thomas and Ely defined three paradigms to explain the evolution of a diversity program.  Initially the 
“access and legitimacy paradigm” must be satisfied.  In this market driven perspective the organization 
sees that they need to gain access and favor with diverse communities.  Yet in some settings the 
organization does not embrace diversity in a system wide sense, but only the margins where expedient.  
This is difficult to measure, i.e., is the commitment of an organization real and deeply behavioral, or is it 
rhetorical?  Secondly the “discrimination and fairness paradigm” must be put in place, and reinforced.  
This legalistic perspective reacts to requirements, but does not really link to the work of the personnel 
who form the organization.  It does claim to have a color-blind strategy for managing.  Thirdly the 
program must strive for “the emerging paradigm” that connects diversity to work perspectives.  
Subsequently the third perspective has been further refined as the “integration-and-learning” perspective 
that enables dialogue on diversity issues to occur (Ely & Thomas, 2001).  In the integration and learning 
perspective diversity is seen as a valuable resource for organizational functioning, market expansion, and 
the development of an inclusive culture that brings new insights and knowledge.  Public relations 
professionals seem to grasp and consistently speak to the discrimination and fairness and the access and 
legitimacy paradigms.  However it is obvious from the summit discussion than many PR professionals 
feel that there is a need to accomplish dialogue to move toward the “integration and learning” perspective.  
How to accomplish a diversity program that promotes that dialogue, that promotes an in-depth 
understanding of what diversity is, what it brings to the table, and how to include and make the most of 
the newcomer’s contribution, is a challenge the summit organizations will be taking on. 
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National crises present many challenges to governments, publics, and practitioners alike. All three are 
forced to rely on various channels of communication, including interpersonal communication with leaders 
and mediated communication via state run media and independent media for direction, reassurance and 
information. In the time immediately following the crisis governments and practitioners have to build, or 
rebuild, trust. The choice of channel may have a significant effect on publics’ acceptance or rejection of 
their messages as well as on the overall development of civil society.  

This paper reports the results of a project funded by USAID [Grant OTI/ZE 198] in which trained 
native-language speakers administered oral and/or written questionnaires to more than 740 Bosnians in 
six cities to explore the role of strategic communication channels in rebuilding civil society after its 
breakdown. Bosnians were asked about their levels of trust in the three kinds of strategic channels most 
available to practitioners; government officials, alternative media, and state controlled media. The 
findings suggest that shortly after the war Bosnians had medium levels of trust in the available 
communication channels, although when it comes to obtaining important information it appears that 
alternative media are considered to be significantly more trustworthy than either the state media or local 
government officials. Finally, political affiliation and ethnicity affect trust in communication channels in 
complex ways. This information helps us to understand both the strengths and limitations of these 
communication channels and the ways that they can contribute to civil society.  

As with all case studies, this paper suffers from limited generalizability, but we hope the results can 
inform the efforts of public relations practitioners and other strategic communicators in other civil 
society, public diplomacy, political, public policy, and social marketing campaigns.  

Introduction 
Governments and government practitioners must strategically communicate with various publics in 

good times and bad. During times of calm, government messages may be quite ordinary: pay your taxes 
by this date, wear your seatbelt or get some exercise. During times of crisis, governments and government 
practitioners have a very different agenda. They seek to build or rebuild trust, provide direction, and 
frame citizens’ understandings of unpleasant events. Government leaders accomplish this strategic 
communication through various channels including the mass media, interpersonal communication, and 
controlled communication formats.  

We believe that most of this paper would apply equally to NGO’s, the international community, 
United Nations missions and others. However, the purpose here is just to inform the efforts of 
governments and their practitioners, when rebuilding after a national crisis, by providing a case study of 
the different levels of trust in strategic communication channels after such a crisis. This paper reports the 
results of a project funded by USAID [Grant OTI/ZE 198] in which trained native-language speakers 
administered oral and/or written questionnaires to more than 740 Bosnians in six cities, and in three 
dialects of Serbo-Croatian, to explore the role of strategic communication channels in rebuilding civil 
society after its utter breakdown. Bosnians were asked about their levels of trust in the three kinds of 
strategic channels most available to government officials: interpersonal channels, alternative media, and 
state controlled media.  

The first section of the paper reviews the government communication, civil society, and trust 
literatures that situate the hypotheses that guided this research project. The next section outlines the 
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method used and results of the study. The final section provides a discussion of the levels of trust in 
Bosnian society and the role that interpersonal and mediated strategic communication channels play in 
government efforts in civil society development.  

Government Communication in Civil Society: The Bosnian Case Study 
Strategic communication efforts by governments and their practitioners have an historical place in the 

public relations literature. For example, undergraduate texts frequently show how government 
communication efforts shaped the early years of the field. How, for example, Adams’ work in the 
American revolution or the Creel Committee’s work during WW I helped shape the development of the 
field of public relations in the U.S. The relationship between public relations and American history goes 
much deeper, however, as first Primlott (1951) then Pearson (1990) suggested when they examined the 
relationship between democracy, public relations and capitalism. An observation echoed by Cutlip (1995) 
in his historical analysis of the genesis of government information campaigns.  

Such strong mutual influences between government and public relations is not limited to the U.S., of 
course. Governments all over the world attempt to build and/or change their relationships with citizens. 
Edited books by Culbertson and Chen (1996), Scanlan and VanSlyke Turk (1999), and Sriramesh and 
Vercic (2003) have provided public relations practitioners and scholars from around the world venues to 
explain government strategic communication efforts. These chapters tell us, among other things, that that 
are various relationships between governments, media organizations and publics. This paper examines 
one important aspect of these relationships in the little-studied – but crucial – period following 
pronounced national crises.  

There is a broad continuum of government-media relationships. On one end of the continuum are the 
governments that control all media channels and thus have unlimited ability to dictate the tone and 
content of their messages. On the other side of the continuum are governments that must rely on a host of 
supportive and hostile media organizations that will filter their messages. Of course, there are many 
permutations of this relationship in nations across the globe. Nelson (1994) noted that the use of 
communication for persuasion "is an increasing component of both private and government 
communication" (p. 225) while Ponder (1990) found that "press offices, under one title or another, have 
spread throughout. . . local governments in the twentieth century" (p. 94).  

These examples, however, represent only one aspect of the relationship of government and public 
relations. Government is frequently viewed as a receiver or audience in the public relations process. As 
Crable and Vibbert (1985) note, organizations can catalytically define and guide issues through a life 
cycle in the hopes of a resolution that is favorable to the organization. Governments, like other 
organizations, may also catalytically define and guide its own interests through this public opinion 
process. Government leaders rely on press offices, for example, in shaping supportive public opinion.  

Other factors may also influence the ultimate acceptance or rejection of government messages that 
are communicated to the public, however. This paper seeks to extend our understanding of government 
communication with publics by examining another aspect of the government-media-publics relationship, 
particularly in times of profound crisis. We began by asking, what strategic channels can governments use 
to communicate their strategic agendas to various publics during or after almost total societal 
breakdowns? And, how much do publics trust those channels? We also wanted to find out if all the 
communication channels we studied are equally trusted in such situations or if some are more probably 
useful than others. The next sections provide a case study that examines strategic communication 
channels, and trust in those channels, in the context of rebuilding civil society in Bosnia.  
Background  

The nation of Bosnia-Herzegovina was created in 1992 out of the breakup of the former Yugoslavia 
and it immediately entered into a civil war (Glenny, 1996). The international community has recognized 
the enormous cost associated with Bosnia’s transition out of communism and nationalism. Rebuilding 
personal lives and enacting civil society in Bosnia and in other transitional nations requires, at a 
minimum, the effective use of several kinds of strategic communication channels – from interpersonal to 
mass. The purpose of this case study is to explore one important dimension in the development of civil 
society, namely, trust in the available channels of strategic communication in a place like Bosnia. Our 
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data, collected in 1998, represents a snapshot of trust levels at a time during the nation building process 
when memories are still relatively fresh, daily life has taken on some semblance of normality for many, 
and the alternative media have had six years to become part of daily life. We chose trust in the available 
channels and the messages they carry because we believe it is foundational to all civil societies, and low 
levels of trust between individuals, organizations, and institutions in Bosnia may be hindering the 
development of civil society.  
Civil Society  

Hauser (1997) defined civil society as “the network of associations independent of the state whose 
members, through social interactions that balance conflict and consensus, seek to regulate themselves in 
ways consistent with a valuation of difference” (p. 277). The concept of civil society has a rich history. 
For example, Hauser (1998) traced civil society through the Greek and Roman concept of the public 
sphere, through the concept of responsibility of the Enlightenment, and to current ideals of democracy. 
Taylor and Doerfel (2003) traced the roots of civil society through some of the major texts that guide 
communication theory. Taylor and Doerfel noted that Aristotle’s Politics, Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, 
Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks and Habermas' Theory of Communicative Action collectively inform our 
contemporary understandings of civil society as a communicatively constructed phenomenon.  

The concept of civil society has also been gaining interest in the last decade in a variety of 
disciplines. In Political Science, Gellner (1994), Barber (1998), and Putnam (2000) have examined public 
participation in community life and policy decisions. In Sociology, the work of Seligman (1997) has 
placed trust and civil society within a contemporary framework that helps us understand both the potential 
and limitations inherent in the two. O’Connell (1999) describes civil society as an “invisible colossus” 
that allows people to engage in relationships, participate in decision making while at the same time 
assuming certain responsibilities to others in the community. At the heart of civil society, according to 
O’Connell, is a free and independent media that informs citizens and helps to keep leaders accountable. 

 In media studies Splichal, Calabrese and Sparks (1994) provided one of the first attempts published 
in communication that addressed the relationship between information, media control, and civil society. 
More recently work by Jacobson and Jang (2002) has explored how the media can contribute to a global 
civil society through promoting peace as well as coverage of democratic struggles.  

Public relations scholars have also been thinking about civil society. Taylor (2000) argued that media, 
especially independent media, have a role to play in helping activist organizations set public agendas and 
stimulate public discourse. Taylor and Doerfel (2003) showed how social capital was created and 
maintained through communication and relationships among NGOs and media in Croatia. Civil society is 
created, changed, and maintained through various types of communication. Interpersonal relationships, 
inter-organizational relationships, and media channels all contribute to or limit the potential for civil 
society and public relations practitioners wishing to influence the rebuilding of civil society have to 
depend on them. Indeed, the limited resources typically available to practitioners in these situations may 
make it necessary to chose one, or a few, strategic channels to depend on so this choice may be one of the 
most fateful faced by practitioners.  
Trust  

Trust is a complex interpersonal and organizational construct (Duck, 1997; Kramer & Tyler, 1995). 
For Communication scholars, trust occurs when parties “hold[ing] certain relevant, favorable perceptions 
of another” and this relationship allows for “expected outcomes” (Wheeless & Grotz, 1977, p. 251). 
Inherent in this concept is the idea of risk and dependency. Trust in a specific person has been studied 
(Wheeless & Grotz, 1977) as well as general trust in others (Rotter, 1967).  

Trust is also a foundation of civil society because communities cannot function without it 
(Fukuyama, 1995; Misztal, 1996; Murphy, 2002). Tonkiss, Passey, Fenton and Hems (2000) identified 
trust as a key element that underpins social and economic relations. Every social interaction, from 
crossing a street to using an elevator, purchasing products, or exchanging services, is based on an implicit 
assumption of trust in others, or at least in the messages one receives about those others and their 
intentions, capabilities, and dependability. When low levels of societal trust persist citizens may have 
difficulty communicating and cooperating and the ultimate prospect for a civil society diminishes. 
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Therefore, the authors do not assert that trust in channels of communication is just a constituent part of 
civil society but rather that such trust is a foundation of civil society that can be understood and studied 
through both interpersonal and mediated channels.  

The civil society and nation building literatures, both those cited above and others, have primarily 
addressed trust, as opposed to source credibility. In the Communication literature trust and source 
credibility have often been treated as overlapping constructs. For example, Giffin (1967a, 1967b) treated 
source credibility as a constituent, but tightly bounded, aspect of trust while Metzger, Flanagin, Eyal, 
Lemus, and McCann (2003) reviewed source, message, and media credibility. Source credibility has been 
investigated in Communication by looking at trustworthiness, expertise and dynamism, the last two of 
which are subsets of overall trustworthiness in the approach used in this paper.  

Organizations are sources of messages in which organizational credibility is seen as “a complex 
institutional structure with a history of experience and information, to which the public has already been 
exposed” (Metzger et al., 2003, p. 299). This case study examines independent media, politically/state 
controlled media, and interpersonal communication from a local official as sources that contend to gain 
the trust of the audience. As Metzger et al. note, when individuals and organizations act as information 
sources, people make sense of the communication by their experience and history with that channel. The 
channel itself has a specific meaning to the audience and one component of that meaning is a level of 
trust.  

In spite of the fact that two of the channels we study are mass media, we adopted an interpersonal 
approach to trust that had been successfully used in the past to address trust in institutions. We made this 
decision because: 1) one of the channels we feel is essential to study is actual interpersonal 
communication; 2) this well-tested approach focused on precisely the three dimensions of trust we wanted 
to study.  

Of course, other channels of communication, such as the informal channel between family members 
or friends, also play an important role in building civil society. Such interpersonal channels are typically 
not directly accessible to those charged with rebuilding a civil society, however, so they typically do not 
play a strategic role in nation building. In fact, such informal channels are often the targets of the kinds of 
strategic channels studied here. Thus, even though important, the roles of informal interpersonal channels 
in rebuilding civil society are beyond the scope of this article. Similarly, some obviously important new 
communication technologies such as the Internet fell outside the parameters of this study, largely because 
they were not readily available to a meaningful proportion of the people of Bosnia when this study was 
being conducted.  

Trust in Bosnian Communication Channels 
Trust plays a paradoxical role in building and sustaining civil society. While it is a prerequisite to 

civil society, too little, too much, or misplaced trust can be detrimental to civil society. For governments 
to rebuild civil society, then, a balancing act between two extremes of trust in communication channels is 
needed. Varying levels of trust underlie the complex social relationships in Eastern Europe. From the 
results of a 10-year study of public trust among institutions in Eastern Europe, Smeltz, Bell, Mendrala, 
Sweeney, and Teare (2000) found that of all of the East European institutions only the armed forces 
enjoyed consistent levels of public trust. Hospitals, universities, government officials, media and the 
church all were rated as less than trustworthy. Lovell (2001) noted that trust is so low in post-communist 
nations because of “the real and perceived behavior of current elites, disappointment with outcomes so 
far, and brazen cheating in the market place” (p. 32). Research also suggests that people who lived in the 
former communist states developed "strong, face to face social networks" that enabled them to trust one 
another (Rose, Mishler & Haerpfer, 1997, p. 85).  
Government Leaders and Trust  

The question of trust in mediated and interpersonal communication channels in building civil society 
drives this research project. Effective government leadership is central to the development of civil society, 
but such leadership is largely carried out through strategic communication channels. So how well those 
channels, and the messages they carry, are trusted becomes a question of central importance to 
government practitioners.  
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During times of uncertainty, people seek out their leaders for personal communication, confirmation, 
and direction. When mediated channels are absent or corrupt, people go directly to their leaders for 
information and guidance. Elected officials, who support the concept of civil society, whether consciously 
or unconsciously, tend to make decisions that promote dialogue, change, and participation (Hadenius & 
Uggla, 1996). Media channels not controlled by the state or other interests are another necessary partner 
in civil society. Overall, people in stressful situations will turn to multiple sources for stabilizing 
information. Predictable sources are state-run media, alternative media and local government leaders. The 
pattern of use and dependence will vary from situation to situation but trust in these channels will 
determine how useful the sources of information will become for the development of civil society.  

The nation of Bosnia-Herzegovina is the focus of this case study because it has experienced such a 
stressful situation. Yugoslavia started to implode when Tito died, and in the early 1990s nationalist 
leaders gained popularity. Slovenia, Croatia and Bosnia voted in referendums for independence from 
Yugoslavia in the early 1990s. The war that ensued was devastating for Bosnia whose ethnic groups were 
ravaged by ethnic cleansing. The leaders of Croatia, Bosnia, and Yugoslavia signed the Dayton Peace 
Accord in 1995. A major part of the peace plan was to ensure that democratic elections would be held in 
each nation. Significant amounts of international humanitarian assistance were devoted to Bosnia 
(Alexander, 1998). Two important parts of that assistance were to establish accountable government at 
the local and national levels and to create alternative media to facilitate the development of civil society. 
Interpersonal, state controlled and independent media channels are constantly involved in disseminating 
information about the political and social situation to the Bosnian public.  
Interpersonal Channels  

Interpersonal channels are often combined with the mass media during times of tension. Trustworthy 
information channels are needed so that the public can make important decisions, many with potential life 
and death import. In the time before the war, government officials in Yugoslavia were members of the 
Communist Party. These officials were known to represent the interests of the Tito government, and their 
decisions followed the party line. Individuals often did not seek out personal communication with these 
leaders (Rusinow, 1985). During the break up of the nation of Yugoslavia, new political leaders assumed 
positions of power. Many of these officials, however, were affiliated with nationalist political parties, and 
once elected they used their positions to incite war and ethnic tension (Silber & Little, 1996). Although 
the constraints of war forced these leaders to communicate interpersonally with their constituents, their 
credibility was often doubted as well. Once the war was over, the United Nations prohibited government 
officials from using their positions to incite ethnic tensions. The Dayton Peace Accord fostered a cadre of 
professional, public-service-oriented officials working at the local and regional levels of government. The 
presumption was that these government officials would be accountable, transparent in their actions and 
trusted so they could lead Bosnians toward civil society. One outcome of this case study is the early 
indication of how successful these attempts have been.  
Government Controlled Media  

During the war, the state-controlled media shifted their focus and began serving as mouthpieces for 
nationalist political parties. State controlled media were the only available media during the war and the 
public was dependent on this channel for information. The state controlled media are blamed for 
contributing to the Bosnian genocide (Glenny, 1996). Hence, one part of the civil society initiatives in 
Bosnia was the establishment of media outlets independent of government control.  
Alternative Media  

The alternative mass media, although still in a nascent stage of professional development, are the 
other media channel to play a role in civil society development in Bosnia. There are more than 300 
alternative outlets in Bosnia (Udovicic, 2001). The public response to them has been mixed. While many 
value alternative media perspectives on cultural, social and political issues, the low production quality and 
other factors may limit the credibility of such media. Taylor and Kent (2000) conducted focus groups 
with Bosnian citizens after the war. They found that “Bosnians are neither ready to entirely disregard the 
state media nor willing to fully embrace the independent media” (p. 373). The results of these focus 
groups did not explain what specific factors where limiting public trust in the different channels of 
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communication. This study attempts to answer that question.  
In summary, the state-run media are often not trusted because of their history as well as the history of 

some of those who control these channels. Even though elections for local officials now occur, many have 
a history of political affiliation with the former communist government or nationalist parties and may or 
may not be trusted. Finally, the alternative media, six years old at the time of the Taylor and Kent (2000) 
study, may or may not have established high levels of trust. Thus, Bosnians have uncertain and potentially 
very different levels of trust in the channels of communication on which civil society initiatives depend. 
Studying just how trusted/distrusted these information channels are will contribute to effective strategic 
decision making about the channels for use in civil society initiatives, how to use them, and with which 
publics.  
Hypotheses  

Trust is the multidimensional dependent variable central to this study and to building a civil society in 
Bosnia. Trust only exists “without explicit guarantee” (Elofson, 2001, p. 127). In other words, the key 
element of trust is that those trusting are risking something. Gambetta (1988) observed that trust is 
particularly relevant “in conditions of ignorance or uncertainty with respect to unknown or unknowable 
actions of others” (p. 218). Trust seems to be a particularly appropriate tool for studying how people who 
have been the victims of almost total societal breakdown differentially accept the major channels of 
strategic communication. This research studies the channels that they turn to for information about the 
unknown process of rebuilding a civil society. The answers to these questions will help international 
public relations scholars and practitioners better understand government communication and civil society.  

One useful way of understanding perceptions of trust in interpersonal relationships and in societal 
institutions in civil society can be found in the measures first developed by Giffin (1967a, 1967b) and 
then expanded by Botan and Frey (1983). In this combined framework, trust has three dimensions: 
character, expertness and dynamism. Character refers to perceptions of intentions and taps into whether or 
not people believe that a source has honorable intentions toward them. Expertness addresses perceptions 
of the knowledge and expertise of a source. Dynamism is the likelihood that a source can be trusted to put 
forth the effort needed to accomplish goals. When examined together, we feel that these three dimensions 
can tap into public perceptions of the mass media and formal interpersonal channels crucial to civil 
society in Bosnia. These dimensions allow for an examination of the perceived intentions, expertness and 
productivity/dynamism of channels of communication.  

Our understanding of the complex crosscurrents affecting trust in strategic communication in Bosnia-
Herzegovina, as well as the multi-dimensional nature of trust itself, made developing a hypothesis for 
overall trust difficult. We felt that the alternative media would be more trusted overall than the state-run 
media, primarily because of the importance of the character dimension of trust. On the other hand, we 
expected the assessment of expertness in the alternative media to be held down by the sometimes 
extremely low production values and frequent use of teenaged staffs by many alternative media (Taylor & 
Kent, 2000). Nevertheless, we anticipated that overall trust in alternative media would be higher than in 
state run media. Thus,  

H1: Alternative media will be significantly more trusted message carriers than state run  
media.  

H1a: Alternative media will score significantly higher on the character dimension  
of trust than state run media.  
H1b: There will be no significant difference between alternative media and state  
run media on the expertness dimension of trust.  

In spite of the advantage alternative media were expected to enjoy over state-run media when it 
comes to trust, much of the communication literature has suggested that messages derived from direct 
contact with individuals are typically more persuasive than any mass media messages (Rogers, 1995; 
Rogers & Storey, 1987; Rose, Mishler & Haerpfer, 1997). As a result, we hypothesized that an 
interpersonal channel for information gathering would be more trusted than either kind of mediated 
channel. We sought the subject’s assessment of the available channels of strategic communication 
rather than assessments of the specific individuals they talk with or the specific content they talk about. 



 505

We used the channel itself as the referent for subjects and this, again, led us to use a formal 
interpersonal channel, like local government officials, that we thought respondents could reasonably 
have evaluated in comparison to mediated channels. Thus,  

H2: Local officials will be significantly more trusted message carriers than state run  
media.  
H3: Local officials will be significantly more trusted message carriers than alternative  
media.  

Finally, the researchers were interested in the relationship between respondent’s political affiliation 
and level of trust. There were at least two reasons for studying the possible interaction of channel and 
politics. First, in spite of the fact that the western media have often sought to portray the violence in 
Bosnia as primarily ethnic or religious in origin, the most extreme instances of violence have been 
associated with political affiliation. The media channels owned and operated by these political groups 
have often played an integral role in exacerbating the violence (Glenny, 1996). So, it follows that the 
perceived political affiliation of a channel affects its trustworthiness. Second, the alternative media were 
created for the purpose of breaking the political media monopoly of nationalist political parties. In other 
words, the international community intended for the alternative media to have political effects – to 
interact with politics in Bosnia. Thus, we believed that on the basis of the literature and the experiences 
gained in five research trips to Bosnia, it is possible to predict that affiliation/ethnicity will interact 
significantly with channel in determining trustworthiness. This relationship is so complex, however, that  
neither the literature nor personal experiences during visits provide a sound basis for predicting  
the direction of such an interaction. We hypothesized that,  

H4: Political affiliation will significantly interact with channel to influence  
trustworthiness.  

Methods 
This study, partially funded by the USAID Office of Transition Initiatives (Grant no. USAID/OTI ZE 

198), employed survey methods to compare the perceived trustworthiness of local government officials, 
state-run media and alternative media in four communities in Bosnia-Herzegovina during late 1998. 
While Bosnia-Herzegovina has, of course, changed since 1998 the purpose of this project was to study a 
particular case in order to help inform the relationship between strategic communication channels and 
civil society campaigns, not to provide current data on one country. Trained native-language speakers 
administered oral and/or written questionnaires to more than 740 subjects in three dialects of Serbo-
Croatian. Of these 720 were complete enough to use. Interviews were conducted in both the Bosnian 
Federation (Sarajevo, Tuzla, and Zenica) and in Republika Srpska (Banja Luka and Doboj) at a point in 
time shortly after the worst of the warfare and atrocities. Given the nationalistic feelings and recent 
atrocities in and around these areas, we felt this could reasonably be described as one of the most extreme 
communication trust environments on earth. Thus, the results might reasonably inform the relationship 
between communication channels and trust in ways that would be useful in other post-crisis nations. This 
goal reinforced our earlier decision to focus on strategic channels as referents rather than on message 
content or close personal relations and friends.  
Design and Independent Variables  

This study originally intended to determine whether three strategic channels (state media, alternative 
media, and local officials) differ significantly in their perceived trustworthiness in nation 
building/rebuilding situations. It soon became apparent that the ethnic and political divisions would 
influence perceived trustworthiness, depending on the history of each channel and who the public thinks 
controls it. Ethnicity and political views coexist and interact in Bosnia in very complex ways so mere 
ethnicity (e.g., Serb vs. Bosnian) does not necessarily reflect how an individual feels about a particular 
channel or its trustworthiness. There are great disparities between, for example, rural and urban people 
even when they are of the same ethnicity. For instance, city-resident Muslims like those living in Sarajevo 
are often not even thought of as “practicing” Muslims by their rural peers (Friedman, 1996). Political 
affiliation seems to be a particularly relevant attribute for explaining how sources and messages are 
judged. This is not necessarily a contradiction; in spite of the fact many political affiliations overlap 
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ethnic group membership (Kasapovic, 1997). Advocates of a particular political view are often from the 
same ethnic group. But ethnic group membership - which is much larger - can cut across political, urban-
rural, and regional differences. To accommodate the ethnicity variable we adopted six levels of self-
described political affiliation as the indicator of affiliation. This created a 3 X 6 design with three levels 
of channel/referent (state media, alternative media, and local officials) and six levels of major political 
affiliation (democrat, socialist, communist, nationalist, liberal, and other [drugo]).  
Dependent Variable - Trust  

The dependent variable is trust, operationalized here as a three-dimensional construct and measured 
on a 27-item 7-point semantic differential scale based on Giffin’s (1967a, b) original work and Botan and 
Frey’s (1983) modifications. The instrument was again modified slightly through translation and back-
translation procedures to ensure meaningfulness and understandability for this subject pool. This 
approach uses the three dimensions of trust (character, expertness, dynamism) but total trust was 
calculated by increasing the weight of character because we believe that in the context of massive 
neighbor-on-neighbor violence perceived intentions play a much bigger role in determining trust than do 
perceptions of expertness or dynamism. To determine a total trust score, therefore, we added the three 
dimension together with character weighted twice as heavily as the other two dimensions (i.e., 2 x 
character + 1 x expertness + 1 x dynamism = total trust). This yielded a scale with a range of 36-252, 
although the dimensions have sometimes been weighted differently in more interpersonal and non-
conflict contexts. The first dimension, character, refers to perceptions of the intentions of the referent 
toward respondents. Giving this dimension increased weight seemed appropriate in a situation where 
hundreds of thousands are still homeless refugees due to ethnic cleansing. The second dimension, 
expertness, refers to perceptions of the knowledge and expertise of the referent. The third dimension, 
dynamism, refers to perceptions about the degree of activity of the referent or the likelihood that the 
referent can be trusted to give the effort necessary to be trustworthy. Reliability for the overall scale was 
alpha = .96 and for the three subscales of character .92, expertness .93 and dynamism .74.  

For the purpose of subsequent discussion we divided the trust scale into three categories, assigning 
the label low to scores ranging from 36 to 107, moderate or medium to scores ranging from 108 to 180, 
and high to scores ranging from 181 to 252.  
Procedures  

The surveys were collected from five Bosnian towns--three communities in the Bosnian Federation 
and two communities in the Republika Srpska. The trust scale questions were one part of a larger survey 
collected for an evaluation of USAID's political transition grants in the region. In each location a 
professional translator worked with the research team to translate the survey questions into the local 
dialect and to back translate as a validity check. Demographic questions such as age, gender and political 
affiliation were also part of this survey.  

Members of a national non-governmental organization (NGO) with experience in survey research 
administered the surveys. The researchers conducted a pilot study to fine-tune the instrument. Data 
collection lasted approximately three to five days in each location. The surveyors were given detailed 
instructions about sampling (e.g., selecting as representative a sample as possible in each city with 
attention being paid to age, gender, ethnicity, dress), asking and answering questions, and ensuring 
confidentiality of responses. Interviewers collected the surveys during different times of the day and in 
various high traffic locations around each town. Interviewers approached individuals, introduced 
themselves and their NGO, asked if they would fill out a survey, provided a writing instrument, offered a 
seat in a nearby café, and provided as much or as little oral presentation of the questionnaire as each 
individual subject needed.  

About 50% of the 1500 subjects approached agreed to participate, a gratifyingly high percentage in a 
war-ravaged society in which expressing opinions about those in positions of authority had in the past 
been a dangerous undertaking. In fact this response rate may help signal a new time in Bosnia where 
people are willing to share their opinions about social topics. When the number of completed interviews 
relative to the population of each town was checked, we found we had to conduct a second round of 
surveys in Banja Luka to increase the sample size and bring that community closer to the response rate of 
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the other communities. Ultimately, 720 questionnaires were complete enough for inclusion in the study.  
Results  

Table 1 presents means, standard deviations and n’s for each channel on overall trust and for the 
character and expertness dimensions that are referred to in the hypotheses. The first hypothesis, H1, that 
alternative media enjoy significantly more overall trust as message carriers than are state-run media, was 
tested using MANOVA and was supported while H2 and H3, that local officials would be more trusted 
than the state-run and alternative media respectively were not supported by the same test. Surprisingly, in 
fact, local officials are significantly less trusted than either alternative media or state-run media Wilk’s 

lambda =.90, F(2,644) = 21.9, p< .001, eta
2
 = .064.  

 

 

The first sub-hypothesis, H1a, that on the character dimension the alternative media would score 

higher than state run media was supported F(2,644) = 22.7, p = .013, eta
2
 = .066. The second sub-

hypothesis, H1b, that on the expertness dimension there would be no significant difference between 
alternative media and state run media was not supported when the alternative media actually scored 

significantly higher on this dimension than the state run media F(2,644) = 15.2, p<.001, eta
2
 = .045.  

The fourth hypothesis, H4, that political affiliation will significantly interact with channel to 
influence trustworthiness was tested using a factorial ANOVA and was supported F(10,619) = 3.0; p< 

.001, eta
2 
= .046. As Figure 1 shows, the extremely high trust that one group – nationalists – have in the 

state run media (M = 189.9) was the apparent cause of the significant disordinal interaction between the 
two independent variables. This high degree of trust in the state media is not surprising in retrospect 
because, as discussed below, many believe the state media to be controlled by these same nationalists. 
Demographic variables such as age and gender were not significantly related to total trust.  
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Discussion 
Government officials and practitioners have a variety of strategic communication channels to choose 

from. The four findings that emerged from this study, however, suggest they may need to be strategic and 
diverse in their choices. First, channels do appear to differ in perceived trustworthiness, but this effect 
does not appear to operate through the sub-dimensions of trust quite as predicted. Second, local officials 
were not more trusted than mediated channels. Third, political affiliation does appear to interact with 
channel to influence trust. Finally, all channels tested achieved only medium levels of overall trust. This 
may be the most important result, particularly if found to hold in other post-crisis nations. The 
implications of these findings for international public relations, government practitioners, and other civil 
society proponents are discussed below. Before discussing the implications of the findings we want to 
point out that another limitation of this study, in addition to those discussed in the first section, is that the 
three channels are treated as if they are clearly distinct when the actually overlap. For example, any one 
channel might carry a message originated by one of the others. Such as when the state-run or alternative 
media pick-up a story that local officials have been talking about in face-to-face  
conversations for some time. Such instances are rare, however, and do not appear to significantly impact 
the results of this study.  
Differing Levels of Trust in Channels  

In general, when Bosnians need information with which to make important decisions they trust the 
alternative media significantly more than they trust either the state media or local government officials. 
But, the relationship between these three channels, and particularly between Bosnians and their 
alternative media, is a complex one. As suggested by our fourth hypothesis, we were concerned about the 
extent to which the alternative media actually serve to overcome ethnic and political divisions in Bosnia, 
rather than to reify them. Thus, an understanding of some of the complexities of the relationship between 
Bosnians and their alternative media is a first step in addressing this concern.  

Alternative media. Bosnia, a country of 4 million people, has “the densest frequency network in 
Europe” (Harbin, 2001, para 2). It would appear, then, that the international community has been 
successful in developing a network of media channels that are, in fact, free of state control. But do these 
alternative media actually possess the independence and, more importantly, are they perceived by 
publics to possess the independence, implicit in the original goal? Maybe not. Only Nezavisne Novine 
(“Independent Paper”) serves readers from both the Federation and the Republika Srpska, and only 
Dnevni Avaz, a Bosniak paper that once had a nationalist political orientation in the 1990s and changed 
its editorial policy when the SDA lost power, appears financially self-sufficient (Udovicic, 2001).  

Second, the international donor community supported the creation of alternative media to provide 
objective, unbiased and trusted information to the public and to moderate the effects of the nationalist 
politicians who had used the media as propaganda tools. This meant that intention, when assessed within 
the character dimension of trust, would be critically important and it was tested with H1a. The public 
rated the alternative media as possessing more overall trustworthiness and more character than the other 
channels, suggesting that this small goal for building civil society has been largely achieved.  

The high level of trust in the expertness of the alternative media may not be as counter-intuitive as it 
appears. If the more experienced journalists of the state-controlled media are perceived to be motivated by 
politics, their expertness may be overlooked and alternative journalists may be viewed as more expert by 
demonstrating even moderate levels of competence. The high expertness score may also reflect the huge 
influx of international money and mentoring provided to enhance the alternative media operations. 
Donors purchased new equipment, modern television sets and props, and modern computers for the 
alternative media, and this may increase the public’s perception of its production value. Also, media 
organizations such as IREX Pro Media work closely with alternative television stations to raise 
broadcasting standards. Politically controlled media outlets rarely had have this type of development 
assistance.  

Government practitioners from the dominant political party and those related communication 
practitioners may be at a disadvantage when seeking to use this strategic channel. The editorial orientation 
of these alternative outlets challenges those in power and many alternative media sources view 
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themselves as opposing the ruling party in all its decisions and policies. Alternative media coverage of the 
news and information generated by government leaders and practitioners is often politically charged. 
Indeed, the goal of the alternative media is to critique or refute the government’s message rather than 
merely disseminating it.  

Politically controlled, state media. The politically controlled media are few in number because 
they have to rely on their political party for resources. Since the war, ethnic parties generally support 
one particular print and electronic outlet, and these become the “state media” when that party is in 
power. The low levels public trust can be traced back to conditions of the Bosnian civil war. In 
addition, low levels of trust are not helped by the opportunistic decisions made by editors of outlets 
such as Dnevni Avaz. While many are under new management and have somewhat revised their 
content, they do not appear to be winning the trust of the people. The alternative media, in spite of 
their general lack of experience, seem to winning out decisively over the state media.  

This findings has implications for government leaders and practitioners as they seek to widen the 
scope of their strategic messages. Nationalists appear overwhelmingly to like the politically motivated 
outlets, but the general Bosnian citizen does not appear to share this preference. Politically motivated 
outlets may serve as a communication channel for practitioners and their clients to “preach to the 
converted” but they appear to have limited capacity to reach mainstream publics. It appears that 
alternative media and politically motivated media have very different trust levels. But how do both fare 
against a formal interpersonal channel such as direct communication with local government officials?  

Interpersonal channels. The Bosnian public appears to be quite suspicious of their local government 
officials as information sources. It appears that when Bosnians needed to find information in the late 
1990s that was important for decision-making, they preferred the alternative media first and trust 
messages from local officials least, even less than the state-run media. This finding may be attributed to 
the slow development of democratic government at the local, regional and national levels. In many parts 
of Bosnia, the ethnic parties continue to dominate regional and local governance. For instance, 
Kasapovic (1997) reported that even though the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe 
(OSCE) has worked to minimize ethnic politics, in the 1996 parliamentary election 95% of the seats 
went to the ethnic blocks and 86% of the votes were given to the Croat, Bosniak, and Serb ethnic 
parties. This dominant role of ethnicity in the political process “is more widespread and defined than 
before the war” (Kasapovic, 1997, p. 121).  

During and after the war, when print and broadcast media had limited reach, local officials were 
responsible for informing Bosnians about such topics as availability of water, food, resources for 
refugees, and in some cases, the status of their missing relatives. That local officials have the lowest 
levels of trustworthiness was certainly surprising in light of the traditional view in communication that 
interpersonal relations are more persuasive than other forms. However, when their low scores are viewed 
in the context of the role that local government officials played before the war, during the war and now in 
the transition period, it is more plausible.  
Interaction of Channel and Politics  

Based on the political situation in the nation and the close link between political parties and media, 
we hypothesized that political affiliation would interact with channel in determining how trustworthy 
messages from these strategic communication channels are perceived to be. The data show that 
nationalists have significant trust in the state-run media. Still, the very pronounced way nationalists 
trusted the state run media (M = 141) as compared to their trust in alternative media (M = 109) or local 
officials (M = 104) was surprising. Maybe even more important, however, is the large discrepancy 
between the mean of nationalists’ trust in state-run media (M = 141) and the combined mean of trust in 
the state-run media for the other five political affiliations (M = 106). In fact, as Figure 1 clearly shows, 
the disordinal interaction between political affiliation and channel was created by the high trust 
nationalists have for the politically motivated media. Nationalists and nationalist parties were dominant at 
the time of this study and many continue to operate in most regions of Bosnia.  
Medium Levels of Trust in all Channels  

Concern for the future of the alternative media in Bosnia notwithstanding, the finding that all the 
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channels studied enjoyed medium levels of trust may be most significant. Halpern (1994) found that in 
authoritarian political systems, media dependency might have a significant impact on political perceptions 
and trust. That is, while the alternative media is perceived as significantly more trustworthy than existing 
channels, it is not perceived as very highly trustworthy. Even in an environment characterized by a recent 
history of political turmoil, ethnic violence and economic malaise, all the communication channels 
studied garnered at least medium levels of trust (i.e., total trust score of 81 – 134). When Lovell (2001) 
evaluated trust in post-communist nations he noted that:  

A society where distrust is extensive may not be in danger of immediate collapse, but neither can 
it take advantage of the many opportunities offered by democracy and the market. Addressing the 
issue of trust is therefore a key matter in determining what sort of society will emerge from post 
communism. (p. 37)  

Perhaps there is a trust floor beneath which trust in strategic communication messages simply will not 
fall, even under the extreme circumstances in Bosnia. This may or may not be the return the international 
community sought for its $70 million investment and thousands of hours of effort, but it does imply 
significant strategic communication opportunities and responsibilities.  
Implications for International Public Relations  

One value of this study resides in the immediate implications for understanding how strategic 
communication channels have the potential to limit or assist governments and practitioners in rebuilding 
civil society. The international donor community has consistently assisted post-crisis nations in the last 
decade with large-scale efforts in Asia, Africa and Eastern Europe. Inherent in most of these initiatives 
for civil society are programs to create alternative media and rebuild trust in local officials. These 
programs pass through stages similar to the stage studied in Bosnia in this project. While each nation, 
culture and time period is unique in the nation building process, the kinds of strategic communication 
channels studied here are used in other situations. Questions about how much trust is accorded each 
channel remains a central question in civil society efforts everywhere.  

People starved for useful information in a crisis may assign trust to any formal source that they 
encounter. The existence of a trust floor would suggest tremendous strategic communication opportunities 
for building civil society in post-crisis nations. It would mean that practitioners representing international 
donors, for example, could step in where civil society has broken down and compete effectively with 
existing communication channels in popularizing a vision of civil society. Finally, if populations can be 
expected to trust newly created channels as much as established ones, then those donors sponsoring such 
new channels share ethical responsibility for the effects on those populations. If no one channel earns the 
trust of publics, then the potential for civil society may actually be diminished rather than enhanced.  

Conclusion  
No one study can settle such complex situations as those encountered in Bosnia, particularly one with 

small-explained variances. Useful lessons do emerge, however, for public relations researchers and 
practitioners from this Bosnian experience. Government leaders and practitioners need to be aware of the 
public perceptions toward each type of media outlet. It is not enough for them to communicate through 
the outlets that are most closely associated with their political views. Indeed, these channels may not be 
trustworthy to the general public. Rather, government officials and practitioners need to cast a wider net 
and make efforts to work with media from across the political spectrum.  

While the alternative media are more trusted than older channels, the data suggest that their perceived 
trustworthiness still is influenced by political affiliations and is only of medium strength. After almost a 
decade of extensive international aid, Bosnians have a quantity of sources but few quality ones that they 
strongly trust when seeking information.  

Lessons learned from the Bosnia experience may well be useful for practitioners in other post crisis-
nations and situations. Trust is a foundation of civil society and even medium levels of trust for multiple 
channels is a starting point for practitioners. The content of government messages is of course important, 
but, the channel choice also is an important influence in the overall public acceptance or rejection of their 
messages. Credible communication channels are an imperative for rebuilding civil societies and because 
of this, public relations practitioners and theorists must give significant attention to all available 
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communication channels.  
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How do we decide what is the "right" thing to do?  Along with this question, the field of public relations 
is marked by other important ethical questions. This paper is a reflexive, philosophical examination of 
public relations ethics that attempts to weave the literatures of liberation theology, organizational justice, 
social movements, and feminist thought into the public relations body of knowledge. This paper also tries 
to answer how public relations can be an empowering function for practitioners, organizations, and 
publics.  Justice, especially deontic justice, is the main concept grounding this philosophy.  Deontic 
justice is concerned with maintaining the dignity and respect of those involved in the decision-making 
process by observing some ethical principles or standards. For public relations, the focus of social and 
organizational justice is the practitioner's actions toward internal and external publics. 

Introduction 
Mark Twain wrote, "Always do right. This will gratify some people and astonish the rest" (Schatz, 

2003, p. 165).  More than 100 years after Twain wrote that, astonishment and gratification could still be 
attained from doing the ethically right or morally acceptable thing, especially in the field of public 
relations.  Public relations practitioners have been accused of corruption, manipulation, and less-than-
desirable ethics (Stauber & Rampton, 1995; Seib & Fitzpatrick, 1995; DeLorme & Fedler, 2003).  At the 
turn of the 20th century, public relations was viewed by some journalists as flackery and its practitioners 
as "spacegrabbers" who would do anything to get their pictures and news releases into the newspaper 
(DeLorme & Fedler, 2003).  Consequently, the ethical lapses of past practitioners continue to contribute 
to the current perceptions of the field by future practitioners.  Bowen (2003) found that most new public 
relations students used negative connotations of public relations (i.e., spin and hype) to describe public 
relations and thought all practitioners did was special events and media relations.   

Ethics in public relations extends beyond maxims and quotations.  Although it would be 
parsimonious and wonderful to display pithy quotations such as the Twain statement above or the oft-
mentioned Golden Rule on bulletin boards in the public relations departments of corporations, 
government agencies, and nonprofits throughout the world, the words do not say much.  They do not 
explain how a practitioner should logically process a dilemma to arrive at an ethical decision.  The words 
in those quotes do not explain what types of ethical constraints a practitioner might face in a 
communication setting or what values should be cherished in a public relations department.  Something 
deeper is needed.  Practitioners should examine their personal philosophies to understand what guides 
their understanding of the practice, and public relations offices should consider what underlying values 
and philosophies shape their employees' views and how those views frame interactions with clients and 
publics.   

This personal philosophy of public relations is broken into several sections.  I will discuss the tenets 
of liberation theology and deonance, and I will give my reasons for choosing these aspects of Christianity 
and organizational justice to ground my paper.  Second, I will delve into the key dimensions and values of 
my activist-spirited philosophy and explain how my definitions fit with my worldview.  Finally, I will 
discuss the roles I believe public relations practitioners should enact and the relevance of such roles to the 
field.  

Understanding Liberation Theology 
An ethical standpoint and religious movement in Christian theology, liberation theology is an 

endeavor to confront oppression, racism, sexism, vulnerability, and poverty and to conduct political and 
social change through religious works (Rowland, 1999; Cone, 1990; Williams, 1993). This theology is 
action-oriented and purpose-filled, motivated by the teachings of Jesus Christ and the social realities of 
the world.  Rowland (1993) wrote, "The agenda is distinctive in its emphasis on the dialogue between 
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Christian tradition, social theory, and the insight of the poor and marginalised [sic] into their situation, 
leading to action for change" (p. xiii). 
 More than 30 years ago, liberation theology began in the Catholic churches of Latin America 
(Rowland, 1993).  There, the church underwent a metamorphosis, changing from a church that preached 
at people to a body who acknowledged "new consciousness of the 'inhuman misery' (Medellin, Pobreza n 
1) in which the majority of the population lives" (Gutierrez, 1993, p. 19).  Identical theological 
movements that echoed similar concerns were mounted across other continents.  In South Africa, the 
ideas of Black theology and liberation theology were formed during the harsh apartheid rule (Villa-
Viancio, 1993).  In 1970, during the era of the Black Power, James Cone published A Black Theology of 
Liberation and asked the question, "What has the gospel of Jesus Christ to do with the black [sic] struggle 
for justice in the United States?" (Cone, 1990, p. xi). Also falling under the tent of liberation theology are 
the works of feminist, womanist, and Mujerista theologians (Grey, 1999; Williams, 1993).  This body of 
critical theology is committed to justice for all women and is "engaged in the reconstruction of theology 
and religion in the service of this transformation process, in the specificity of many contexts in which 
women live" (Grey, 1999, p. 89).   

The agenda for liberation theologians depends on the situation.  However, the linchpin that holds this 
Christian epistemology together is a concern for humanity and the desire for empowerment among the 
poor and marginalized (Rowland, 1993; Cone, 1990; Villa-Vicencio, 1999).  Villa-Vicencio wrote that 
the desire for empowerment comes from the Biblical traditions of God helping those who could not help 
themselves – the poor, the forgotten, the gleaners, the disabled, the downtrodden: "The biblical God is 
never revealed in a neutral place (whether in the mind of intellectuals or among the counsellors [sic] of 
Pharoahs or high priests), but among the slaves (Exodus), the peasant farmers (Amos), the widows and 
orphans (New Testament)" (p. 166).  Therefore, the church and practitioners of the faith have a duty and 
responsibility to improve social conditions of this physical world.   

The concern for community or humanity stems from the mandate that Jesus Christ gave to love each 
other.  However, in the liberation theology context, the concern is extends beyond the simple verse in the 
New Testament. Gutierrez (1999) discussed "the presence of the absent" (p. 20).  The idea stemmed from 
those publics or persons who were deemed insignificant or nonexistent by society and "have not felt (and 
many cases still do not feel) in a position to make plain their suffering, their aspirations, and their hopes" 
(p. 20). Liberation theology calls on people to be accountable and responsible for our actions toward each 
other, and it demands that those who are believers in Christ give voice and empowerment to those who 
lack resources and the ability to speak for themselves.  Cone (1970) gave an example of this concern for 
community or humanity.  He tied his view of Black liberation theology to one of community uplift:  
"Theology is the continued attempt of the community to define in every generation its reason for being in 
the world.  A community that does not analyze its existence theologically is a community that does not 
care what it says or does.  It is a community with no identity" (p. 8-9).   

This philosophy of faith was instilled in me and has played a significant role in my life.  Although my 
church did not always do radical social justice work, we did give back to the community in small ways 
and tried to be an inclusionary enclave for all those who wanted to be a member.  The framework of this 
approach appealed to me because of the activist bent of the theologians who practice it.  Liberation 
theologians take an emancipatory approach to the social, political, and economic contexts in which they 
find themselves.  The laypersons and ministers do so because they are called and feel an obligation to do 
these works because of the fundamental precepts of the holy documents they read and cite.  Although God 
does not call practitioners into service, I believe managers and technicians have duties that are close to 
those of liberation theologians.  Public relations practitioners have a duty to empower the disenfranchised 
through their work as boundary spanners, a responsibility to be concerned about the greater community, 
and a goal to inspire others within organizations to think beyond the organizational structure to consider 
the societal and ecological impact the organization has.  This is a challenge and a burden, but it is a role 
that must be undertaken for the sake of the public good and for the organization.  
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Understanding Deontic Justice 
The more positive aspects of organizational life often overshadow the counterproductive and dark 

side of organizations: rule breaking, pilferage, non-cooperation, sabotage, and violence, to name a few.  
However, the reactions to workplace unfairness and injustice are important for scholarly analysis and 
academic observation because individuals can respond to perceived unfairness from a range of motives. 
One response to unfairness, neglect, and injustice in organizations is a moral response, or according to 
Cropanzano et al. (2003), "treating others as they should or deserve to be treated by adhering to standards 
of right and wrong" (p. 1019).   

Justice is an internal salient motive driving the individual to speak or do.  Justice is the individual's 
subjective perceptions of "(a) the fairness of outcome distributions or allocations and (b) the fairness of 
the procedures used to determine outcome distributions or allocations" (Colquitt, Conlon, Wesson, Porter, 
& Ng, 2001, p. 425).  Often referred to as deontic justice in the organizational behavior and management 
literature, this type of justice is measures the fairness of events through an individual's set of moral 
principles or judgments.  Leung and Tong (2003) stated that these judgments are derivatives of moral 
mandates––the core values someone expresses through beliefs and daily conduct––and ethical 
orientations––the "general frameworks that guide people's ethical judgments" (p. 104).  Folger (2001) 
illustrated the concept of deontic justice as the principle of ought: "People try to govern their own 
interpersonal conduct, and that of others, on grounds of moral accountability.  People hold one another 
mutually accountable for fair conduct" (p. 7).  In the deontic model of justice, individuals care about 
fairness because injustice threatens others and abuses or violates certain moral principles (Cropanzano et 
al. 2003).  Other models of justice––the interpersonal and instrumental models––are guided by the 
premise that "injustice threatens control over resources or jeopardizes interpersonal standing" (p. 1020).   

The motivations for deontic justice are "not directly concerned with tangible benefits" (Cropanzano et 
al., 2003) and are not purely altruistic. The aim of deonance is to serve both self and others because, as 
Folger (2001) claimed, "a deontic motive involves a desire for a type of end state juxtaposed with an end 
state referring to another person" (p. 10).  Folger considered deonance or the deontic explanation of 
justice a "selvish account" because of the multiplicity of desires to be fulfilled, including the other party's 
welfare.  According to Folger, "the 'selvish' person…has some concern for others along with the degree of 
self-concern that even those others would think it reasonable for him or her to have" (p. 10).   

Philosophical thought and organizational justice are bound together through the actions taken, the 
benefits received, and the ethical framework used when one is deciding on what action to pursue. Value-
based belief systems (e.g., religion, philosophies, secular humanism) can deny or proclaim an action as 
just (Seib & Fitzpatrick, 1995; Colquitt et al, 2001; Cropanzano et al., 2003).  For Cropanzano et al., 
individuals have an "a priori standard" (p. 1020).  From that moral or ethical standpoint, that standard 
helps him or her weigh the fairness of the organizational behaviors.  For example, from a deontological 
framework, Kant (1964) provided an understanding of justice.  He wrote, "Act in such a way that you 
always treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the persons of any other, never simply as a 
means but always at the same time as an end" (p. 96).  That definition provided the basis for Bowen's 
(2001) theory of ethical decision-making, and this definition has served as the fundamental basis for some 
public relations practitioners' understanding for social justice. 
  Initially, I identified studied the three concepts of justice: distributive justice, procedural justice, and 
interactional justice. Through further research, I found the fourth justice approach––deontic justice––
appealing because of its alternative framework and because its ethical reference.  The deontic definition 
of justice agrees with my worldview because there is a need for honesty and fairness in organizational 
transactions and a need for individuals to take an active role in addressing the inequalities seen in society.  
For those of us who work in public relations, the focus of public relations should center on our 
organization's actions to the publics with whom we communicate.  As the members of our organization 
charged with being the social conscience, the public relations practitioner must ponder over the 
obligations toward the publics known and unknown to the organization and consider what is fair and 
equitable treatment for publics who may not have access, privilege, money, voice, or rights.  Practitioners 
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must be concerned with the welfare of our publics and addressing inequalities in society.  It is in our best 
interests as communicators and as members of a community.   

Definitions of Public Relations 
What is public relations?  Most definitions of public relations describe the practice as a management 

function and a communication activity (Bowen, 2003; Gordon, 1997).  The best-known definitions of 
public relations belong to J. Grunig and Hunt (1984) and Cutlip, Center, and Broom (2000).  J. Grunig 
and Hunt (1984) defined public relations as "the management of communication between an organization 
and its publics" (p. 7).  The Cutlip, Center, and Broom (2000) definition of public relations stated that the 
field is "the management function that establishes and maintains mutually beneficial relationships 
between an organization and publics on whom its success or failure depends" (p. 6). 

It would be convenient for me to adopt one of the current definitions of public relations. The J. 
Grunig and Hunt (1984) definition would be easy to accept as the standard definition for the practice 
because it is broad enough to include all practitioners regardless of status and wide enough to capture all 
activities that practitioners do regardless of whether it builds relationships or not.  However, I cannot fully 
embrace the J. Grunig and Hunt definition because, for me, something is missing from that definition.  
Practitioners create and assign meaning to signs and symbols; those images are distributed to audiences 
who create and co-create meanings with others, meanings that the writer or producer may or may not have 
intended.  Therefore, it is imperative to acknowledge the impact of public relations' output and understand 
the impact of created messages on publics. 

I believe Gordon's (1997) definition of public relations fits my worldview.  Gordon defined the 
practice as "the active participation in social construction of meaning" (p. 63).  This definition is broad 
and inclusive of every type of communication.  Gordon discussed her definition's failure to delimit the 
field to certain activities, believing that "the reconceptualization of public relations offers multitudes of 
opportunities for reassessing and redefining our assumptions" (p. 63).  She stated this new definition 
offered practitioners a new identity as empowered constructors of meaning.   

The Gordon (1997) definition of public relations neatly slips into my worldview and philosophy, 
complimenting liberation theology and activism.  In the activist spirit, Gordon's definition's is rebellion 
against the dominant paradigm.  Beyond the radical attempt to disrupt the status quo, the Gordon 
definition challenges practitioners to think about the community and to consider the implication of the 
products and messages they produce on their publics.  This realization of the power held by the 
practitioner is embodied in structuration theory and symbolic interactionism. Mumby (1987) claimed that 
"power relations are chronically reproduced in the structures of social systems" (p. 117).  As public 
relations practitioners, managers and technicians should counter this power through constant 
deliberations, boundary spanning, research, and acknowledgement and understanding of the publics to 
reestablish a balance power and equity in the social system.   

Key Dimensions and Values of Public Relations 
Hatch (1997) defined values as "the social principles, goals, and standards held within a culture to 

have intrinsic worth" (p. 214).  Similarly, J. Grunig (2000) wrote that values are the "beliefs about what 
objects or ideas are important.  As Velasquez put it, 'To decide, to choose your own values is to decide to 
philosophize' (p. 408)" (p. 28).  The purpose of this section is to explore the values that I believe are 
important to public relations practice.  My selection of values is an individual "assessment of worth" (L. 
Grunig, Toth, & Hon, 2000, p. 50).  These values have originated from my own experience and influence.   
Participatory and Organizational Democracy Efforts1

An idea for engaged, group-focused leadership emerged from the 1960s civil rights movement.  
Called participatory democracy (Mueller, 1990), this activist concept of leadership emphasized the 
community, their particular concerns, their voices, and their actions.  Ella Baker, the activist who led the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference in its infancy and served as the chief adviser for the Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), held the belief that "strong people don't need strong 
leaders" (Mueller, 1990; Giddings, 1984).  The volunteers for SNCC followed her lead, implementing this 
model of democracy in their work in Mississippi.   
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Participatory democracy aimed to produce a sense of self, to develop a broad leadership base within 
the community, and to assert independence and influence among those who had been disenfranchised and 
dispossessed (Mueller, 1990).  The core concepts of this organizing effort were empowerment and group-
centered leadership.  Autonomy and leadership roles were given to those who were outside of the 
dominant coalition of mainstream civil rights organizations – the young, the women, and the 
undereducated (Mueller, 1990; Giddings, 1984).  Those inside the group viewed the group's leader as the 
facilitator; that leader, in turn, pulled out the charisma and potential in other (Nance, 1996).   

The institutional parallel of participatory democracy is organizational democracy, a concept that 
decentralizes institutional power and gives employees more control over operations, practices, and 
workplace conditions (Cheney, 1995; Hoffman, 2002; Holtzhausen, 2002).  Cheney (1995) considered 
organizational democracy a "celebration of self-reflection, collective development, and individual 
opportunity" (p. 171).  In order for the festivities that Cheney described to occur, the organization's 
structure and communication channels must be prepared for the commitment.   

Stohl and Cheney (2001) wrote, "Structure is the architect of organized participation" (p. 354).  In 
order for organizational democracy to occur, the organization must have a flexible organizational 
structure, a structure that can manage and encourage participative behaviors.  One example of 
organizational change is the use of small groups. Holtzhausen (2002) considered small groups 
fundamental to the maintenance of organizational democracy: "These small internal and external interest 
groups need to continuously debate the core values of an organization" (p. 32).  Also, communication in 
an organizational democracy is productive and essential. Openness is beneficial and crucial to the 
organization's maintenance of democracy and respect for employees. An employee can be productive in 
an environment where there is openness and trust in the decision-making process.  Bok (1989) discussed 
the challenge of secrecy in organizations.  First, secrets can inhibit judgment.  Bok wrote, "[I]t shuts out 
criticism and feedback, leading people to become mired down in stereotyped, unexamined, often 
erroneous beliefs and ways of thinking" (p. 25).  Second, Bok concluded that secrets can contaminate 
personal character, allowing "people to maintain facades that conceal traits such as callousness or 
indictiveness – traits which can . . . prove debilitating" (p. 25). Also, for employees to be empowered in 
an organizational democracy, the institution must provide outlets that supply employees with skills that 
sharpen their decision-making abilities.  Hoffman (2001) argued, "An empowered organizational member 
is given the education, information, and time to meaningfully make use of the decision-making structures 
implemented by the organization" (p. 206).   

Participatory democracy and organizational democracy are important concepts in my philosophy of 
public relations because of the empowerment given to those involved.  When the power is shifted out of 
the hands of a select few and distributed to others out of the organization, mighty effects can occur. The 
morale of a group can improve, and a group can see an increase in the activity among members 
(Holtzhausen, 2002). When the empowerment occurs and when participants are given the information and 
education to develop into leaders and decision-makers, they can formulate their demands in articulate 
language and are no longer silenced.  They are given a voice to state their grievances and to demand to be 
heard. This concept of democracy in organizations is fundamental in employee communication.  Internal 
publics should not be neglected, should not be relegated below external publics, and should be enabled to 
have a voice.  Public relations should champion for those who have been pushed to the outskirts, 
neglected, or considered as mundane in the organization.   
Ethic of Personal Accountability 

A value borrowed from Black feminist epistemology is the ethic of personal accountability.  Collins 
(1990) wrote that those who make knowledge claims must own up to those claims, becoming accountable 
and responsible for their words and deeds: 

Assessment of an individual's knowledge claims simultaneously evaluate an individual's 
character, values, and ethics.  Within this logic, many African-Americans reject 
prevailing beliefs that probing into an individual's personal viewpoint is outside the 
boundaries of discussion.   
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This dimension of Black feminist thought to my personal philosophy is applicable to practitioners 
because accountability is an important value that defines the ethics of the practice and individual 
practitioners.  Although the organization is credited with making a decision, those who represent the 
organization ultimately shape and influence organizational decisions.  Those "organizational decisions 
result from individual moral reasoning" (Seib & Fitzpatrick, 1995, p. 20).  From this point, it is necessary 
for practitioners to take firm stands regarding their decisions and also about what is right and just for the 
public good. 
Diversity 

Miliken and Martins (1996) discussed two threads of diversity in organizations.  Observable diversity 
is considered the traits readily seen by the naked eye or "visible" (p. 403) traits such as race, gender, age, 
ethnicity, and physical attractiveness. Visible types of diversity can or may bring out responses based on 
biases, prejudices, or stereotypes. Underlying diversity are the "less visible" (p. 403) attributes such as 
technical ability, functional background, tenure in the organization, socioeconomic background, values, 
and range of industry experience.  It is important to frame discussions of diversity beyond the typical 
black-and-white racioethnic dimension. Diversity is more than race and visible culture-bound 
expectations, but the catch of diversity is that if the discussion becomes too broad and far-reaching, the 
scope and impact of diversity can be lost.   

One of the characteristics of excellent public relations is equal opportunity for minorities and women 
(L. Grunig, J. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002).  This characteristic of the Excellence study was based upon 
Weick's (1979) principle of requisite variety.  As L. Grunig, J. Grunig, and Dozier (2001) explained, 
requisite variety is the notion that "organizations are most effective when they have as much variety in the 
organization as there is in the environment" (p. 488).  In an organizational context, diversity in public 
relations is essential as organizations function in multicultural environments. Diversity can impact the 
ethics of practitioners and the practice of public relations because diverse organization can benefit from 
the multiplicity of experiences, backgrounds, attitudes, and networks their employees bring to the 
organization (ReVelle, 1995).  Practitioners should advocate for diversity of all types in the public 
relations function and in the organization.  As practitioners work for diversity and equity in the 
organization, practitioners should also examine the products and messages they produce, looking at the 
texts and images, becoming reflexive throughout the process, and disengaging any biases, stereotypes, 
and misconceptions from the work.  Also, practitioners must be sensitive in the labeling of publics and be 
aware of the multiplicity of identities that groups and cultures have.  This is a commitment to the 
community.  
Creativity 

Creativity is normally associated with the technician role.  In fact, L. Grunig, J. Grunig, and Dozier 
(2002) discussed the creative artistic practitioner.  Correlated with the technician role, this role was 
enacted by communicators who "preferred the spontaneous, intuitive, and creative aspects of their work" 
(p. 218).  However, creativity can be a value and quality necessary and associated with managerial role.  
Managers are responsible for the decisions they make regarding policies and are held accountable by the 
organization for communication programs (L. Grunig, J. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002).  Because of these 
responsibilities, the manager must be effective and elegant problem solver who thinks outside of the 
dominant organizational paradigms or reasoning.  They must see beyond the organization's "decisional 
history" (Hatch, 1997, p. 270) to question the current contexts, situations, and assumptions.  The manager 
questions "not out of contrariness but because they see the shortcomings of accepted explanations before 
the rest of us do. They sense problems before they are generally perceived and are able to define what 
they are" (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, p. 363).   

Often, practitioners must enact the boundary-spanning role.  In that role, those professionals hear, 
seen, and learn things about the organization and its policies and decisions.  In some situations, this 
information should be presented as innovatively and creatively as possible to the dominant coalition in 
order for them to listen to what the publics are saying.  Also, the creative value of public relations also 
requires that practitioners step outside the traditional public relations role and organizational contexts and 
challenge the dominant rules and paradigms if they corrupt, unethical, or problematic.  
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The Ideal Roles for Public Relations Practitioners 
In an attempt to synthesize the functions and definitions of public relations, Fitzpatrick and Gauthier 

(2001) commented that the dozens of statements about the field included "a lot of people doing a lot of 
things for a diverse group of institutions and interests" (p. 193).  Along with the definitions about public 
relations and conceptions about what public relations is and should be, many scholars have examined the 
role of practitioners.  In my philosophy of public relations, I believe practitioners should enact the roles of 
the organizational activist and the tempered radical. 

The in-house or organizational activist, a role proposed by Derina Holtzhausen (2000) and 
Holtzhausen and Voto (2002), is a postmodern conceptualization of the practitioner in an institutionalized 
role.  Practitioners act as "change agents, serve as the conscience of the organization, and give voice to 
those without power in their relationship within the organization" (Holtzhausen & Voto, 2002, p. 60).  For 
practitioners who engage in such efforts, according to Holtzhausen, they want to see a change happen in 
the institution and become boundary spanners.  Holtzhausen noted, "Practitioners as boundary spanners 
will inevitably be more in touch with the societal and cultural environment of organizations and will 
therefore be more susceptible to these changes than most others" (Holtzhausen & Voto, 2002, p. 77). 

Meyerson (2001) identified an organizational role similar to the organizational activist that serves as 
another example of how public relations practitioners should act inside the organization.  The tempered 
radical is the organizational leader that is an "irritant" (p. 165) who inspires and influences change 
through small actions.  The tempered radical does not figure prominently on the organizational landscape; 
they do not lead the company or chair any boards or directors.  Instead, as Meyerson wrote, these activists 
are the "quiet catalysts who push back against prevailing norms, create learning, and lay the groundwork 
for slow but ongoing organizational and social change" (p. 166).  They do this by creating a network of 
relationships among colleagues (Meyerson, 2001).  "The capacity to build a local context supportive of 
tempered radicals' actions and capable of adapting and learning for them is itself an important aspect of 
leadership" (p. 168).  Through their relationships, they lead others through inspiration and build coalitions 
"to aid them in their efforts to broaden their impact and to forge collectives when necessary to drive larger 
institutional change" (p. 173). 

The organizational activist and the tempered radical are critiques of the current roles research and 
expectations because of the body of knowledge's functionalist or modernist slant (Holtzhausen, 2000; 
Holtzhausen & Voto, 2002).  The organizational activist and tempered radical roles obligates practitioners 
to social action and organizational justice.   Practitioners cannot forget or dismiss injustice once they have 
seen it. They become fomenters for transformation and act for the betterment of the public good.  The 
roles allow practitioners inside and outside of the dominant coalition to use other sources of power to 
achieve change.  In the study that extended the work of Voto's thesis, Holtzhausen and Voto (2002) found 
that practitioners lacking the backing or support from the dominant coalition were still powerful: "These 
practitioners relied on personal characteristics, relationship building, expertise, and opportunity to gain 
power" (p. 78).   

Not only should practitioners form coalitions and partnerships across the organizations, they should 
look within themselves for guidance, inspiration, and courage.  Another benefit of these roles is the 
individual autonomy and agency given to the practitioner.  Biopower, a postmodern concept to which 
Holtzhausen (2000) and Holtzhausen and Voto (2002) both referred, is the inner power of the individual 
to resist domination from oppressors.  This resistance can take small or large forms. Frankl's (1963) 
individual decision to survive after his suffering and interment in a concentration camp is an example of 
one person's resistance to a larger structure's oppression and degradation. Holtzhausen (2000) gave the 
example of the practitioner who encourages his or her organization to challenge environmental policies.  

Also, the organizational activist and tempered radical combines activist behavior and boundary 
spanning, clashing with the traditional pedagogy and epistemology of public relations.  Dozier and 
Lauzen's (2000) remarked the body of public relations research as one that driven by managerial 
concerns: "Specifically, activism is largely studied by public relations scholars from the perspective of 
organizations with pockets deep enough to hire professional public relations practitioners" (p. 8).  
Traditionally, activists from outside the organization pounce on the corporation or group.  Activism is 
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seen as something that does not occur within the organization's public relations function.  Boundary 
spanning alone is valuable for the public relations function.  In combination with activism, it can elevate 
the promotion of justice, fairness, and equity within organizations.  Practitioners should be able to gain "a 
new understanding of the potential for resistance to unfair and unethical work environments" 
(Holtzhausen & Voto, 2002, p. 79).  Practitioners should display the conviction and courage to do what is 
right and good to make sure that public deserves the proper treatment and recourse from the organization. 

Conclusion 
This paper attempts to weave the activist and social justice aspects of liberation theology into a 

personal philosophy of public relations.  This philosophy is rooted in my own ambitions to be a more 
spiritual and ethical person, and the ethical framework for this paper is based in deontology and the 
Judeo-Christian tradition.  This philosophy is very intimate and can be construed as very naïve.  One 
could scan the pages of this document and believe several things – that I have never worked in the field, 
that I am an optimist, that I have higher hopes in practitioners than one should have.  To answer those 
doubts, I have worked briefly in the field.  I am a pessimistic optimist, meaning that I can see the good 
and the bad in all things. Public relations has a greater role in the culture of the organization, aligning the 
goals and priorities with the interest of our publics.  I agree with Holtzhausen (2000) when she wrote, 
"Public relations has a role to play in challenging the dominant world view and practices of the 
organization when these are perceived to be unjust" (p. 105).  I do believe there are practitioners who 
engage in the roles I present and embody the values I have stated.  This philosophy is not perfect.  
Liberation theology and social justice have flaws and incongruities.  Yet, the principles underlying 
liberation theology and activism and the linkages between these ideas are worthy of further philosophical 
and empirical examination and study in the field of public relations.   

 
Endnotes 

1. This section is based on a research paper on The Algebra Project written for Dr. James E. Grunig for his 
Spring 2003 Seminar in Public Relations Publics.   
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The study is the first attempt to gather and analyze primary data on the subject of media transparency in 
Russia. The study analyzes the international index of bribery in the media and argues for gathering 
detailed first-hand information on the subject. Focus groups and in-depth interviews were used to collect 
data on media practices in handling press-release distributions in Russian media by leading PR agencies. 
The study discovered the discrepancies in the ways PR practitioners talk about ethical media practices, as 
well as understand and describe the role of ethics in media relations. Suggestions for future studies and 
implications for PR theory and practice in the region conclude the paper.  
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This qualitative study operationalized public relations and rhetorical power to examine how political-
military alliances manage communication in various situations.  Sixteen long interviews and one elite 
interview were conducted with multinational public affairs officials from the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization and the Organization of American States to learn how multinational alliances managed 
public relations.  Findings revealed that management of the NATO and OAS public relations programs 
was generally consistent with principles of excellence theory.  However, alliance leaders and public 
relations managers sometimes employed coercive communication activities considered less ethical than 
excellence theory’s symmetrical model of communication.  Results of this study suggest that alliances 
such as NATO and the OAS might use persuasive communication to manage conflict, restore symmetry 
in relationships, and produce excellent public relations results.  However, these suggestions imply the 
need for a formal, ethical framework in theory and in practice to guide choice and manage application of 
coercion.  This paper updates results of the ongoing research first reported by Van Dyke (2002) and 
proposes a normative model of coercive communication, based on moral theory.  This research proposal 
attempts to fill an ethical gap in public relations theory and responds to needs of public relations 
practitioners who require an ethical framework for guiding decisions about coercive communication in 
conflicts.  

Introduction 
Post-Cold War conflicts and modern advances in communication technology have profoundly 

influenced political, diplomatic, military and public information1 policies of contemporary multinational 
alliances and their member nations. Today, the asymmetrical threats associated with global terrorism have 
supplanted the 20th century’s bi-polar standoff between the United States and the former Soviet Union.  
Fear of unconventional weapons and terrorist attacks now overshadow fear of total nuclear war.  Even 
suggestions of such threats can create panic, disrupt civil services, and prompt political actions that could 
have deadly consequences (Aldoory & Van Dyke, 2004).   

Children’s nursery rhymes seem out of place in such a threatening context.  However, consider the 
rhyme about sticks and stones that we once learned as children: Sticks and stones may break my bones 
but words (or names) can never hurt me.  Are people, today, threatened by sticks and stones but still 
impervious to the rhetorical power of words?  Morris (1997) observed:  

Every time someone learns to chant that 'sticks and stones may break my bones, but names can 
never hurt me', a lesson is passed on about language. Several lessons, really. We learn, first of all, 
to tell a whopping lie about language and usually, about ourselves. Names can hurt all right, even 
if they don't break bones. (¶ 1) 

This paper examines how words – or public communication programs – in practice may hurt as well as 
protect; and how public relations scholars and practitioners must collaborate to find ethical means to 
employ rhetorical power, thus avoiding harmful words in threatening situations. 

Studies of excellence theory in public relations have shown how multinational political-military 
alliances like the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the Organization of American States 
(OAS) and member nations such as the United States employ coercive communication to manage today’s 
asymmetrical threats (Van Dyke, 2001, 2002, 2003).  These studies suggest that use of persuasive 
communication strategies such as coercion may be a pragmatic means to resolve conflicts and achieve 
excellent communication outcomes.  According to excellence theory, however, persuasive 
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communication strategies are less ethical and effective than dialogue in promoting cooperative 
relationships (J. Grunig, 1992a; Dozier, 1995; L. Grunig, J. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002).  Furthermore, 
persuasive communication tactics such as threats and unethical management of communication may 
increase rather than reduce hostilities (J. Grunig, 1989; Rubin & Brown, 1975).  

Excellence theory provides a well-tested framework of public relations principles that guide 
communication strategies and tactics – in theory and in practice.  This framework, based on a two-way 
symmetrical or dialogic worldview of communication, can be especially useful in guiding cooperative 
communication related to dispute resolution, negotiation, mediation, and conflict management (J. Grunig 
& L. Grunig, 1992).  However, some critics of excellence theory have pointed out that symmetrical 
communication models are not always pragmatic, especially in asymmetrical settings like the threat 
situations described in the preceding paragraphs. 

Contingency theorists (e.g., Cancel, Cameron, Sallot, & Mitrook, 1997; Cancel, Mitrook, & 
Cameron, 1999) have argued that situational variables influence communication choice and outcomes.  
Other scholars have distinguished between desirability of situation-dependent communication approaches 
(Leichty & Springston, 1993).  However, contingency approaches and ethical boundaries that are 
situationally dependent could produce ethical relativism (J. Grunig & L. Grunig, 1996; Pearson, 1989), 
which could enable organizations to justify any means of communication to achieve desired end states.   

The argument between excellence and contingency theorists has so far failed to adequately address 
the possibility of middle ground between the two public relations approaches.  Might it be possible to 
combine cooperative and coercive communication strategies within a theoretical and practical 
framework?  Dozier’s (1995) mixed-motive continuum provided a model that combined short-term 
asymmetrical communication with long-term symmetrical communication.  J. Grunig (2001) warned, 
though, “We need to know much more about strategies that practitioners can and do use at different points 
on this continuum” (p. 27).  Subsequently, J. Grunig and L. Grunig (1997) proposed a framework to guide 
the use of symmetrical and asymmetrical communication strategies by activist groups engaged in conflict 
situations with larger organizations.  However, the latter framework still “represents a relatively 
undeveloped normative theory of public relations for activist organizations” and requires additional 
empirical support (J. Grunig, 2001, p. 19).  

Criticism of the symmetrical public relations model prompted new thinking about this concept (see J. 
Grunig, 2001).  This new thinking still values the need for a balance of interests between organizations 
and their publics; however, new theoretical perspectives are emerging that accept forms of advocacy and 
antagonism in certain situations: 

Symmetry might not have been the best choice of name for the model of public relations I had in 
mind, but unfortunately, it probably is too late to change the name. Mixed motives, collaborative 
advocacy, and cooperative antagonism all have the same meaning as does symmetry. (J. Grunig, 
2001, p. 28) 

Mixed-motive, situational approaches to public relations management are needed to address 
asymmetrical, global threats of the 21st century.  However, these approaches need to be managed 
strategically and guided by an ethical framework to prevent the damage that words can inflict:  

We learn that language is powerful, and we can do things to each other with words; that language 
is a social bond, as flexible as it as forceful; and that meaning depends on how we use language in 
all the varying situations of life. (Morris, 1997, ¶ 2)   

Hence, scholars and practitioners must consider carefully the situations in which coercive 
communication strategies are appropriate and the extent to which they must be applied ethically.   This 
paper reports the results of preliminary research conducted to explain how multinational alliances like 
NATO and the OAS manage public relations and strategic communication in a turbulent, post-Cold War 
environment fraught with asymmetrical threats.  This qualitative study compared alliance public relations 
programs with principles of excellence theory and explored how variation in situations might affect 
communication choice.  The study also proposes a normative model of communication that could be used 
by multinational, political-military organizations like NATO and the OAS in asymmetrical conflict 
situations.  Finally, a program of research is proposed to collect additional data and test this 
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communication model.  This research responds to the call for development of middle-ground theory in 
public relations (e.g., J. Grunig, 1991) by contributing much-needed empirical data and practical 
knowledge. 

Literature Review 
Conflict and Communication 

Deutsch (1973) defined conflict as the existence of “incompatible activities” (p. 10) between 
individuals, groups, or nations that arise around issues of control, preferences, values, beliefs, and 
relationships (pp. 15-16).  Roloff (1987) defined communication as “the production, transmission, and 
interpretation of symbols” (p. 485) and linked communication with conflict:  

We argue that communication and conflict are interdependent. Both processes can have important 
influences on each other. Communication can cause conflict, be symptomatic of conflict, and may 
be an effective mode of conflict resolution. (p. 485)  
Roloff (1987) and Deutsch (1973) elaborated on conflict and communication.  First, Roloff 

observed “conflict … if managed properly, may actually improve the human condition” (p. 484) by 
generating uncertainty reduction behavior such as information gathering.  Such searches for information 
often promote understanding and improve relationships.  Conversely, inaction, avoidance, or conflict 
suppression could lead to “misunderstanding, lack of innovativeness, resentment, and long-term conflict 
escalation” of hostilities (Roloff, 1987, p. 515).  Second, “Conflict is not confined to competitive 
processes: controversy over the means to achieve a mutually desired objective is a common part of 
cooperation … [and] competition is not inevitably destructive to both sides” (Deutsch, 1973, p. 31).   
Power 

Mintzberg (1983) defined power in the context of organizations as “the capacity to effect (or affect) 
organizational outcomes” (p. 4).  Consequently, organizations often use forms of influence – or means 
derived from power – to change beliefs or persuade (Willer & Lovaglia, 1997).  Furthermore, Rubin and 
Brown (1975) described different types of power, including informational power (from availability of 
information) and reward or coercive power (from ability to impose reward or punishment).   

Soft power.  In practice, alliances and nations often employ soft power or information power to affect 
outcomes, particularly in asymmetrical threat situations. The United States, a member of NATO and the 
OAS, considers “the ability to … conduct information operations” as a vital element of military power 
(National Security Strategy of the United States, 2002, p. 30). The United States has also defined 
asymmetrical threats:  

Asymmetric approaches are attempts to circumvent or undermine U.S. strengths while exploiting 
U.S. weaknesses using methods that differ significantly from the United States’ expected method 
of operations. [Asymmetric approaches] generally seek a major psychological impact, such as 
shock or confusion that affects an opponent’s initiative, freedom of action, or will. Asymmetric 
methods require an appreciation of an opponent’s vulnerabilities. Asymmetric approaches often 
employ innovative, nontraditional tactics, weapons, or technologies, and can be applied at all 
levels of warfare—strategic, operational, and tactical—across the spectrum of military operations. 
(U.S. Department of Defense, 1999, p. 2) 

Asymmetrical threats that are intended to shock or confuse don’t target traditional sources of alliance 
or national power. Therefore, such threats are difficult to manage with symmetrical communication or 
traditional military force.  For this reason, soft power provides a practical alternative because soft power 
encourages “others to want the outcomes that you want … [and] … co-opts people rather than coerces 
them” (Nye, 2004, p. 5).  

A nation’s soft power relies principally on “its culture (in places where it is attractive to others), its 
political values (when it lives up to them at home and abroad), and its foreign policies (when they are 
seen as legitimate and having moral authority)” (Nye, 2004, p. 11).  Conversely, hard power generally 
refers to military, political or economic power designed to compel, coerce or command others (Nye, 
1990, 2004).    

In conflict situations, the non-lethal intent of military and political public information activities 
makes soft power an attractive option for many decision-makers.  However, the concept of soft power 
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could include psychological operations, which seek to “induce or reinforce foreign attitudes and behavior 
favorable to the originator's objectives” (U.S. Department of Defense, 2005).  The integration of public 
information and psychological operations in military doctrine creates ambiguity between these concepts 
and leads to debates over whether the former is properly included as part of military information activities 
that may include deception (see Galloway, 2004).  Furthermore, while some scholars and practitioners 
distinguish between soft power and coercion in theory, soft power can become highly persuasive when 
applied to conflict situations (Nye, 2004, p. 116).  Moreover, in conflict situations the narrow boundary 
between soft and hard power can become blurred.  Regardless of intent, application of either form of 
power could have unforeseen, lethal and unethical consequences. This raises important questions about 
the integration of public information activities and either soft power or hard power. 

Threats and warnings.  Application of soft power may involve use of threats and warnings as a means 
to exercise influence.  Rubin and Brown (1975) defined threat as “an expressed intention to behave in a 
way that appears detrimental to the interest of another” (p. 278), which implies an asymmetrical or 
coercive form of behavior.  Schelling (1980) associated threats with denial of control or freedom of 
choice. Thus, threats may increase the chances of quickly achieving compliance but may be viewed as 
unethical and “tend to elicit greater hostility” (De Dreu, 1995, p. 652).  On the other hand, cooperative 
communication strategies tend to “promote the development of trust and a mutually beneficial, 
cooperative relationship” (Rubin & Brown, 1975, p. 263).  In this regard, the concept of warning might be 
more appropriate than threat in some conflict situations.  Schelling (1980) explained that a warning is 
issued without condition.  Hence, a warning conveys factual information or indicates intent without 
condition while a threat “is designed to alter the beliefs and actions of others in a direction favorable to 
yourself” (Dixit & Nalebuff, 1991, p. 126). 
Cooperation & Conflict Resolution 

Conflict, communication, and power inform relationship management concepts such as dispute 
resolution, negotiation, and mediation – especially in disputes over control and information. From this 
perspective, communication can be viewed as a mode of cooperation or conflict resolution (e.g., Roloff, 
1987).   Research in public relations suggests that symmetrical or dialogic communication is most 
effective in conflict resolution.  For instance, Grunig and Huang (2000) identified two broad categories of 
negotiation strategies: 

These negotiation strategies can be defined broadly as integrative strategies,  
which are symmetrical in nature, and distributive strategies, which are  
asymmetrical.  In general, we propose that integrative, symmetrical strategies will be more 
effective in developing organization-public relationships than will distributive, asymmetrical 
strategies. (p. 38) 
Many other scholars have also found that integrative, argumentative, and collaborative strategies 

are positively associated with communication competence and more likely to produce stable relationships 
(Canary, Cunningham, & Cody, 1998; Canary & Spitzberg, 1989; Infante, Chandler, & Rudd, 1989; 
Sillars, 1980).  In practice, however, even excellent organizations employ both distributive 
(asymmetrical) and cooperative (symmetrical) communication tactics (J. Grunig, 1992a; Dozier, 1995; L. 
Grunig et al., 2002).  This integrated approach to distributive and cooperative communications has been 
described in public relations theory as a mixed-motive model (Dozier, 1995; L. Grunig et al., 2002).  
There is general support for distributive communication in a normative sense yet practical applications of 
asymmetrical communication are relatively under-researched (J. Grunig, 2001).  More empirical data are 
required, therefore, before conclusions can be drawn about the efficacy and ethical nature of asymmetrical 
communication strategies in practice.  

Negotiation and argumentation.  J. Grunig (1989) presupposed, “Conflict should be resolved through 
negotiation, communication, and compromise and not through force, manipulation, coercion or violence” 
(p. 39).  He then noted, “I am tempted to include the word persuasion here as something that should not 
be involved in conflict resolution.  I would include the word when it refers to manipulative kinds of 
persuasion” (p. 39).   Finally, J. Grunig regarded forms of persuasion that rely on reasoned argument to be 
acceptable means of conflict resolution in symmetrical models of communication.   
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For situations that require argumentation, Gilbert (1997) offered an approach that seems consistent 
with J. Grunig’s (1989) reference to symmetrical communication.  Gilbert rejected manipulative, 
distributive, or asymmetrical forms of argument “that are primarily designed to alter a dispute partner’s 
point of view rather than uncover deeper and more meaningful issues” (p. xv).  Instead, Gilbert offered a 
coalescent approach to argumentation that relies on symmetrical, cooperative communication strategies.  
This approach is designed to “bring together or coalesce … diverse positions so that the goal satisfaction 
of both participants can be maximized” (p. xv).  Gilbert (1997) described three basic aspects of this 
approach: 

1. Accepts that people do not necessarily argue in a logical fashion. 
2. Values strategic goals of all parties as diverse and important. 
3. Bases argumentation on mutual agreement rather than individual criticism. 

Gilbert (1997) identified as coalescent argumentation’s most important aspect a “focus on agreement, on 
consensus, on attachment, on inclusion” (p. 63).  

Gilbert’s (1997) conceptualization departs from Aristotelian argumentation, which is designed to 
convince and persuade (see Aristotle, 2000). Yet, Gilbert’s conceptualization of argument is consistent 
with contemporary rhetorical approaches to symmetrical public relations that promote Isocratic values of 
“unification and consensus” (Marsh, 2001, p. 88) and critical perspectives of public relations based on 
negotiation and dialogue (Toth & Heath, 1992). 
Public Relations 

Theories of conflict provide a central, conceptual foundation for many studies of public relations and 
communication management.  Excellence theory explains that conflict, or turbulence, creates a general 
need for public relations. More specifically, scholars like Ehling (1984, 1985, 1992) equated public 
relations management to conflict resolution.  From this perspective, Ehling (1992) conceived of public 
relations situations as manifestations of “actual or potential conflict” (p. 624) that public relations 
managers are required to resolve.  

Thus, conflict and communication are interdependent and this interdependency “produces 
relationships and the need for public relations” (J. Grunig & L. Grunig, 1992, p. 313).  While much of the 
research in conflict theory focuses on the intrapersonal and interpersonal levels, the interaction of conflict 
and communication also can be operationalized at the organizational level and within mass publics 
(Roloff, 1987).   

Excellence theory.  The excellence theory in public relations provides a useful framework for the 
study of multinational alliances like NATO and the OAS.  The theory’s focus on strategic management is 
well-suited for study of how organizations plan, manage, and evaluate organizational communication.  
Excellence theory also explains how internal culture and the relationships between political-military 
leaders and public relations managers of hierarchical organizations can influence the outcome of 
organizational communication.  Furthermore, the theory’s application of worldview to public relations 
enhances understanding of how culture and communication interact in multinational organizations.  The 
concept of activism from excellence theory also supports examination of external pressures such as post-
Cold War asymmetrical threats that confront multinational alliances (see North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization, 1998).  These pressures then create the need for excellent public relations, which reduce 
costs associated with conflicts.  Finally, excellence theory offers a “scale of excellence in public 
relations” (L. Grunig et al., 2002, p. 74) that can be used to rate the level of public relations excellence 
and compare public relations programs within a variety of organizations.  Analysis of excellence study 
data suggested that “characteristics of excellence are generic for all types of organizations” (L. Grunig et 
al., 2002, p. 87).  These characteristics are illustrated in Appendix A. 

Other public relations perspectives. Some scholars have proposed a contingency theory of public 
relations as an alternative to the symmetrical model of communication, which presumes that dozens of 
situational variables affect choice of communication strategies by public relations managers and the 
degree to which accommodation can be achieved. (Cancel et al., 1997; Cancel et al., 1999).  Furthermore,  
Leichty and Springston (1993) distinguished between integrative approaches to conflict management such 
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as symmetrical communication that are “most desirable” and other approaches that might be “most 
appropriate under the circumstances” (p. 334).   

In international conflict situations, desirability and appropriateness of communication activities are 
often ambiguous.  Weick (1988) observed, “Sensemaking in crisis conditions is complicated by the fact 
that a delicate tradeoff exists between dangerous action that produces understanding and safe action that 
produces confusion” (p. 305).  For instance, coercion represents a risky but often expeditious means to 
resolve conflict.  Conversely, diplomacy, negotiation, and mediation – while less risky than coercion – 
can prolong or intensify conflict (Luttwak, 1999).  Furthermore, unethical use of power could result in 
unwanted casualties and other consequences (Elshtain, 2003; Mueller, 1997; Walzer, 1977). 

Cancel et al. (1997) and Cancel et al. (1999) used the situational nature of communication to justify 
adoption of contingency and situational approaches to public relations.  Other scholars, however, have 
argued that the latter approaches make public relations susceptible to ethical relativism (e.g., J. Grunig & 
L. Grunig, 1996; Pearson, 1989), which might enable organizations to justify any means of 
communication to achieve desired end states.  Thus, a relativist approach could lead public relations 
practitioners down a slippery slope, which ultimately ends in the adoption of unethical win-lose strategies 
(L. Grunig et al., 2002, pp. 551-552).   

While excellence theory has been useful in explaining how symmetrical communication helps 
establish and maintain healthy relationships, its practical application to various situations has been 
questioned.  However, scholars who have proposed contingency approaches to public relations have 
accurately described the situational nature of public relations but have yet to explain adequately how to 
avoid ethical relativism in application of this theory.   
Moral Theory and Ethics in Public Relations 

Development of public relations theory over the last 20 years has produced historic milestones and 
new directions for research (L. Grunig et al., 2002).  While paradigms like excellence theory have 
emerged, theoretical gaps still exist and the excellence paradigm continues to be challenged, leaving more 
work to be done.  Hon (2005) recognized a “significant turning point in the evolution of public relations 
scholarship” (p. 1) and acknowledged that recent criticism of the field’s dominant paradigm represents 
opportunity to discover new insights.  According to L. Grunig et al., such discovery must include “the 
need for additional research to develop a theory of ethical decision making in public relations” (p. 554). 

Moral theory.  Ehling (1984, 1985) developed a decision theory model for public relations that 
helped move the field beyond a “seat of the pants” approach (Murphy, 1989, p. 173).  Public relations 
decisions must be guided by a process of moral reasoning to ensure that decisions are ethical (Seib & 
Fitzpatrick, 1995).  Moral reasoning, in turn, is derived from moral theory.  Moral theories “give an 
account of what is ‘good’ and … judge ‘right’ actions” (L’Etang, 1996, p. 82); and they provide “the 
foundation on which ethical judgments stand” (Grassey, 2000, p. 10).  

Just war theory exemplifies moral theories that can be used to judge what decisions are good and 
determine right or justifiable actions. Such theories provide a moral framework and ethical rules that 
could suggest a normative and practical model for the ethical management of public relations and 
asymmetric communication in threat or crisis situations.  Elshtain (2003) traced the origins of this just 
war theory to the fourth-century writings of Roman Catholic Saint Augustine, who studied the dichotomy 
between practical applications of force and religious teachings of pacifism. These studies recognized 
human imperfections and set moral guidelines to manage these imperfections.  Just war scholars (e.g., 
Elshtain, 2003; Walzer, 1977) have since built upon this tradition to produce a moral framework for 
reasoning about going to war (jus ad bellum) and conducting war (jus in bello).  This framework is 
illustrated in Appendix B. 

Ethics in public relations.  Asymmetrical communication used to exert power over a weak public 
could be viewed as unethical; however, asymmetrical communication – even pressure tactics – could be 
acceptable if guided by an ethical framework (J. Grunig & L. Grunig, 1997).  Pearson (1989) provided an 
ethical imperative for a dialogic model of public relations. Seib and Fitzpatrick (1995) published one of 
the first public relations textbooks “devoted exclusively to ethics” (p. v).  L. Grunig (1996) articulated a 
philosophy of public relations that provided a basis for ethical decisions in organizations and J. Grunig 
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and L. Grunig (1996) developed principles that could define an ethical theory of symmetrical public 
relations.  Kruckeberg (1996a, 1996b) pushed studies of public relations ethics beyond Western nations 
and investigated global perspectives of public relations ethics. Advancing this work, Bowen (2000, 2004) 
provided models of moral reasoning in public relations, based on Kantian deontology.  Still, few studies 
have actually applied theories of ethics to the study of public relations – especially in multinational 
organizations.   

Operational Context 
Small numbers of decentralized, poorly-equipped terrorists and insurgents employing unconventional 

means now routinely challenge the powerful military and economic might of international alliances and 
nations like the United States.  These means include unconventional uses of communication.  According 
to excellence theory in public relations, symmetrical communication is most likely to resolve conflict and 
produce healthy relationships (J. Grunig, 1992a; Dozier, 1995; L. Grunig et al., 2002).  However, 
strategic goals of terrorists are often incompatible with symmetrical communication strategies.  For 
instance, many acts of terror are designed to disrupt communication and impose “fear or intimidation 
upon an individual, a specific group, or the population” (State of Arizona, 2001).  Thus, terrorists may be 
more interested in cutting off lines of communication than they are in establishing dialogue. 

In response to terrorist acts, national and multinational political-military organizations often resort to 
tit-for-tat (Axelrod, 1984) approaches to conflict resolution.  Persuasive strategies such as coercive 
diplomacy employ threats backed by political, economic or military force to counter asymmetrical threats 
(Jentleson, 2000).  Unfortunately, persuasive strategies that are not managed properly often backfire, 
leaving organizations that use persuasion vulnerable to allegations of unethical conduct that further erode 
credible relationships.  The New York Times reported recently, “The debate centers on how far the United 
States can and should go in managing, even manipulating, information to deter enemies and persuade 
[italics added] allies or neutral nations” (Shanker, 2004, p. A14). 

Moreover, political-military responses to terrorism like those of the United States in Afghanistan and 
Iraq have evoked hatred, skepticism and mistrust that damage international relationships (Pew Research 
Center for People and the Press, 2004).  Inadequate strategic communication efforts to convey U.S. policy 
have created misunderstanding and negative attitudes (Defense Science Board, 2004; Nye, 2004; Shanker, 
2004).  The global war on terror now being waged by a U.S.-led coalition of more than 70 nations 
represents a contemporary and complex case of the tendency for multinational alliances to apply 
asymmetrical communication in conflict situations (U.S. Central Command, 2005).   

This context exemplifies the urgent need to develop communication strategies that will enable 
national and multinational organizations to establish and maintain credible relations, even in 
asymmetrical conflict situations.  These strategies must be based in theory and sufficiently pragmatic to 
allow political-military leaders and public relations managers to implement them quickly and effectively, 
in a wide variety of cultural settings, and in conflict situations.   

Purpose, Research Questions, and Proposition 
The purpose of the study was to compare principles of excellence theory to the management of public 

relations by multinational alliances and understand how alliance leaders incorporated ethics in decisions 
about public relations in different situations.  This exploratory study was designed to gather data for 
subsequent research; thus, no hypotheses were developed.  Instead, three Research Questions were 
designed to guide data collection and analysis: 
Research Questions 

RQ1: Which principles of the excellence theory in public relations do NATO and the OAS apply 
to public relations programs? 

RQ2: What effect do conflict situations have on the choice of communication strategies by senior 
leaders and public relations managers in NATO and the OAS? 

RQ3: How do senior leaders and public relations managers in NATO and the OAS rely on moral 
reasoning to judge the ethical nature of decisions related to communication and public relations 
management?  
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Proposition 
Van Dyke (2004) proposed a theoretical framework for a normative model of ethical communication 

in conflict situations.  This study assumes that NATO leaders and public relations managers should select 
communication strategies based on a logical framework for moral reasoning and strategic management – 
even in conflict situations.  Therefore, this communication model will be included and opened to 
discussion in this study.  The model will be tested and refined during subsequent research that 
incorporates elite and group interviews.  

The model is based on the behavioral molecule in public relations (J. Grunig, 2003; J. Grunig & 
Hunt, 1984; J. Grunig & Repper, 1992).  This molecule explains how public relations managers detect a 
problem, construct alternative solutions, define how these alternatives can be placed into operation, select 
one of these alternatives, confirm that it is the best choice, and initiate behavior to implement the solution.   

Just war theory was integrated with the behavioral molecule to produce a moral reasoning approach 
that limits asymmetric communication tactics to situations that justify their use, implements asymmetric 
tactics only with justifiable intentions, and incorporates persuasive tactics such as coercion as a last resort.  
Persuasive tactics are not selected as a communication alternative unless they stand a reasonable chance 
to succeed in establishing, restoring, or protecting just values.  Just war theory tradition was also applied 
to confirm that legitimate authority is obtained to employ coercion. Furthermore, just war theory and J. 
Grunig and L. Grunig’s (1997) research on activism were used to place ethical constraints on coercion, 
which require managers to: 

• Disclose the intent of persuasive communication. 
• Limit persuasion or coercion to a level commensurate to the most severe threat. 
• Discriminate between publics when implementing persuasive communication.  
• Avoid unintended consequences on publics not involved in the situation. 

Finally, this model provides a means to evaluate outcomes and effects of the public relations and 
communication tactics, including coercion, to ensure that organizations return to dialogic communication 
as soon as possible.  This normative model is described in Appendix C. 

Method 
A total of 16 long interviews and one elite interview provided data that answered this paper’s 

research questions.  Interviews were used because of their ability to explore and reach understanding of 
complicated phenomena like multinational public affairs activities in conflict situations (Geertz, 1973; 
Stake, 1995).  The duration of each long interview provided opportunity to explore these phenomena in 
depth.  The elite interview – with a senior official who had specialized knowledge of public relations 
decision making – helped refine understanding of the phenomena under study. The flexible, iterative and 
continuous nature of interview research (Rubin & Rubin, 1995) has also allowed this study to evolve and 
address emerging issues.   

Long interviews were conducted in three phases: four in 2000, four in 2001, and eight in 2004.  The 
elite interview was conducted in 2001.  The first phase of interviews compared excellence theory 
principles and management of public relations in NATO and the OAS.  The second round of interviews 
narrowed the focus of this research to a comparison of excellence theory and NATO only.  Second-round 
interviews also began to explore how NATO’s multinational public relations operations might promote 
understanding of global principles in public relations theory.  Finally, third-round interviews sought to 
better understand how conflict situations might influence NATO’s management of public relations 
activities – including to what extent NATO incorporated ethics in decisions about using persuasive 
communication.   

All interviews were conducted in person and by telephone with participants in Canada, Italy, the 
Netherlands, and in the U.S. South Atlantic, North Central, and West regions.  
Participants 

Interview participants were recruited through purposeful, convenient and snowball sampling 
techniques.  Candidates that demonstrated levels of public relations knowledge and experience in 
multinational alliances were contacted in person, by telephone, and by electronic mail.  Potential 
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participants who responded were screened to verify their qualifications, ability and willingness to 
voluntarily participate in this study.  Potential candidates were also asked to recommend others who 
might be qualified and interested in participating. 

All interview participants had expert knowledge of public relations management gained through 
experience or formal education.  Interview participants also varied by gender, military and civilian status, 
and nationality: respectively, two women and 14 men; nine U.S. citizens, four Canadians, one Italian, one 
South American, and one British citizen; 13 active or retired military public affairs officers and three 
civilian public relations specialists.  This qualitative study was not designed to be representative or 
generalizeable.  However, heterogeneity among participants and inclusiveness of various worldviews 
could yield deeper understanding about how public relations operated in a multinational, political-military 
organization.  
Procedures 

Interviews were conducted in offices, homes, and by telephone.  Participants were provided with a 
briefing prior to and after each interview that described the general nature of research.  A protocol with 
semi-structured questions was used to initiate and guide each interview.  This protocol helped collect data 
that was relevant to research questions but also allowed participants the freedom to address matters that 
were of interest to them and uncover issues not predicted in the research design.  The protocol was pre-
tested with a small group of public relations graduate students in a U.S. South Atlantic metropolitan area. 

The elite interview was unstructured, allowing the senior official to address issues of immediate 
concern to his organization.  The interview lasted approximately 40 minutes.  Length of the long 
interviews ranged from one hour to more than two hours.  Long interviews began with each participant 
describing personal experience with multinational public relations programs.  Participants then described 
observations of public relations situations, duties, audiences and outcomes; relationships between public 
relations managers and senior leaders; organizational structure and communication climate; morale; and 
training programs. 
Ethical Considerations 

This research complied with ethical processes designed to protect participants and the integrity of the 
research design (e.g., Locke, Spirduso, & Silverman, 2000).  Adherence to institutional review procedures 
that guided sampling, interviewing, and controlled storage of data ensured that participants were protected 
from potential harm. The interviewer fully disclosed intent, identity and self-interests prior to each 
interview.  Open and honest means were used to identify and recruit and gain access to interview 
participants.  Participants signed an informed consent document, which specified that interviews would be 
recorded on audiotape and under rules of confidentiality.  No coercion was used to recruit candidates or 
conduct interviews.  Finally, the semi-structured protocol and format for long interviews allowed 
reciprocity and mutual control of the interview between the researcher and participants.  Participants were 
also allowed access to completed interview reports.   
Data Analysis 

All interviews were recorded on audiotape while the interviewer wrote field notes. Audiotapes were 
then transcribed and compared to field notes to verify accuracy of the transcript and capture context of 
remarks by participants and the interviewer.  Analysis followed a deductive, code and retrieve process 
described by Miles and Huberman (1994).  Transcripts were coded according to key concepts from the 
literature review and research questions from the research design.  Analysis continued with comparison of 
codes, searching for patterns in the responses of interview participants that might indicate important 
issues or trends.  Matching patterns were then placed into categories that represented important findings.  
Emerging issues not anticipated during research design were included in the analysis process.  Numerous 
themes emerged, which will be described in the results section of this paper.  Analysis also suggested that 
data saturation was achieved, which indicated that the number of interviews was sufficient to answer the 
research questions (Patton, 1990). 

Results 
Results are grouped according to Research Questions.  In general, officials from NATO and the OAS 

described public relations programs that were largely consistent with principles of excellence theory.  The 
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most notable exceptions were the alliances’ occasional use of coercive communication and the 
organizations’ centralized structure and culture.  This use of coercion departed from a symmetrical 
worldview of public relations but seemed to be part of a mixed-motive communication model.  As such, 
NATO and the OAS limited their use of asymmetrical communication and remained within the broader 
framework of a “symmetrical philosophy” described by Dozier (1995, p. 51).  NATO and the OAS were 
most likely to apply coercive communication during conflict or turbulent political-military situations.  
Hence, there appeared to be an association between conflict situations and choices of communication 
strategy by senior alliance leaders and communication managers.  Finally, there was little evidence to 
suggest that NATO and OAS leaders or managers used a formal system of moral reasoning to justify 
decisions about communication activities.  Decisions seemed based, instead, on informal instincts 
developed from prior experience, education and training.  
RQ1: Which principles of the excellence theory in public relations does NATO apply to its public 
relations programs? 

Results are explained here according to public relations principles described in excellence theory (see 
Appendix A).  At the program level, both NATO and the OAS managed public relations strategically, as 
evidenced by behaviors that suggested both alliances routinely identified and attempted to establish long-
term relationships with key publics.  For instance, one OAS public relations manager commented, “the 
OAS is very interested in maintaining a long-term relationship [with] civil society organizations and [we] 
try identifying who the players are in the hemisphere.”  A senior NATO media relations expert was asked 
to describe NATO’ public information program in Bosnia during 1996 peace operations.  He recalled the 
strategic nature of the program: “It was a boundary-spanning effort to reach critical media people and 
outlets … within that country.”   

At the department and organizational levels, NATO and OAS public relations offices were led by 
senior public relations managers and separated from marketing functions.  According to a senior OAS 
public relations manager, public relations was “concentrated into a [single] section … one public relations 
strategy.”   A NATO official described “a single, stand-alone office” that was responsible for public 
relations.  The NATO managers were usually public relations specialists with decades of experience and 
formal education in professional public relations, leadership, and management.  In the OAS, which lacks 
NATO’s military structure, public relations managers were generally career, civilian appointees with 
several years of professional experience or formal education in public relations, diplomacy, and business 
management. Public relations managers in NATO and the OAS also reported directly to senior alliance 
leaders and participated in strategic decisions.  A senior NATO public relations manager based in Europe 
observed: 

The [NATO] alliance’s general policy is very good … you have direct access to the commander 
… and you wind up sitting at the table along with other people at the table who are all flag or 
general officers … so you have a very high amount of access. 

Results also suggest that NATO and the OAS based their public relations programs on two-way 
symmetrical communication.  For instance, an OAS official commented on dialogue that had been 
established with a key public: “They’re learning about what we’re doing, and we’re learning about what 
they’re doing.  And then, we’re working together.”  A NATO official described the goal of his office’s 
communication activities as building “greater understanding” between NATO and key publics.   

Data revealed that NATO and the OAS operated in turbulent, complex, political-military settings.  
One NATO officer described working in an environment plagued by ongoing military hostilities between 
former warring factions in Bosnia.  He recalled “an RPG [rocket-propelled grenade] attack on a tram very 
close to … the [NATO] public information center” and “sniping incidents.”  Another NATO officer 
recalled political pressures that created turmoil.  According to this officer, “There was naturally a bit of 
tension that existed between … the [NATO military] commander on the ground and the ones who were 
back in the political capitals.”  This turbulent environment seemed to prompt a need for excellence in 
public relations programs.  Several interview participants described cooperative, dialogic public relations 
efforts designed to reduce tension, manage conflict, and create peaceful conditions.  However, some 
situations (e.g., restricted travel, sniping incidents) prompted NATO to apply asymmetrical 



 534

communication tactics to “compel compliance [italics added] from the former warring factions.”  One 
OAS official also reported that some Latin American countries view information as something that should 
be controlled rather than shared, as a means to exert power – in a political context.  

In terms of public relations effects, results indicated that most NATO and OAS public relations 
programs met their designed objectives.  Participants described numerous examples of how public 
relations eliminated or reduced costly conflicts – especially in the context of peace operations in Bosnia.  
One NATO public relations manager recalled research (see Väätäinen, 1997) that involved interviews 
with “a couple of hundred journalists” who covered NATO’s deployment to Bosnia from 1995 to 1996.  
According to this manager, “The overall perception of journalists was that [NATO public relations] was a 
considerable improvement on military public information … of previous generations.”  Senior NATO and 
OAS leaders and public relations managers seemed to share an understanding of public relations and an 
appreciation for its importance to alliance operations.  Some participants in this study reported that shared 
regard for public relations led to esprit de corps and high morale among public relations employees.  One 
OAS manager, however, indicated that lack of funding and training for public relations employees 
threatened this morale. 

Finally, results related to principles of equal opportunity, diversity, participative culture, symmetry of 
internal communication, and organic structure were inconclusive.  Both NATO and the OAS are 
multinational organizations.  Thus, these alliances exhibited evidence of cultural diversity and equality.  
However, less clear were notions of diversity and equality in terms of gender and other demographic 
qualities.  Also, NATO and OAS participants described close cooperation and good internal systems of 
communication between senior leaders and public relations managers.  However, participants described 
both alliances as being centrally organized and hierarchal – rather than organic – in structure.   Hence, 
data suggest that NATO and the OAS enjoyed excellent internal and external communication systems; 
yet, in theory, authoritarian-dominant, political organizations like NATO and the OAS often reject 
dialogic models of communication that could be perceived as yielding power (see J. Grunig & L. Grunig, 
1992).   
RQ2: What effect do conflict situations have on the choice of communication strategies by NATO’s senior 
leaders and public relations managers? 

Of particular interest were reports by some participants that NATO used communication to compel or 
coerce some publics; and that the OAS used information exchanges to control power.  A preponderance 
of data suggests that NATO and the OAS generally operated within a symmetrical model of public 
relations; however, senior NATO and OAS officials occasionally chose asymmetrical communication to 
exert power over others.  Analysis of results also indicates that at least some of these choices were 
influenced by military conflict or political turbulence in the alliances’ operating environment.  

One NATO public affairs manager who served in Bosnia outlined the strategic public relations 
objectives assigned to her by her military commander: 

The objectives were … number one, to establish and maintain media interest … number two, to 
be able to … use [public relations] to compel compliance from the former warring factions, and 
then, finally, to address the morale issues of the soldiers. 

Other NATO public relations officials suggested that public relations objectives – or communication 
choices – changed relative to turbulence in the operating environment of Bosnia.  A NATO officer 
involved with planning NATO public relations activities described hostile conditions that made 
collaborative communication difficult during NATO’s arrival in Bosnia: 

The people on the ground … in Sarajevo, did not necessarily, actually, want to be friends, with 
members of the other groups.  And, at the time we arrived, therefore, it was a country that had 
been torn by civil war … damaged by bombings, mortars, shelling, and so on. A lot of the people 
had been living in fear. There were a lot of snipers, particularly in Sarajevo … so in one sense it 
was very difficult in the early days … from the fact that there still was a risk to life and … we 
were not necessarily welcomed with open arms … because a lot of people did not have a lot of 
faith in us or trust us … so, it was a pretty difficult situation, in which there was a lot of work to 
be done to just get settled and build a little bit of trust and build some relationships. 
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Another NATO public relations specialist, who arrived in Bosnia during the early stages of NATO’s 
deployment there, noted that the security environment “changed dramatically in the six months I was 
there.  It was … at the beginning … very, very security conscious.”  However, as the NATO operation 
evolved, the same official remarked, “As the security situation stabilized, the NGO [non-governmental 
organization] presence grew greatly, the infrastructure began to be rebuilt, and … the security situation 
and the economic situation improved.”  The official added that the improved security situation – or 
reduction in potential for conflict – produced freedom to travel and communicate openly within Bosnia. 

An OAS official also implied that that there may be an association between conflict in an alliance’s 
external environment and that organization’s choice of information tactics.  This official reported, “So … 
you can be harsh, when extreme issues take place.  But, you have to use diplomacy when … the problems 
can be resolved through negotiations.” 

The data produced by interviews in this study do not make clear the exact relationship between 
information choice and conflict; however, the two concepts appear to be linked in the context of NATO 
and OAS public relations activities.   
RQ3: How do NATO’s senior leaders and public relations managers rely on moral reasoning to judge the 
ethical nature of decisions related to communication and public relations management?  

Several NATO officials commented on the importance of incorporating ethics into decisions about 
public relations.  One officer discussed what appeared to be deontological-like notions of right and wrong 
– in the context of truthful relationships between NATO and journalists. 

Feedback from journalists on particular things would enable him [a NATO military commander] 
to see how others saw what we were doing, and if the external perception proved to him that what 
we were doing was wrong or appeared wrong he would reevaluate and maybe try and do that 
same thing in a different way. 

This officer also rejected the practice of deception: “Lying to the journalists [is] not only dangerous, it’s 
patently absurd … going back to discussing the plan, we [NATO] did plan on telling the truth.”   

Another officer addressed the communication choices that often faced NATO leaders – choices 
between using lethal, military force and soft power like threats and warnings. In this passage the officer 
recounts fine distinction between NATO’s mandate to implement peace and the moral imperative to act 
peacefully.  

You don’t necessarily impose peace by shooting everybody, but you have to balance that against 
the fact that you do sometimes have to use the threat of force to force people to comply with a 
peace agreement.  It is a bit of an anomaly, I guess, but you have to have that, that threat of force 
… to apply it proportionately to the situation and obviously, when you are trying to bring peace, 
it is your method of last resort.   

The officer went on to describe the influence of public relations in decisions about using hard or soft 
power: “In terms of [NATO] using physical force … public affairs at the table would be … counseling on 
the public … implications of the use of force … and that would be part of the advice given to 
commanders.”   

Finally, an OAS public relations official engaged in the following exchange with an interviewer in 
this study: 

INTERVIEWER:  What role does morality and ethics play in that regard, within OAS? 
OAS:  Well, in terms of democracy? 
INTERVIEWER:  You mentioned democracy, and it just made me think of values and ethics.  
What role do those play? 
OAS:  I mean, we even have a committee on ethics … within the permanent council.  It’s called 
the human programs section.  Accountability is, definitely, a very important issue. 

Discussion of ethics by interview participants suggested that alliance public relations managers and 
senior leaders in NATO and the OAS were conscious of a moral imperative to make ethical decisions 
when communicating with publics.  They considered alternatives that might be – or, at least, might be 
perceived as – right or wrong.  It was also apparent that public affairs managers served in some capacity 
as ethics counselors, seated at the decision table, offering advice to senior leaders, and helping to judge 
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implications of communication decisions.  Less clear, however, was how public affairs managers and 
leaders incorporated ethical considerations and advice in decisions.  The implications of these findings 
will be addressed in more detail in the discussion section. 

Discussion 
Interviews in this study revealed richly-detailed descriptions of how public relations managers in 

NATO and the OAS applied principles of excellence theory to their public relations programs.  
Furthermore, NATO and the OAS chose between symmetrical and asymmetrical communication 
activities, apparently in response to peaceful and turbulent situations.  Interview participants also 
expressed a general sense of moral reasoning and appreciation for the importance of ethics when making 
communication choices.  Analysis of data from these interviews suggested that there is an association 
between the alliances’ choice of communication tactics (from symmetrical to asymmetrical) and types of 
situation (from peaceful to hostile).  Interview results revealed that public relations managers did provide 
counsel to senior leaders regarding the ethics of communication choices.  However, data did not reveal 
with any clarity how ethics were incorporated in counseling or decision making. 
Implications for Theory 

Excellence theory.  Findings supported the excellence theory in public relations.  Interview 
participants indicated that NATO and the OAS applied principles of excellence theory to their public 
relation programs – in particular, through use of symmetrical communication.  The adoption of the 
symmetrical model could be explained in part by the way in which each alliance operates by consensus, 
which requires each member nation to agree on alliance actions.  Marsh (2001) associated communication 
based on “unification and consensus” (p. 88) with the two-way symmetrical approach to public relations.   
This study identified few inconsistencies with these principles.  Still, even these inconsistencies could be 
explained by excellence theory.   For instance, excellence theory describes the type of mixed 
mechanical/organic (large scale, high-complexity) organizational structure that characterizes NATO and 
the OAS.  Such organizations are not as likely as less complex organizations to adhere strictly to 
symmetrical communication models, which require power sharing (see J. Grunig, 1992a).  The study’s 
findings also suggested that the alliances’ application of dialogic and coercive communication was 
consistent with a mixed-motive communication continuum (see Dozier, 1995).  These results, however, 
move the study of excellence theory beyond Western-based organizations and public relations concepts to 
multinational organizations and more global concepts of public relations. 

Conflict, communication and situational theory.  J. Grunig (1992b) wrote, “choice of the symmetrical 
model of communication is the key [italics added] choice made by effective organizations” (p. 24).  This 
study found that choice may be influenced by conflict situations that face alliances like NATO and the 
OAS.  For instance, internal and external turbulence such as political and military conflicts create a need 
for excellence in public relations, which is based on a dialogic model of communication.  However, the 
type of conflict often influenced choice of communication in NATO and the OAS.   

For example, some scholars have described how communication choice is affected by internal 
organizational culture (Cancel et al., 1997; Cancel et al., 1999; J. Grunig, 1992b).  Hence, intersections of 
culture within these multinational alliances could produce internal, political conflicts that are part of an 
acculturation process (see Wakefield, 1996).  Thus, NATO and the OAS would likely resolve such 
political conflicts through dialogue, negotiation and argumentation (e.g., Gilbert, 1997).   

Participants in this study often chose other communication approaches to resolve external conflicts, 
though.  Several participants suggested that application of coercion – or soft power – was sometimes 
required to manage external conflicts (e.g., threats to democratic ideals or physical threats).  Soft power 
was considered by many to be more desirable and effective than using lethal military force when dialogic 
communication failed.  Participants also described use of coercive communication as more of a short-term 
tactic than a long-term strategy, which seemed in keeping with broader framework of excellence in 
communication management. 

These observations seemed to support research about the situational nature and desirability of 
communication approaches (e.g., Leichty & Springston, 1993).  Selection of symmetrical communication 
may be a key choice in excellence theory; however, studies of situational theory have questioned the 
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positive value of symmetrical communication.  Even the authors of excellence theory acknowledged, 
“The two-way symmetrical model sometimes will be less effective than at other times” (L. Grunig et al., 
2002, p. 314).  This appears to be the case in NATO and the OAS, according to participants in this study.   

Moral theory and ethics.  Interviews suggested that soft power was often chosen by alliance leaders 
as a last resort, after dialogic communication failed or was considered to be impractical (e.g., in response 
to asymmetrical threats or in situations with time constraints that prevented dialogue).  A few participants 
also considered soft power as a preferred alternative to more costly economic, political, and military 
options. This behavior indicated that public relations managers and leaders weighed options and outcomes 
before choosing between dialogic and coercive communication, which described a reasoning process 
explained in moral theory. However, analysis of interview data failed to reveal a formal model or 
framework that is essential for ethical decision making (e.g., Bowen, 2004; Seib & Fitzpatrick, 1995).  
Instead of using a formal framework, participants interviewed for this study (especially military officers) 
seemed to base ethical decisions on tradition, general sense making, and “modes of thought that may be 
used in arriving at ethical decisions” (Montor, 1994, p. xiii).  Thus, lack of a formal framework for 
guiding decisions about situational communication could lead to ethical relativism (see J. Grunig & L. 
Grunig, 1996; Pearson, 1989). 
Implications for Practitioners 

From a public relations practitioner’s perspective, the reliance of alliances like NATO and the OAS 
on coercive communication creates a need for an ethical framework to guide public relations 
practitioners, staff advisors (e.g., lawyers) and senior leaders who make decisions about communicating 
in conflict situations.  Ideally, such a framework would offer criteria for determining whether 
requirements for ethical communication have been met with due diligence. 

Such criteria would (1) foster shared understanding of communication ethics between nations  and 
multinational alliances and between public relations, legal and political authorities; (2) provide a formal 
framework for ethical decision making in communication that could be of use to senior leaders and 
managers who make decisions; (3) build organizational credibility and process discipline for the public 
relations function by employing a structured approach for justifying communication choices (i.e., similar 
to legal justification for “rules of engagement”); and (4) protect strategic relationships by using coercive 
communication only in justifiable situations and in a manner that is ethical. 

The scope and nature of this framework are best suited for senior public relations managers who 
interact with senior leaders and are responsible for strategic oversight of the public relations function, 
rather than public relations technicians.   
Suggestions for Future Research 

 This study’s focus on communication choices by multinational alliances in conflict situations 
responds to Berger’s (1991) call for development of middle ground theories of communication that 
address specific situations.  This study also answers L. Grunig et al.’s (2002) appeal for more 
“sophisticated means of symmetrical communication and conflict resolution [in multiparty conflicts], 
methods that research is only beginning to identify” (p. 316).  The NATO and OAS alliances clearly 
applied principles of excellence theory to public relations programs.  However, threats facing these 
organizations produce the need for asymmetrical communication tactics such as coercion that extend 
beyond excellence theory’s dialogic model.   

Moving beyond symmetrical models of communication requires care.  Decisions related to situation 
and communication choice should be framed by an ethical model that prevents risks of ethical relativism.  
First, this model should be developed from a theoretical body of knowledge that provides normative 
value. Second, the model should be pragmatic, allowing practitioners to apply it to a broad range of 
situations and settings.  Third, the model needs to parsimonious, to enable practitioners to apply it even in 
situations that require speedy decisions.  

The normative model of communication proposed in Appendix C is based on a body of knowledge 
that integrates communication, conflict, public relations and moral theories.  It bridges the gap between 
situational and excellence theories in public relations.  It incorporates concepts that could be applied even 
in a multinational setting.  It is also parsimonious enough to guide decisions about communication even in 
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crisis situations.  This model now requires further testing.  Results from this study will be applied to a 
program of research that will use additional interview methods to better understand how multinational 
alliances manage communication choice in conflict situations.  First, elite interviews will be conducted to 
explore how senior leaders incorporate ethics in decisions about communication.  Second, focus groups 
will use interaction between participants to identify strengths and weaknesses of this model and explore 
other aspects of the model that have not been considered. 

Conclusion 
This study concluded that multinational alliances like NATO and the OAS do practice excellence in 

public relations and communication management.  These alliances also use coercive communication to 
manage conflict situations.  Managed ethically, short-term coercive communication could produce 
excellent results that restore dialogue and lead to healthy, long-term relationships.  However, application 
of coercive communication without formal, ethical guidelines could lead to misperception and regrettable 
consequences – even physical harm.   

Fuller (1996) once observed, “In some of the most complicated fields misperception can mean errors 
in social policy that have mortal [italics added] consequences” (p.169).  Thus, knowing that words “can 
hurt all right, even if they don't break bones” (Morris, 1997, ¶ 1) provides incentive to continue this 
research program and actively seek support for an ethical model of coercive communication in conflict 
situations. 

Endnotes 
1. In this paper, public information and public affairs are equivalent to the concept of public relations. 
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This paper describes the development and evolution of an intimate partner violence (IPV) intervention 
program for women in a primarily African American, urban neighborhood.  It illustrates the role and 
function of organization-community relations, multicultural communication, and on-going audience 
evaluation in marketing community-based interventions.  This case study is an example of how proper 
audience analysis ensures that services respond to perceived needs, and conform to the cultural norms of a 
community.   
 In response to the unexpectedly low enrollment and retention rate of clients in a community-based 
advocacy program for victims of intimate partner violence, program evaluators launched a qualitative 
study to identify the causes for the resistance encountered to fully implement a victim advocacy 
component of the program.  In depth interviews were conducted with 12 key informants that were clients, 
potential clients or staff at referral agencies.   
 Many of the barriers identified in the assessment were precisely those that the program was designed 
to overcome, specifically barriers related to scarcity of resources, transportation and infrastructure. 
However, compounding these structural barriers, attitudinal barriers to receiving intimate partner violence 
services were identified through qualitative interviews.  These included: 

o Low level of self-awareness as victims and/or perpetrators; behaviors identified as abusive by the 
dominant culture are not necessarily perceived that way in a community where violence is 
prevalent. 

o Rejection of traditional intimate partner violence services that result in a separation of the family 
o Demand for services for men (perpetrators) and rejection of a notion of IPV as a “woman’s issue” 
o Little interest in services that further stigmatized blacks or increased the likelihood of sending 

black men to jail.  
o Reluctance to accept any kind of services from an agency whose leadership was White  
o Importance of faith, spirituality and personal dignity as central values  

 
This analysis of audience perceptions and needs led program planners to understand that 

underutilization of services was not due to lack of demand for the services, but lack of trust in the 
program’s ability to serve their particular needs.   While residents did need and eventually accept 
individual advocacy services, these services are not what got them in the door. They came as a result of 
the organizations efforts to learn about and respond to the needs of the community. 

A responsible and effective public relations program is based on the understanding and support of its 
publics. This paper applies these principles to government-funded social services in a minority 
community and explores implication for future applications in diverse communities. 
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This paper examines the relationship between public relations practitioners and organizational culture. 
The focus of this paper is on the values and worldviews that public relations practitioners hold and how 
those values and worldviews may transfer to organizational culture and public relations practitioners’ 
influence on the choice of public relations models, the latter which is closely related to an organization’s 
worldview (Grunig, 1992), of which in turn ethical dimensions are a strong component. This paper 
proposes a public relations practitioner as an ombudsman, arguing that the membership in the dominant 
coalition is detrimental to the role of public relations practice. 
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How can emerging economies countries develop their economies?  What are the obstacles to their 
development?  How could these obstacles be overcome?  Attempts to find answers to these three 
questions have occupied the thinking of development theorists and development economists for most of 
the 20th century.  During that time, different development strategies have gone in and out of fashion, 
influenced both by empirical evidence of the success (or more often failure) of grand development 
strategies, and by the shifting weight of mainstream thinking – particularly in economics.  

21st century technology has both added a fundamental question that challenges historic thinking and 
provided effective solutions.  The new question to challenge established verities asks, what difference 
does globalisation of information in particular make to national economic development?  The same 
technologies that make globalisation an irresistible and irreversible force offer strategic solutions for 
national economic development: 

 in a pull rather than push world – consumers, investors, and business partners can make 
comparisons and exercise choice at a click. 
 the greater the impact of globalisation – the more important the smallest community – 

international development demands local support 
 clear messaging to relevant targets audiences is 85 per cent more effective than awareness. 

Big push and virtuous circles 
In the first half of the 20th century, internally generated or endogenous growth was the prescription.  

It was given theoretical coherence and credibility by the Structuralist and Dependency schools that saw 
the poverty of developing counties as a symptom of their dependence on developed countries.  In order to 
break out of this ‘vicious circle’ of dependency, all that developing countries should do was to generate 
their own growth endogenously.  Create a ‘virtuous circle’ of rising output, value-added, and incomes and 
falling unemployment and poverty. 

Considerable research was then conducted into the ‘key sectors’ of the economy, the activities of 
which would have a multiplier effect on the rest of the system, accelerating the development process.  
Hirschman (1958) pioneered theories of backward and forward linkages, based on his analysis of Latin 
American economies in the 1950s.  A ‘Hirschman linkage’ is said to operate when economic agents are 
‘induced’ to undertake new activities as a result of ongoing economic relationships in the economy.  
Rasmussen (1957) quantified the importance of different sectors in this regard, in the form of the 
‘Rasmussen dispersion indices’. 
Big push means balanced growth.. 

When analysing both backward and forward linkages, a Rasmussen index value of greater than one, 
corresponds to an industry with above average linkages throughout the economic system, while a value of 
less than one suggests the opposite.  Empirical work in the 1960s, 1970s and 1990s found that key sectors 
in terms of both backward and forward linkages were most often found in the manufacturing sector. 

Enter the advocates of ‘balanced growth’ to be achieved by ‘big push’ policies.1  They believed that it 
was necessary to centrally coordinate investment decisions, so that each enterprise was able to benefit 
from the resulting external economies (Mathur, 1964).  They claimed that the results of this simultaneous 
investment programme would be to shift the economy from a low-income equilibrium ‘trap’ to a high-
income equilibrium state (Nelson, 1956; Leibenstein, 1957).  As with the related work on linkages and 
interdependence, this research focused primarily on the manufacturing sectors, which in part explains the 
popularity of import-substitution-industrialisation (ISI) approaches: it was the development of 
manufacturing that would create linkages and spur growth throughout the economy.  
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Market forces  
It is a ‘no brainer’ that these big push, central direction theories were mighty attractive to first world 

bureaucrats as they were to the centralised un-democratic leaders and rulers of the less developed 
economies.  It was not just the widespread failure of such policies, in combination with the success of 
export-oriented development programmes, that made this kind of thinking very unfashionable throughout 
the 1980s. 

It became increasingly accepted that planned development of this kind was doomed to failure.  
Countries should deregulate, open their economies to international competition and allow national 
development to be directed by market forces, national and international.  Globalisation of information had 
changed world politics.  Walls had fallen, aspirations and ambitions released, a communication driven 
internet fuelled pull rather than push society had been born and with it brand power.  
False dichotomy 

This change in attitude can be seen in endogenous/exogenous terms: the earlier ‘balanced growth’ - to 
be achieved by a ‘big push’ - stressed the crucial role to be played by coordinated endogenous growth, 
with ‘key sectors’ acting as catalysts. Contrast this with the importance of exogenous factors in 
sustainable growth where exposure to international competitive forces and standards ensures industries 
must be efficient and profitable to survive, whilst international capital markets allocate investment 
between global markets efficiently on the basis of accurate price signals.  

It may be that too much can be made of what is in reality a false dichotomy.  It may be that in order 
to develop national economies successfully both the endogenous and exogenous environments must be 
supportive.  After all the research that supported the ‘big push solutions to national economic ills were 
based primarily on manufacturing industry.  It is hardly surprising because a key element of this 
exogenous environment – the international financial markets – had a very limited impact upon national 
development in the 1950/60s.You could not make the same mistake today. 

There is also a ‘maguffin’ in the mix.  It takes the issues of national economic development out of the 
hands of the economists alone. In his Warwick University speech of 2000, President Clinton described it 
as “the intensifying process of economic integration and political interdependence, fuelled by an 
explosion of technology that enables information, ideas and money, people, products and services to 
move within and across national borders at unprecedented and irreversible speeds”.  It is the impact of 
empowerment through information access.  
Reputation - Image, Branding and Developing Countries 

In this information empowered, market forces stimulated, globalised society is the most important 
aspect of the exogenous environment facing developing countries: what is their reputation in the 
international financial markets?  Is it possible to consider that a national brand is as much a key element 
in attracting investment as it is to promoting national manufactured products, stimulating tourism and 
visitor traffic and establishing political status or respectability? 

After all, the argument runs, in the corporate world, reputation – or image – has become increasingly 
important to overall strategy, which seeks to improve, protect and project the corporate ‘brand’.  Over the 
past two decades, ever since the accounting standards put brand values on balance sheets, the concept of 
branding has become ever more central to all business activities.  What exactly is a brand?  In essence, a 
brand is an intangible asset, which can have either a positive or a negative impact on a company through 
conveying information on concepts such as trustworthiness, innovation, quality, integrity. 

There is more, Consor sees a brand as having two principle areas of value: 
 Core Brand Value – (CBV)  where a corporate brand can enjoy a royalty rate from 

which cash flow can be capitalised and value calculated 
 Incremental Brand Value (IBV) where marketing and other business efficiencies, from 

distribution to purchasing, travel with the brand and benefit sub brands 
Strip away the jargon and a strong brand enables a company to charge a premium for its product 

relative to its competitors, whilst a weak brand (negative image) requires the company in question to sell 
their products at a discount in the market.  In effect, a strong brand shifts the demand curve for a 
company’s product upwards, whilst a weak (negative) brand shifts it down.  
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From concepts to cases 
If the link seems obvious, the political and commercial sirens of self-interest are also persuasive.  If 
branding is the driving force for first world businesses why not use it to power emerging economies?  

“During the last hundred years or so, much of the wealth of rich countries has been generated 
through marketing — the ability to add attraction to exported brands through country-of origin 
effect, the increasingly sophisticated techniques of marketing the country itself as a tourist brand, 
the marketing skills which attract the brightest talent and biggest foreign investments, the acts of 
marketing coordination which ensure that consistent and attractive messages about the country in 
general are communicated to the rest of the world through acts of foreign policy and sporting 
and cultural activities. These skills should now be transferred to poorer countries, thus helping 
them to graduate from being mere suppliers of low-margin unbranded commodities to brand 
owners and branded destinations in their own right.2

Clearly, certain countries have a more favourable image than others, but what impact does this have 
in practice?  But does this rather specialised subject relate to the exogenous influences on the 
development prospects of a nation? 

An obvious starting point is the attitude of international investors to different countries or regions.  
Propose Africa or Asia as potential recipients of investment and what images would this conjure in an 
investor’s mind, regardless of the merits of each individual deal?  Would Africa’s negative image (or 
brand) make any potential investment less attractive than a similar investment in the more positively 
branded region of Asia?  It seems unarguable that it would. 

So, countries with a poor image – negative brand equity – may have a higher risk premium than may 
be justified, with the result that asset prices are kept artificially low.  The opposite is, of course, true for 
countries with a positive international brand: the demand curve for their financial assets is shifted 
upwards, with the result that these assets are relatively highly valued.  More directly, a multinational 
corporation looking for a suitable site to build a factory, for example, will also be strongly influenced the 
international brand of each country. Again, countries with negative brands will see their developmental 
options constrained by this exogenous influence.  

Can the techniques that measure brand value in business be adapted to the measurement of brand 
equity in developing countries?  If financial standing or ranking is a Core Brand Value (CBV) what 
about the ability to attract high value tourism or world sporting events. ‘South Africa with its’ – alive 
with possibilities’ strap line and rainbow nation appeal has mobilised popular support in a fractured 
society and   attracted world sporting events and investment as the regional headquarters for Africa for 
many multi-nationals.  Does South Africa have a brand or is South Africa itself a brand in the way the 
business world sees brands? 

Then there is.. !ncredible India… well at least that is the coherent presentation of the sub-continent 
for tourism and destination marketing.  Driven by the post ‘9-11’ slump in tourism, the concerted effort to 
present all the value of India, including its airport modernisation and security, to the tourism market has 
been and is a great success.  
Almost as successful as the economy has been in attracting investment, on the back of a stabilised 
economy, well regulated financial markets.      

It is difficult to believe that those who devised the ‘!ncredible India’ strap line so successful for 
tourism would have encouraged the image of incredulity if the national economic success was the brand 
to be promoted.  

An analysis of national brand values might reasonably suggest that regional – as well as national – 
effects are at play.  Does Asia, India, benefit from the positive brand of the region where the development 
of certain sectors, like IT, have a disproportionately positive impact on a country’s brand. Does South 
Africa suffer from its association with the region’s image, re-enforced by pictures of poverty and strife 
above all others in the world media?  
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‘Rebranding’ Developing Countries? 
Wally Olins (2003) argues a nation is not a soap powder, but the result of the complex interplay 

between geography, history, culture, politics and countless other factors.  People get rather upset about 
the very concept of a national brand.  

As distasteful as applying branding to a nation may be, it is not difficult to argue that in the highly 
competitive modern world a country wishing to succeed may have little choice but to improve its brand 
image.  Framing the argument for the economist says negative image can amount to an exogenous 
constraint on development.  It is imperative to improve the brand so that the demand curve for a country’s 
assets can be shifted upwards – so that a vicious circle can be broken and a virtuous circle created.  
Indeed, it has been estimated that brand values may account for up to one third of total global wealth,3 the 
overwhelming majority of which is in the developed markets.  Given that developed countries have 
successfully used brands to enormously enhance their standards of living, is it not time that developing 
countries did the same? 

According to Prof Nicholas Papadopoulos at Carleton University – Canada 789 authors have 
published 766 major papers on ‘branding a nation’ since the 1950’s.    So, the answers to two of these 
three questions ought to be there somewhere.  

1. What role, if any, does a country’s image – or ‘brand’- play in the pricing of its financial assets, 
and its attractiveness to investors? 

-  all the arguments seem convincing and the evidence, if  circumstantial, appears 
overwhelming  

2. What factors influence a country’s brand, in both a positive and negative sense? 
- here is where it get more difficult. The PIELLE/ECPGlobal – INRA ‘Country Image 

Study’ in the 1990s used four distinct factors or headings as the basis for research 
among the citizens of 28 countries on their rating of each other: 

Economic 
Social  

Inhabitants/cultural 
Political 

• It showed that few countries attributed the same brand values to another – there were few 
consistently shared perceptions.  What is interesting is that the study indicated that there is a clear 
relationship between perceptions of a country as ‘having a strong economy’ and ‘having people 
that are perceived as trust worthy and keeping their promises’. 

• By contrast the same study shows no apparent relationship between a country being viewed as 
‘one where to spend holidays’ and ‘one where people would like to work’   

3. Can a country be ‘re-branded’, shifted to a more ‘virtuous equilibrium’ level and does public 
relations have a role to play? 

In his most recent research treatise, ‘Global Paradox’, John Naisbitt argues that the bigger the world 
economy the more powerful its smallest players.  His global paradox suggests that in global economy the 
values by which judgements are made are global standards but that the nation state is more important than 
a region or continent, in a nation state, regions, towns and communities become more important than the 
nation itself. 

Against this background and in the light of our research we have concluded that: 
i. National branding strategies have an important role to play in mobilising popular support in a 

fractured society but these emotional factors have little influence on the global economic 
judgements that determine international investment and development decisions 

ii. National branding strategies related to economic development programmes – privatisation, 
inward investment should be narrow focussed and address audience needs – identifying global 
standards valuation criteria 

iii. A nation’s image – brand values are multi facetted and can only be promoted and or protected 
effectively to specific external target audiences and not as a general approach. 
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The role for Public Relations 
In attempting to identify whether public relations is a critical factor in branding a nation and has an 

impact in the process, we believe that the research says that: 
• effective national ‘branding’ must mobilises national support before stimulating international 

interest and ‘external’ target audiences.   
• an ‘holistic’ national branding approach conflicts with individual and varying perceptions of 

national values 
• existing nation by nation perceptions can be re-enforced and  enhanced through narrow cast, two 

way communication in investor relations, sectoral export promotion, inward investment 
promotion, tourism and travel promotion  

• public relations programmes can most easily and cost effectively tailor information to meet the 
needs of an audience and match the cross cultural and the time zone response requirements. 

• perceptions of a nation are re-enforced by the speed of response to global media with appropriate 
messaging strategies that are consistent and co-ordinated - the essence of public relations practise 

 
Endnotes 

1. See Rosenstein Rodan (1943) and Nurske (1958), for example. 
2. Anholt, S. (2003:3) 
3. See Interbrand (2003) 
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Through agenda-setting research focusing on the pressing societal issues of the day, mass communication 
scholars have shown that the media do have a significant role in influencing not only what issues people 
think about but also how they view those issues.  The area of ethics in fund raising and nonprofit 
organizations’ use of donors’ contributions has received increased media attention in recent years.  As the 
media scrutinized the fund-raising processes of well-known nonprofits, such as the American Red Cross, 
the Nature Conservancy, and the United Way, the public’s confidence in the charitable sector has fallen.  
Studies have also shown an increase in the concern over the ethics in the collection of sensitive personal 
information on donors, the methods of solicitation, and the use of donations. 

Through a panel design using Q-Methodology, this study examines how the attitudes concerning 
fund-raising ethics of 48 residents of a mid-sized Southern city changed over five years.  The Q-sorts 
were completed in June, 1999; November, 2001; and May, 2004.  By replicating the initial Q-sort, it is 
possible to see how an individual’s attitudes toward the ethical concerns of the fund-raising sector change 
with increased media attention.  Two of the original 48 participants were unable to participate in the 
second and third phases of the study. 

With this Q-Methodology study, the participants, who represented a wide variety of demographics, 
were asked to rank 39 issues that were present in the popular press and academic literature on fund-
raising ethics on a 9-point scale ranging from “Fund-Raising Actions I View Most Unethical” (+4) to 
“Fund-Raising Actions I View Least Unethical” (-4).  The data were correlated using the PQMethod 2.09 
software. 

The first sorting resulted in three significant factors.  Using a qualitative approach to examine the 
factors, the three emerging themes of the factors were “Accountability” (n = 24), “The Board of 
Directors” (n=5), and “Individual Privacy” (n = 19).  The second sorting of the same ethical issues 
occurred 18 months after the first, and it resulted in two significant factors:  “Accountability” (n=37) and 
“Individual Privacy” (n=9).  The concluding sorting of the issues occurred 18 months after the second 
study.  The initial factors once again emerged as significant; however, they were not present in the same 
proportion as the initial sorting.  The results of the third study were “Accountability” (n = 30), “The 
Board of Directors” (n = 1), and “Individual Privacy” (n = 15). 

The changes in factor prevalence can be linked to the media’s coverage of the American Red Cross’ 
mishandling of the record donations received after the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center on 
September 11, 2001.  For public relations practitioners, this study reiterates the tenets of the 
Communication Excellence Study.  Because of the media’s ability to influence what the public thinks, an 
organization needs to maintain open communication with its stakeholders, to develop strong relationships 
with the media and the community in which an organization resides, and to conduct research regularly to 
stay informed on its publics’ areas of concern. 
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In this post-Enron society, trust in companies has never been lower.  The 2002 Sarbanes-Oxley Act was 
designed to improve investor confidence by making CEOs and CFOs of public companies legally 
accountable for the veracity and integrity of their financial statements. Prior research has shown that the 
executive letter is the most widely read section of the annual report, and improving readability seems an 
obvious way to improve transparency whereby leading to improved trust.  To identify changes, a content 
analysis for both before and after SOX was conducted using 50 annual report executive letters from the 
top 100 in the 2004 Fortune 500 list.  The findings indicate little overall change, but there is some 
indication of improvement.  According to Flesch Readability, the average annual report requires a college 
degree, but after SOX the number of executive letters requiring a postgraduate degree decreased by 10 
percent.  The findings also indicate changes in the use of passive voice.  Additionally, the researcher 
found that 48 percent of the reports had a change in the signer of the executive letter. 

Introduction 
With high profile financial scandals like Enron and WorldCom, trust in corporate America has been 

undermined, so companies need to reach out to the country’s 84 million investors to work towards 
improving trust (Murray, 2004).  One way this can be accomplished is through the annual report.  
According to a convenience poll of American investors over 30, trust is their top reason for deciding 
where to put their money, so companies must move quickly to demonstrate their trustworthiness 
(Minnow, 2002, p. 9).   Although the annual report is not the only source of information about the 
performance of a company, it is considered to be an influential source because of its wide coverage and 
availability (Hooks, Coy, & Davey, 2002; Marston & Shives, 1991).   

Essentially, the annual report is a comprehensive communication that has the potential to make 
company information easily and routinely available in a single document (Hooks et al., 2002).  This 
makes the annual report much more than a financial report; instead it is a multi-objective, multi-audience, 
communication (Anderson & Imperia, 1992).  To better understand the construction of this strategic 
communication, this study conducted a content analysis of annual report executive letters to bring 
research a step closer to knowing how company disclosure can be used to communicate trustworthiness.   

Furthermore, the purpose of this study is to build on the previous findings of Watson and Supa (2005) 
that used SOX to identify changes in visual images.  They found that while the total number of pages in 
the narrative section of the annual reports increased by 14 percent, the total number of visual images 
decreased by 52 percent.  Therefore, this study sought to hone in on what filled this additional space – the 
text. 

Literature Review 
In 2002, a wave of accounting scandals broke as a number of companies admitted to misrepresenting 

their financial statements and promoting a false impression of their economic status.  When investors 
witnessed company fraud investigations, shock waves went through the stock market and for the first time 
in history, the 2002 presidential State of the Union Address included the goal of improved corporate 
governance (Allen, 2002; Minow, 2002).   

In this post-Enron era, investor relations leaps to the top of the corporate agenda, because companies 
must rebuild investor confidence.  In their review of previous literature about trust, Shockley-Zalabak, 
Ellis, and Cesaria (2003) defined trust as a company’s “willingness, based upon its culture and 
communication behaviors in relationships and transactions, to be appropriately vulnerable” (p. 4).  It is 
important to note that they found trust to be the outcome of communication behaviors, such as providing 
accurate information, giving explanations for decisions, and demonstrating sincere and appropriate 
openness.   
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To work towards restoring trust, the 2002 Sarbanes-Oxley Act (SOX) was passed.  Designed to 
improve investor confidence by preventing corporate scandals, SOX makes CEOs and CFOs of public 
companies legally accountable for the veracity and integrity of their financial statements (Goodman, 
2004).  Although SOX is helpful, much more must be done.  As Fred Hassan, Chairman of the Board and 
CEO of Schering-Plough, said, “Business integrity means living up to the intent, not just the letter of the 
laws and regulations wherever we operate” (Building Trust, 2004, p. 28).  One opportunity companies 
have to work towards higher standards is by improving the annual report.   
Annual Reports 

Information is the investor’s best tool when it comes to investing wisely.  The annual report is a 
critical source of this information because it is the principal document used by most public companies to 
disclose corporate information to their shareholders. Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) 
mandated this state-of-the-company report for public companies in 1934 (Flanagan, 1993).  Today, 
according to the SEC, annual reports are required for companies with more than $10 million in assets 
whose securities are held by more than 500 owners.  The reports are created to disclose information about 
a company’s financial condition and business practices to help investors make informed investment 
decisions (The SEC, 2004). 

Annual reports reach an audience whose interests and backgrounds for reading them vary greatly, so 
substantial time and money is invested in their creation, with approximately $5 billion spent on annual 
report production in the United States alone (Hyland, 1998; Fulkerson, 1996; Poe, 1994).   

Annual reports contain basic information about a company expressed in financial and narrative texts.  
The narrative texts, intended to supplement the report’s required financial information, include the 
Management’s Discussion and Analysis (MD&A) and the executive’s letter1 (David, 2001).  In the 
MD&A, required by the SEC, managers discuss and interpret the financial statements.  The executive’s 
letter, which is not mandated but is typically included as the first item in the report, is written as a signed 
personal letter from the president or CEO, providing an overview of past performance and discussing 
plans for the future (Yuthas, Rogers, & Dillard, 2002).  Although the executive’s letter is rarely the work 
of one person, Thomas (1997) found that it exemplifies the “corporate speak” representative of the top 
management of the company (p. 48). 

Unfortunately, publishing the annual report is often seen as a legal obligation, instead of an 
opportunity (Flanagan, 1993). Whether it is identified as a marketing tool (Rogers & Brown, 1999) or an 
information piece (Kwong & Wild, 1994) annual report writers must be aware that effective 
communication occurs if the messages intended by the sender are those actually interpreted by the 
receiver (Courtis, 1987).   

By combining narrative data and quantitative information, annual reports convey information to 
decision makers, along with meeting the disclosure requirements imposed by the SEC.  These decision 
makers include stockholders, stockbrokers, employees, regulatory agencies, customers, financial analysts, 
press/media, potential customers, and the investing public (Anderson, & Imperia, 1992).  Even though 
this mass communication has so many intended recipients, the primary audience is often considered to be 
stockholders (NIRI, 2004; Kohut & Segars, 1992).   

  Past annual report studies have found conflicting information about the amount of time spent 
reading annual reports.  For example, Badaracco (1988) found roughly 50 percent of the annual report 
audience spent less than ten minutes reading it.  Rezaee and Porter (1993) studied investors and found 
they spent 5-15 minutes reading the annual report, but Epstein and Pava (1994) found that about half of 
individual investors either skim or do not read annual reports, while Oliver (2000) found employees to 
spend an average of three minutes to read the executive letter.  Although studies these findings vary, most 
research has shown that the executive’s letter is the most widely read section of the annual report (Hynes 
& Bexley, 2003; Courtis, 1982). 

Despite the importance of the executive letter, narrative texts have received relatively little attention 
from scholars interested in their communicative effectiveness (Yuthas, et al, 2002).  However, existing 
studies suggest that annual report text can be manipulated based on the type of information being 
conveyed.  For example, Subramanian, Insley, and Blackwell (1993) found that annual reports for 
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companies with good performance were easier to read (requiring a 10th grade level to read) than those 
with poor performance (requiring at least a 14th grade level or a college education).  Furthermore, in their 
analysis of annual reports, Straw, McKechnie, and Puffer (1983) found that managers took credit for good 
news and blamed the environment for bad news.   

The importance of the corporate annual report stresses its potential to be influential.  It can either be a 
good news communication highlighting superior corporate performance or a bad news communication 
relating sub-par financial results or corporate actions.  Firms that veil negative information are missing an 
opportunity to gain trust and confidence (Subramanian et al., 1993).   

As mentioned previously, annual report readability has undergone scrutiny.  With the SEC and the 
investing community calling for improved corporate disclosure, annual reports must be readable 
(Shockley-Zalabak et al., 2003).  The Flesch readability formula is the most popular measure for 
assessing textual complexity (Clatworthy & Jones, 2001).  This measure, devised in 1948, has received 
criticism because of its narrow focus and because language has changed since it was first devised.  
Regardless of the limitations, the Flesch readability formula offers an objective measure of reading ease 
(Subramanian et al., 1993).   

The Flesch Reading Ease score is straightforward and easy to apply, comprising of only two variables 
– sentence length and syllables per 100 words.  The formula is 206.835 – (1.015 x ASL) – (84.6 x ASW), 
where ASL is the average sentence length (the number of words divided by the number of sentences) and 
ASW is the average number of syllables per word (the number of syllables divided by the number of 
words) (Microsoft Word Help).  Based on this scale, text is rated on a 100-point scale.  The higher the 
score, the easier it is to understand the document.   

Table 1 provides the pattern of reading ease ratings.  If the reading ease score lies below 50, the 
assumption is that the writing is comprehensible only to those who have attained at least some higher 
education.  Additionally, the closer the score is to zero, the more incomprehensible the writing is (Courtis, 
1998, 1986). 

 
Table 1 

Flesch Pattern of Reading Ease Ratings 
Reading Ease Rating Description of Style Educational Attainment Level 

0-30 Very Difficult Postgraduate Degree 
30-50 Difficult Undergraduate Degree 
50-60 Fairly Difficult Grades 10-12 
60-70 Standard Grades 8-9 
70-80 Fairly Easy Grade 7 
80-90 Easy Grade 6 

90-100 Very Easy Grade 5 
(as adapted from Courtis, 1986) 

Readability elements can come from much more than what Flesch methodologies provide.  
Specifically, Flesch does not take into consideration other important elements such as “syntax, style, 
format, graphic design, logic, conceptual density, human interest, organization and reinforcement” 
(Courtis, 1998).  This includes writing in “plain English” so investors can understand what they are 
buying and can make informed decisions (SEC, 1998).  Plain English as defined by the SEC (1998) 
includes writing at a level the audience can understand by using active voice instead of passive voice and 
using short sentences.  Although created in 1998, the guidelines established have become even more 
important since SOX.   

Kohut and Segars (1992) suggested that the manner companies convey messages in annual reports is 
an important consideration in corporate communication strategy whereby trust can be earned by 
convincing others that the company is pursuing a sound strategy.  Essentially, annual reports are conduits 
for the conveying of company information to gain investor trust.   
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Research Questions 
From the above review of literature, the following research questions emerged: 

RQ1:  Is the readability of annual report executive letters different after SOX? 
RQ2:  Does the readability of annual report executive letters portions (the front part, the middle, 
and the end) differ after SOX? 
RQ3:  Do annual reports showcase the executive letters more by locating it earlier in the report 
after SOX? 
RQ4:  Is there a change in the amount of reinforcement data (i.e. pictures, graphs, tables, and 
diagrams) in annual report executive letters after SOX? 
RQ5:  Is there a relationship between a change in the signer of the executive letter and the 
readability, location, or reinforcement data?  

Method 
The methodological premise of this study is that readability and content analysis provide a useful 

umbrella for examining annual reports.  It is important to understand what companies select and present 
to their publics through their annual reports because this selection and presentation can influence their 
public’s perception of the company.   

The goal of this study was to examine executive letters in annual reports to see if companies are 
presenting things differently after SOX.  In a two-step process this study conducted readability and 
content analysis to systematically identify characteristics within the data (Hocking, Stacks, & McDermott, 
2003).   

Although interested in identifying trends in all annual reports (the universe), for the purpose of this 
study, the population consisted of the top 100 companies identified on the 2004 Fortune 500 list 
(available from http://www.fortune.com/).  This list was chosen for this study because it includes 
companies that by virtue of their inclusion are the most widely followed companies in the investment 
world.   

From this list, the researcher randomly selected 50 companies to create the sample.2  This probability 
sampling was conducted by random selection, so each company had an equal chance of being part of the 
sample and no company was excluded from the sample due to researcher bias.  Table 2 provides a 
complete list of companies used in this study. 

 
Table 2 

Complete List of 50 Companies in Sample 
Alcoa General Electric Motorola 
Allstate General Motors Northrop Grumman 
American Express Georgia-Pacific Pfizer 
AT&T HCA Safeway 
AutoNation Home Depot Sears Roebuck 
Berkshire Hathaway Honeywell Intl. Sprint 
Best Buy Ingram Micro Target 
Cardinal Health International Paper United Parcel Service 
Cisco Systems Intl. Business Machines United Technologies 
Citigroup Johnson & Johnson UnitedHealth Group 
Comcast Johnson Controls Valero Energy 
Dow Chemical Lockheed Martin Verizon Communications 
Duke Energy Lowe’s Wachovia Corp. 
DuPont Marathon Oil Walgreen 
Fannie Mae Merrill Lynch Wal-Mart Stores 
FedEx MetLife WellPoint Health Networks 
Ford Motor Morgan Stanley  
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As previously mentioned, the signing of SOX was the major world event that the researcher used to 
evaluate the annual report executive letter content around.  Since SOX was passed in July 2002 (The 
SEC, 2004), and many companies may not have made changes in their reports this first year, this study 
included annual reports for the years of 2001 and 2003 omitting 2002, resulting in a total of 100 annual 
reports.  This included the same 50 companies for each year.  The online PDF versions of the selected 
annual reports were used after downloading from the Investor Relations Information Network (IRIN) 
Web site at http://www.irin.com/ or directly from the company Web sites. 
Procedure 

After the annual reports were collected, the research was conducted in the following two phases.  For 
phase one, each executive letter in the sample was imported into Microsoft Word.  This allowed the 
researcher to run readability statistics.  For the purpose of this study, this included calculating the number 
of sentences, number of words per sentence, number of passive sentences, and the Flesch Reading Ease 
score.  These measures were determined to be appropriate because they provided a reliable measuring 
stick for readability comparison.  This reliability was determined by the consistent application of the same 
measurement to each executive letter. 

To capture a complete picture of the readability, the analysis was run four times for each report.  This 
included a run for the entire executive letter, the first part, the middle, and the end.  To maintain a level 
comparison, each section consisted of complete sentences containing at least 100 words.  This use of 
readability is based on previous studies with similar methodology (see Clatworthy & Jones, 2001; 
Courtis, 1998).   

For phase two, content analysis was conducted.  For the purpose of this phase, the units of analysis 
were, the signer of the executive letter, its starting page, and the number of pictures, charts, diagrams, and 
tables in the pages containing the executive letter.  Coders recorded their findings on code sheets based on 
the category components included in the codebook.  
Content Analysis 

Two coders were used and both were experienced in content analysis.  After reviewing the process, it 
was determined that no changes in the process or coding materials were necessary.  The complete 
collection of 100 articles were separately coded on a year-by-year basis (not company-by-company) by 
each coder.  Once this was completed, Holsti’s (1969) formula for inter-coder reliability was calculated at 
.97.  Overall, this portion of the study was designed to meet the content analysis requirements identified 
by Hocking et al. (2003) and Stacks (2002).   

Results 
Upon completion of the readability and coding for all 100 annual report executive letters, the data 

was entered into the statistical program SPSS® (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) Version 12.0 
and statistical analyses was conducted.  The researcher considered the alpha level of p < .05 as 
statistically significant. 
Readability  

As stated previously, the readability was run four times once for the entire executive letter, the front 
part, the middle, and the end.  This was done for both 2001 and 2003.  The readability components are 
discussed separately allowing for a comparison between the years.  Based on the below findings, RQ1 and 
RQ2 were determined to have limited overall differences, however, specific differences were noted.  

Full Letter.  A paired-samples t test was conducted to evaluate the difference in each of the 
components (number of words, number of sentences, number of words per sentence, passive sentence 
percentage, and reading ease) for the full executive letter both 2001 and 2003.  The only category found 
to be significant was the average words per sentence.  Although the differences between the years were 
not found to be significant for the other categories, the data contained important findings. Table 3 
provides the averages for each category. 
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Table 3 
Total Executive Letter Reading Ease 

 2001 2003 
Average Number of Words 1911.60 1981.44 
Average Number of Sentences 93.16 91.92 
Average Number of Words/Sentence 20.27 21.74 
Average Percentage of Passive Sentences 7.50 7.02 
Average Reading Ease* 34.55 34.11 

  * The lower the reading ease, the more difficult it is to read. 

Overall, the average number of words in 2001 was 1911.6 and 1981.44 in 2003.  This ranged from 
540 to 11279 in 2001 and decreased to 335 to 11715 in 2003.   

Breaking this total down to sentences, the analysis found that the average number of sentences went 
from a range of 27 to 556 in 2001 to 25 to 630 in 2003.  A closer review found that 50 percent of the 
letters in 2001 had 75 sentences or less, while in 2003, 50 percent of the letters had 69 or less sentences.  
Overall, the average number of sentences in 2001 was 93.16 and 91.92 in 2003. 

As stated previously, the difference between the 2001 and 2003 words per sentence were found to be 
significant.  The results of a paired-samples t test indicated that the mean for the number of words per 
sentence in 2003 (M = 21.74, SD = 3.80) was significantly greater compared to 2001 (M = 20.27, SD = 
3.45), t(49) = 2.73, p< .005.  Additionally, the words per sentence went from 14.6 to 27.2 in 2001 to 11.2 
to 32.2 in 2003. 

All the executive letters in 2001 used passive sentences, but two letters in 2003 did not use passive 
sentences.  In 2001, the percentage of passive sentences ranged from 1 to 23 percent, while in 2003 they 
ranged from 0 to 17 percent.  Overall, the average percentage of passive sentences in 2001 and 2003 was 
7.5 percent and 7.02 percent respectively. 

The readability of the full executive letters found an average of 34.55 readability in 2001 and 34.11 in 
2003 (both in the low end of the difficult/undergraduate degree range).  In 2001, the number of letters 
with readability under 30.0 (the benchmark for the most difficult readability, requiring a postgraduate 
degree) was 16 (32%), while in 2003 it decreased to 11 (22%).   

A One-Way ANOVA was run on the readability of report section variables to evaluate the 
relationship between the sections of the executive letter (beginning, middle, and end) and the readability.  
The One-Way ANOVA was significant, F =36.60, df = 2/294, p = .001.  Post hoc comparisons using 
Scheffe’s test found at least .006 significance between the beginning (M = 35.75), the middle (M = 
29.97), and the end (M = 45.19) sections when each section was compared against the other.  Because 
significance was found between the sections, the following reports the analysis of these three sections – 
the front, the middle, and the end.  Each section used in the analysis included the first 100 words taken to 
include complete sentences, therefore, the average number of words, average number of sentences and the 
average number of words per sentence were not important as with the full letter analysis.   

Front Part.  A paired-samples t test was conducted to evaluate the difference in each of the 
components (number of words, number of sentences, number of words per sentence, passive sentence 
percentage, and reading ease) for the front part of the executive letter both 2001 and 2003.  The only 
category found to be significant was the average number of passive sentences.  Although the differences 
between the years were not found to be significant for the other categories, the data contained important 
findings.  Table 4 provides the averages for each category.  
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Table 4 
Front Part of Letter Reading Ease 

 2001 2003 
Average Number of Words 115.54 112.64 
Average Number of Sentences 5.42 5.40 
Average Number of Words/Sentence 22.04 21.44 
Average Percentage of Passive Sentences 10.44 4.3 
Average Reading Ease* 35.72 35.78 

* The lower the reading ease, the more difficult it is to read. 

As stated previously, the difference between the 2001 and 2003 percentage of passive sentence were 
found to be significant.   The results of a paired-samples t test indicated that the mean for the number of 
passive sentences in 2003 (M = 10.44, SD = 15.61) was significantly greater compared to 2001 (M = 4.3, 
SD = 8.48), t(49) = 2.48, p< .05.  Specifically, the percentage of passive sentences went from 60 percent 
not having passive sentences in 2001 to 78 percent passive sentences free in 2003. 

The readability of the first portion of the executive letters found an average of 35.72 readability in 
2001 and 35.78 in 2003 (both in the difficult/undergraduate degree range).  In 2001, the percentage with 
readability under 30.0 (the benchmark for the most difficult readability, requiring a postgraduate degree) 
was 36 percent (N=18), while in 2003 it decreased to 28 percent (N=14).   

Middle Part.  A paired-samples t test was conducted to evaluate the difference in each of the 
components (number of words, number of sentences, number of words per sentence, passive sentence 
percentage, and reading ease) for the middle part of the executive letter both 2001 and 2003.  The only 
category found to be significant was the average number of sentences, a category that is not important for 
the specific parts of the report.  Although the differences between the years were not found to be 
significant for the other categories, the data contained important findings. Table 5 provides the averages 
for each category. 

 
Table 5 

Middle Part of Letter Reading Ease 
 2001 2003 
Average Number of Words 109.9 109.76 
Average Number of Sentences 5.52 4.92 
Average Number of Words/Sentence 21.05 23.08 
Average Percentage of Passive Sentences 6.24 4.14 
Average Reading Ease* 30.87 29.08 

* The lower the reading ease, the more difficult it is to read. 

Although the overall percentage of passive sentences in the middle section increased from 6.24 
percent in 2001 to 4.14 percent in 2003, the percentage of middle parts without any passive sentences 
increased from 74 percent (N=37) in to 84 percent (N=42) in 2003. 

The readability of the middle portion of the executive letters found an average of 30.87 readability in 
2001 (in the difficult/undergraduate degree range) and 29.08 in 2003 (the most difficult 
readability/postgraduate degree range).  In 2001, the percentage with readability under 30.0 (the 
benchmark for most difficult readability, requiring a postgraduate degree) was 52 percent (N=26), while 
in 2003 it decreased to 46 percent (N=23).   

End Part.  A paired-samples t test was conducted to evaluate the difference in each of the 
components (number of words, number of sentences, number of words per sentence, passive sentence 
percentage, and reading ease) for the end part of the executive letter both 2001 and 2003.  The only 
category found to be significant was the average words per sentence, a category that is not important for 
the specific parts of the report.  Although the differences between the years were not found to be 
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significant for the other categories, the data contained important findings. Table 6 provides the averages 
for each category. 
 

Table 6 
End Part of Letter Reading Ease 

 2001 2003 
Average Number of Words 112.58 113.96 
Average Number of Sentences 5.72 5.44 
Average Number of Words/Sentence 20.15 22.44 
Average Percentage of Passive Sentences 4.74 9.26 
Average Reading Ease* 45.33 45.05 

* The lower the reading ease, the more difficult it is to read. 

Unlike the other sections, the end portion had an increase in the overall percentage of passive 
sentences from 4.74 percent in 2001 to 9.26 percent in 2003.  The percentage without passive sentences 
decreased from 78 percent (N=39) in to 66 percent (N=33) in 2003. 

The readability of the end portion of the executive letters was an average of 45.33 in 2001 and 45.05 
in 2003 (both in the difficult/undergraduate degree range).  In 2001, the percentage with readability under 
30.0 (the benchmark for most difficult readability, requiring a postgraduate degree) was 14 percent (N=7), 
while in 2003 it decreased to 8 percent (N=4). 
Content Analysis 

Content analysis was conducted to identify the number of reports that had a change in signer, the 
starting page, the number of pictures, the number of graphs, the number of tables, and the number of 
diagrams. 

On average, the executive letters in both 2001 and 2003 began between the 2nd and 3rd pages.  
However, in response to RQ3, there was a difference noted in the placement on the executive letter.  In 
2001 the starting page ranged from the cover to the 12th page, while in 2003, the starting page ranged 
from the cover to the 29th page.   

To answer RQ4 the pages that contained the executive letter were coded for the reinforcement data of 
pictures, graphs, tables, and charts.  This also found slight changes between 2001 and 2003. 

In both years, pictures were the most common supplemental material in the pages with the executive 
letter with an average of 1.98 pictures in 2001 and 1.78 in 2003.  More specifically, in 2001 there were 99 
pictures, while 10 percent of the reports did not have any pictures (N=5), while in 2003 there was a 
decrease to 89 pictures and 24 percent did not have pictures (N=12). 

Graphs were the second most common supplemental material in the executive letter pages.  There 
was an average of 1.28 pictures in 2001 and 1.72 in 2003.  Furthermore, in 2001 there were 64 graphs and 
it increased to 94 graphs in 2003.  However, 56 percent of the letters in 2001 did not have any graphs 
(N=28) and 60 percent did not have graphs in 2003 (N=30). 

Tables were the next most common, with an average of 0.16 tables in 2001 and 0.46 tables in 2003.  
The number of tables also increased from 8 in 2001 to 23 in 2003 with 88 percent of the letters not having 
any tables in 2001 (N=44) and 82 percent in 2003 (N=41). 

Diagrams were infrequently used in the executive reports with an average of 0.08 in 2001 and 0.14 in 
2003.  Essentially, 92 percent of the executive letters in both 2001 and 2003 did not have any diagrams, 
and the total number of diagrams increased from 4 in 2001 to 7 in 2003.  

Finally, RQ5 dealt with the changing of the executive letter signer.  Although no significant 
relationship was found, it is important to note that 48 percent of executive letters had a change in signer 
from 2001 to 2003 (N=24).   

Discussion 
This research was conducted as an exploratory study to identify critical components in annual reports 

that can impact trust after the implementation of SOX.  Previous research found that annual reports are 
typically poorly written in terms of readability.  However, by the SEC stepping in and making executives 
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accountable for these documents while requiring greater disclosure, it can be predicted that the annual 
report executive letters will be improved.   

Overall, the findings do not indicate a large change since SOX.  Possibly this is because this study is 
too soon after its enactment.  There are enough differences between the years that warrant a duplication of 
this study in a year or two.  Although the readability for the entire report was relatively similar for the two 
years, there was a 10 percent decrease in the number of reports with less than 30.0 readability (the 
benchmark for the most difficult readability, requiring a postgraduate degree).   

The analysis for the separate sections also had some interesting findings.  The front part found a 
drastic drop in the percentage of passive sentences and an eight percent decrease in the number of letters 
with a readability under 30.0.  The middle portion saw decrease in the number of sentences with the use 
of passive voice, and a decrease of six percent in the number of letters with less than 30.0 readability.  
Conversely, the end portions saw an increase of 12 percent in the number of letters with passive voice.  
Also, similar to the other sections the number of letters with less than 30.0 readability decreased eight 
percent.   

In addition to the differences between the two years, there were some interesting readability findings 
about annual reports executive letters overall.  This research confirmed previous findings (see Clatworthy 
& Jones, 2001; Courtis, 1998,1986) that the middle section is the most difficult to read.  Essentially, this 
study found that the middle was the most difficult to read, then the front portion, and the end was found to 
be the easiest to read.   

Additionally, the readability analysis of the full reports found the use of passive sentences in the 
writing ranged from zero percent to 23 percent, with an average of 7.26 percentage of the sentences in the 
letters containing passive voice.  Further analysis of this is warranted because as Thomas (1997) noted, 
active voice promotes the idea that a company is moving forward, progressive, and successful; whereas, 
the use of passive voice is reserved for occasions when the writer finds it advantageous to be distanced 
from the message.  Possibly, this relates back to the study by Straw, McKechnie, and Puffer (1983) that 
found managers take credit for good news and blamed the environment for bad news.   

Although, the SEC Plane English Handbook does not provide specific statistics to stay within, this 
average percentage of passive sentences seems high especially since some reports went as high has 23 
percent.  Another area that could benefit from a more specific guidance is the range for the average 
number of words per sentence for companies to stay within.  With an average of 21.01, indicating a 
greater need for more tight writing.   

The content analysis also indicated that future research is necessary, but there were a few findings 
that stood out.  Although the pages did include graphs, tables and charts, this study identified that pictures 
were the most common supplemental material in the executive letters.  In 2003, there was almost an equal 
amount of pictures and graphs.  This increase in graphs warrants further research into message distortion.  
This is because past studies have found the graphs to be manipulated to create a more favorable 
impression of the company’s performance (see Beattie & Jones (2002) for a review of literature about 
annual report graph distortion). 

The finding that forty-eight percent of the executive letters had a change in the signer(s) is 
interesting.  It is important to note that SOX made CEOs and CFOs of public companies legally 
accountable for the veracity and integrity of their financial statements (Goodman, 2004).  Possibly there is 
a direct relationship between this large change and SOX; therefore, future research should look into the 
relevance of this change with the overall status of the annual report and changes in the management of the 
companies. 

Conclusions 
This study was successful in its ultimate goal to gain a better understanding of the narrative text, 

specifically the executive letter, in annual reports after the enactment of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act.  
Established to help prevent fraud and mistakes, SOX requires companies to improve their financial 
communications.  This study is a frontrunner in its identification of changes since the 2002 act was 
passed.   
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Although this study led to important findings, further analysis of annual reports is warranted.  By 
using this study as a benchmark, a stronger understanding of annual reports can be gleaned.  Along with 
this replication, future study can include additional elements such as return on investment, or thematic, 
and/or transparency elements.   

As with most research, this study suffered from limitations.  Specifically, by limiting the study to the 
companies included in the top 100 of the 2004 Fortune 500 list, the sample excludes many annual reports.  
Instead, as was appropriate for this study, it includes the best of the best.  Therefore, further research 
could be expanded to incorporate a broader sample.  

Finally, the implications for this study are two-fold.  First, it provides much needed scholarly research 
on annual reports.  Second, it has applicability in the practice of annual report writing by identifying 
current status of readability. 

Endnotes 
1. The executive’s letter can also be called the president’s letter (Yuthas, Rogers, & Dillard, 2002), the CEO’s 

letter (Segars & Kohut, 2001), and the letter to shareholders (Michalisin, 2001). 
2. The total coding of 100 (50 per year) was selected as an appropriate sample size based on previously 

published studies of executive letters in annual reports.  For example, Smith and Taffler (2000) had a 
sample of 66 annual report executive letters, Clarke (1997) looked at 32, Kohut and Segars (1992) looked 
at 50 letters, Courtis (1987) looked at 65, McConnell, Haslam, & Gibson (1986) looked at 40, and Heath 
and Phelps (1984) looked at 20 letters. 
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This paper examines the concept of information dissemination as it applies to the role and importance of 
the receiver in the communication process. Much of the prior research on information dissemination links 
a sender’s message to a receiver, usually through the mass media and selective exposure, often mapped 
against various needs that prompt receivers to select particular media. This article suggests the new media 
technologies have provided the public with many more information choices than ever existed previously, 
and these technologies have empowered receivers to the point where they now can play a much greater 
role in the dissemination of information. In many situations today receivers are setting the agenda for 
selecting the information they receive rather than having the mass media do this for them. 

Background Literature 
Since the earliest research on the process of communication was published nearly three-quarters of a 

century ago, many scholarly models have suggested information dissemination begins with the sender. 
More than half a century ago the works of classic communication scholars such as Lasswell, Schramm, 
Hoveland, Katz, Lazarsfeld , Shannon and Weaver bear this out.  

Lasswell’s (1948) classic paradigm model posed the question, “Who says what in which channel to 
whom with what effect?” Essentially, Lasswell merely identified the key elements of the communication 
process but did not link them together with any specificity. Schramm (1954), who did much to enhance 
the communication discipline as a legitimate behavioral sciences field, provided solid research grounding 
to the sender-message-receiver models. Schramm also was perhaps the first scholar who tried to study a 
unified field of communication, and originally did not distinguish between mass communication and 
human communication. 

Katz and Lazersfeld (1954) found that information flows from the sender, through the mass media 
and then to opinion leaders before being disseminated to a mass audience. This research stressed the 
important role people played in information dissemination and reported that voters were more influenced 
by their friends during political campaigns than by the news media. Berelson (1951) extensively studied 
media content and his research led to additional support for the opinion leader concept (Berelson, 
Lazarsfeld, & McPhee, 1954). The work of scholars such as Berelson, Katz and Lazarsfeld led to 
development of the two-step flow theory of communication suggesting leaders in various areas of 
expertise get information from the mass media and then filter it along to other people. However, more 
recent research finds that dissemination might not be that simple, particularly the work of Rogers (1995) 
who developed a more generally accepted multi-step model. Roger’s theory is similar to that discovered 
by Katz and Lazarsfeld but admits to many more possibilities. 

Shannon and Weaver (1949) introduced an information theory model that standardized basic 
communication terminology, including the introduction of terms such as receiver, noise and feedback. 
Unfortunately, as critics have pointed out, this model oversimplified the communication process and led 
to a linear and unidirectional paradigm that deemphasized important components including feedback 
(Reardon & de Pillis, 1996). Hoveland, Lumsdaime and Sheffield (1949) researched the relative effects of 
communication on opinion change and found what they called the sleeper effect where the impact of 
persuasive messages generally tended to decrease over time as receivers are more likely to remember 
parts of messages after forgetting the source. Hovland, Janis and Kelly (1953) examined one-sided versus 
two-sided communications dealing with presentations after part of their audiences had been exposed to 
counter arguments. Many of these early research projects also focused more on what audiences were 
reading or listening instead of trying to measure the impact of media messages. 

In the late 1940s and 1950s a variety of relatively crude theories developed out of the presumption 
that certain politicians and governments had effectively used mass communication messages to 
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manipulate the world into World War II (Greenberg & Salwen, 1996). These included the hypodermic 
needle or bullet theory that suggested the mass media had a direct, universal and massive influence on 
most of its audiences.  

Much of this early research on information dissemination was conducted by sociologists and scholars 
from other behavioral sciences. Greenberg and Salwen (1996) attribute this to “journalism education’s 
confused identity and unwillingness to be at the vanguard of mass communication theory and research 
during the 1940s, 1950s, and much of the 1960s, when the systematic study of mass communication 
blossomed.” (p. 67). Indeed, none of the scholars referenced to this point in this paper held journalism or 
communication faculty appointments. A similar sort of problem presented itself in public relations 
education during earlier years when the emphasis was much more vocational than scholarly. Many of the 
early public relations educators were practitioners who had “retired into teaching,” and placed much more 
emphasis in teaching one-way communication such as publicity and public information than they did 
exploring two-way communication questions such as how members of strategic target audiences might 
prefer to receive particular messages.  

Agenda Setting 
Communication became a more established field of academic study during the 1970s. About this 

time, McCombs and Shaw (1972) embarked on a major research project that examined how the news 
media potentially structure issues for the public. Building upon the work of Lippman (1921) who pointed 
out that because the environment is too big and complex, the public responds to “the pictures in our 
heads,” and not to actual events in the environment, McCombs and Shaw embarked on what became their 
agenda setting theory. 

Although Lippman (1921) theorized that the mass media – basically newspapers and magazines at the 
time – helped people create views of what was happening in the world, Lippman made it clear that he 
understood the press often provided incomplete and distorted pictures. It wasn’t until 1968 when the first 
empirical test was conducted of Lippman’s thesis when McCombs and Shaw examined message 
dissemination during the 1968 presidential election. Previous studies about information flow and elections 
had led to what some called a limited effects model because findings reported that exposure to political 
campaign information had minimal impact on the public’s voting intentions (Lazarsfeld, Berelson & 
Gaudet, 1948; Berelson, Lazarsfeld & McPhee, 1954). The limited effects model suggested people made 
voting decisions based more upon social groups and their predispositions than they did on media 
coverage. As Klapper (1960) wrote more than four decades ago, “mass communication ordinarily does 
not serve as a necessary and sufficient cause of audience effects, but rather functions among and through 
a nexus of mediating functions and influences” (p.8). 

In challenging existence of the limited effects model, McCombs and Shaw said agenda setting exists 
because the news media must be selective in reporting the news. As Shoemaker (1996) states, “One of the 
most enduring areas of research in mass communication is media gatekeeping – the process by which 
countless messages are reduced to the few we are offered in our daily newspapers and television news 
programs” (p. 79). McCombs and Shaw (1972) found that news editors and broadcasters, “play an 
important part in shaping our social reality as they go about their day-to-day task of choosing and 
displaying the news (p.5).” They reported that there are two levels of agenda setting. One that involves 
general issues and the second that involves parts or aspects of those issues that give people a way to frame 
these issues that make up public and media agendas. Much of agenda setting analysis compares these two 
agendas and explores dynamics that account for linkages between them (McCombs & Bell, 1996). Other 
challenges of earlier theories such as the limited effects model and the bullet theory suggest the media’s 
effect is much more moderate (Greenberg & Salwen, 1996). 

Is the Medium the Message? 
Marshall McLuhan’s (1964) work four decades ago strongly argued that the most important 

component to a communication message was the medium via which it was delivered. Long before 
development of the Internet, McLuhan (1967) theorized that the media were creating a “global village” by 
making it possible for millions of different people from all four corners of the world to communicate with 
nearly any spot on the globe. McQuail (1987) later followed up the work of McLuhan by suggesting the 
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media represented “windows,” “interpreters,” “platforms,” or “carriers” that convey information. Media 
scholars have explored links between both the media and social structures and smaller personal and 
individual effects (Rosengren, 1994). Littlejohn (2002) and McQuali (1987) both point out that media 
theorists recognize two aspects of mass communication – one that’s essentially a media-society link and 
the other that focus upon media and audiences.  

Other Significant Theories 
Perhaps several additional theories are worth mentioning here. Uses and gratifications theory focuses 

upon the audience instead of the message and suggests individuals select media in ways that gratify 
personal needs (Katz, Blummer and Gurevitch, 1974). This theory assumes that audience members are 
goal-directed and active. It suggests receivers of information select media to meet their needs. As 
Littlejohn (2002) notes, this theory also assumes receivers of media messages orient themselves based 
upon their own attitudes. It suggests the media represent only one way of meeting personal needs, and 
points out individuals also might meet these needs in other ways, not just through the media. 

In work growing out of exploration of the limited effects theory, Klapper (1960) reported that mass 
communication might not be a necessary and sufficient cause of audience effects. He suggested the media 
are only a contributing cause, mediated by a variety of other variables. This has led to development of the 
powerful effects theory which believes the media have commanding effects. The main advocate of this 
theory is Noelle-Neumann (1984) who also is the principal proponent of the spiral of silence theory that 
shows how interpersonal and media communication can operate together. Noelle-Neumann says in the 
spiral of silence theory that people will express their opinions when they think they are popular, but will 
remain quiet when they do not believe others support their views.  

Method 
The author used longitudinal analysis in the form of a decade-long trend study to gather data. Trend 

studies explore topics over time with different groups of respondents. As Wimmer and  Dominick (2003) 
suggest, trend studies are valuable in describing long-term changes in a population because they can 
establish a pattern over time to detect shifts and changes in some event. They also suggest another 
advantage of trend studies is that they permit comparison of research data originally gathered for other 
purposes. 

Data for the major part of this research came in the form of information gathered in annual interviews 
with employees of a large, international, manufacturing company based in the United States but having a 
strong, global presence. Most of the information was collected during focus groups and personal 
interviews with employees based at a large plant facility the Southeastern US. The author interviewed 
employees at this plant during every year of the study. Interviews also were conducted periodically, but 
not every year, at another plant facility in the Southwestern US. This second facility became a control 
group for purposes of this research. The primary facility reported on in this paper is located in a suburb of 
a major city while the secondary plant is located within a large metropolitan area in a different part of the 
country. All of the interviews and focus groups were part of a larger public relations consulting project 
designed to improve employee communication throughout the company. The author was present at, and 
participated in, all interviews and focus groups. 

The organization is a large and successful Fortune 50 company with more than 130,000 employees 
worldwide and had 2004 sales of more than $35 Billion. There was an average of more than 17,000 
employees at both of the plants during the decade in which data were gathered. The company agreed to 
participate in the research providing it was not identified.  

Although subjects were asked a wide of variety of questions in connection with the company’s 
employee communication needs, the research reported on in this paper focused upon responses to these 
two questions – one asking about information sources and how frequently they were used and the other 
inquiring about credibility of these sources. The specific questions were: (a) “What sources do you use to 
acquire information about what’s going on at this company and how frequently do you use each of these 
sources? And, (b) How credible to you consider each of these sources to be? 
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Results 
The employees who participated in the research project identified ten major information sources. 

They were: the company’s publications, the company’s Internet and Intranet websites, traditional written 
communications distributed via internal mail or physically placed on bulletin boards within the plant, 
electronically distributed written communication memos distributed to employees via e-mail, a major 
metropolitan daily newspaper, a community daily newspaper, rumors and the grapevine, information 
communicated by union representatives and officials, television news broadcasts and radio news 
programming. 

Frequency of use scores and perceived credibility scores were assigned by the researcher during each 
year data were gathered. These scores were based on a 10-point scale where “0” represented no use at all 
and “10” indicated the most possible use. 

As Table One shows internal e-mail communication and the company’s Internet and Intranet websites 
have been the employees’ most frequently used sources for information about the company for the past 
two years. With the exception of radio and television news broadcasts, whose frequency of use has 
remained relatively constant during the decade data were gathered, the use of all other information 
sources has decreased as use of e-mail and the company’s websites have increased. 

 
Table 1 

Frequency of Use Scores 
 Company 

Publications 
Internet 
Intranet 

E-mail 
Memos 

Traditional 
Memos 

Metro 
Paper 

Local 
Paper 

Rumors/ 
Grapevine 

Union 
Info 

 
TV 

 
Radio 

2004 6 7 8 5 4 5 5 4 4 3 
2003 6 7 7 5 4 6 6 4 4 3 
2002 6 6 6 6 5 7 7 4 4 3 
2001 7 4 5 6 5 7 8 5 5 3 
2000 6 1 2 6 5 7 9 5 4 3 
1999 5 1 1 5 5 8 9 5 3 3 
1998 7 1 1 5 6 8 9 6 5 3 
1997 7 - - 6 6 9 9 6 4 3 
1996 7 - - 7 7 9 9 6 5 3 
1995 7 - - 7 7 9 9 6 4 3 

 
Without question, the increased use of internal e-mail communication and the company’s Internet and 

Intranet websites is significant. The Intranet use increased dramatically when the company made this 
website the homepage on most computers within the plant. E-mail memos and frequent e-mail updates 
have developed into a popular communications feature that has eliminated some of the need for 
traditional memos that were typed and distributed through internal mail delivery. 

Results displayed in Table 2 indicate the perceived credibility of internal e-mail communication and 
the company’s Internet and Intranet websites by employees has increased to the point where these media 
now have more believability than any of the other information sources. 
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Table 2 
Credibility Rankings of Scores 

 Company 
Publications 

Internet 
Intranet 

E-mail 
Memos 

Traditional 
Memos 

Metro 
Paper 

Local 
Paper 

Rumors/ 
Grapevine 

Union 
Info 

 
TV 

 
Radio 

2004 4 7 8 5 5 6 2 4 4 2 
2003 5 7 8 4 4 7 3 4 3 3 
2002 5 6 7 5 5 7 2 4 3 3 
2001 4 6 7 4 4 8 3 5 4 2 
2000 4 5 6 5 5 9 4 5 3 2 
1999 3 4 5 5 4 8 4 6 3 3 
1998 4 3 5 5 4 8 3 7 2 4 
1997 3 - - 6 5 10 4 6 3 2 
1996 3 - - 6 4 10 5 7 3 3 
1995 3 - - 6 5 10 5 7 4 2 

 
In some of these categories there is a correlation between media use and credibility. In some cases 

this is natural because people generally prefer to use media that have credibility as opposed to media 
without it. Credibility scores for internal e-mail memos and the company’s Internet and Intranet websites 
have increased dramatically since they were first listed as information sources by employees in 1998. To 
some extent, the increase in the credibility of Intranet, Internet and e-mail have had an impact on the 
credibility of company publications and traditional internal memos. However, they appear to have had an 
even more pronounced negative effect on the credibility of the local daily newspaper, rumors and the 
grapevine, as well as information coming from the company’s various unions. 

Company Publications: Long the workhorse of employee communications within this and many other 
companies, company publications understandably played a more prominent role prior to introduction of 
the new technologies. Given the long lead time it takes to write, edit and print company publications 
they’ve never had immediacy as a strength. Use scores and credibility measures for company publications 
have remained fairly constant during the ten years of this trend study. 

Traditional Memos: Although used extensively ten years ago for internal communication, many 
traditional memos have been replaced by e-mail messages. They’re still used quite regularly due to legal 
and traditional reasons in the company participating in this study. Credibility scores of these memos have 
remained fairly constant during the decade covered in this research. 

Metro Daily Newspaper: The metropolitan daily newspaper in the case at hand is one of the nation’s 
major dailies – it’s currently ranked in the top 20 in the nation in terms of circulation and has more than 
500,000 subscribers. Although credibility scores concerning this medium and information about the 
company have remained fairly constant during the past ten years, use scores have dropped considerably. 

Local Daily Newspaper: This community daily newspaper has serves the same suburban county of 
this large metropolitan area for nearly 140 years. It’s current circulation is about 20,000. The company 
that’s the focus of this research is far and away the largest employer in the community and the newspaper 
has provided extensive coverage of the company for more than half a century. At many times this 
coverage has been critical of the company and the unions have used the newspaper to facilitate rallying 
calls to their members. Ten years ago, when employees were asked to name their most prominent source 
for information about the company, the only serious competition this local daily newspaper had was the 
employee grapevine. It was also considered to be an extremely credible news source. Many times in the 
mid-1990s, the company failed to effectively communicate with its employees on important matters 
before they received another side of the story from this local daily newspaper. The company has used the 
new technologies fairly effectively in recent years and today they outrank the local daily newspaper in 
terms of both frequency of use and credibility. 

Internet, Intranet and E-Mail: The company’s internal and external websites are now used on a 
frequent basis by employees to acquire information about the company. The same holds true for e-mail 
communication, especially messages from managers and supervisors to employees. The company has 
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effectively used these new technologies to inform employees about information most previously acquired 
from other news sources – especially the local daily newspaper. When an newsworthy event happened ten 
years ago, the company usually didn’t comment on it until a company publication came out two weeks 
later. In those days employees heard most things first from either the grapevine or the local daily 
newspaper. Today, more often than not, the company communicates effectively with employees via the 
Intranet or e-mail prior to publication of the next morning’s local daily newspaper. This has dramatically 
changed not only how employees receive information about what’s going on within the company, but also 
how credible these employees consider other information sources to be. Many employees interviewed in 
recent years have made it clear that they now make a conscious effort to seek out information from the 
company websites. 

Union Information: Unions always have played a major role in this company and information 
disseminated by unions always will have a significant impact in what information employees receive and 
believe. As findings in this study indicate, it is suffice to say that the arrival of the new technologies have 
seen employees use union- generated information less frequently as an information source and also have 
had a negative impact on the perceived credibility union information has with employees. 

Local Television and Radio: The use of local television and radio news broadcasts as information 
sources about what’s going on within the company have remained relatively constant during the ten years 
measured in this study. The same can be said about the perceived credibility of these radio and television 
news broadcasts. 

Control Group Impact: Although employees at the control group location were not interviewed 
during all ten years of this study, they have been interviewed for the past five years. Few major 
differences were detected between employee thoughts, opinions and reactions at the primary site vis-à-vis 
the control group location. The major difference in terms of information sources between the two sites is 
that the employees at the control group plant do not have a small, community, daily newspaper 
aggressively covering the company as is the case with the primary plant. 

Discussion 
The great amount of information available today is making receivers extremely selective in choosing 

sources from which they acquire news and other information. Implications of this reality are massive in 
the field of public relations where practitioners now need to try and develop relationships with potential 
receivers of information in ways similar to what used to be the norm in certain aspects of media relations. 
Results of this study clearly show that the development of new technology information sources – such as 
e-mail, Internet and Intranet – during the past seven or eight years has had a significant impact not only 
upon how employees receive information about what’s happening at their company, but also how they 
view the credibility of these various information sources. 

A decade ago most of this company’s employees had to wait for information to come to them. In 
those days, senders and media channels played a much more significant role in the information 
dissemination process than receivers. The advent of the new technologies has provided these employees – 
the receivers – with additional information sources, and results of this study clearly indicate that many 
employees are empowering themselves as receivers. 

Also extremely important in the case at hand is the reality that for centuries communication research 
has pointed out that people have a huge tendency to believe whatever side of a story they hear first. 
Labaree’s (1966) thorough account of the Boston Tea Party points out one of the reasons this event was 
so successful was because the “Sons of Liberty” told everyone what they were going to do and why they 
were going to do it before they dumped the British tea into Boston Harbor. Cutlip, Center and Broom 
(2000) say the Boston Tea Party was a classic “staged event” because it attracted public attention and 
provoked discussion leading to the formation of unstructured public opinion. Newson, Turk and 
Kruckeberg (2003) suggest that the Boston Tea Party actually was a “hooligan stunt” that was turned into 
effective press agentry.  

One of the major reasons why the local daily newspaper studied in this trend research project was 
used more and perceived to be more credible a decade ago than it is today is because it once was getting 
information to the company’s employees before the company could communicate with them. The new 
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technology media – Internet, Intranet and e-mail communication – have provided the company with 
communication vehicles that now are able to reach the employees before they get the next day’s copy of 
this newspaper. This factor of immediacy, coupled with effective content use by the company, has had a 
significant and positive impact on the use and perceived credibility of the new technology media. At the 
same time, it has led to a slightly negative impact on the use and perceived credibility of the local daily 
newspaper. 

The immediacy factor also has played a huge role in minimizing the use of the rumor mill and the 
grapevine for employee information. Although never considered to be very credible, these information 
sources were much more prevalent in the days when it was difficult for the company to respond quickly to 
employee concerns. 

Summary 
This trend study examined information sources employees of a major corporation used to find out 

what was going on at their company during a ten-year period from 1995 through 2004. The research also 
studied the perceived credibility of each information source. 

Ten major information sources were identified: the company’s publications, the company’s Internet 
and Intranet websites, traditional written communications distributed via internal mail or physically 
placed on bulletin boards within the plant, electronically distributed written communication memos 
distributed to employees via e-mail, a major metropolitan daily newspaper, a community daily newspaper, 
rumors and the grapevine, information communicated by union representatives and officials, television 
news broadcasts and radio news programming. 

Although the local daily newspaper, rumors and the grapevine were the most frequently used media 
by employees ten years ago, internal e-mail communication and the company’s Internet and Intranet 
websites have been the employees most frequently used sources for information about the company 
during the past few years. With the exception of radio and television news broadcasts, whose frequency of 
use has remained relatively constant during the decade data were gathered, the use of all other 
information sources has decreased as use of e-mail and the company’s websites have increased. 

Results suggest that the development of new technology information sources – such as e-mail, 
Internet and Intranet – during the past seven or eight years has had a significant impact not only upon how 
employees receive information about what’s happening at their company, but also how they view the 
credibility of these various information sources. These new media have empowered the employees to the 
point where they now can – and do – play a much more dominant role in the communication process. In 
many situations today, these employees are setting the agenda for selecting the information they receive 
rather than having the mass media, or other information sources, do this for them. 

The advent of the new technologies has provided these employees with additional information 
sources, and results of this study clearly indicate that many employees are empowering themselves as 
receivers. Results find, based upon this study at least, that receivers now are playing a more significant 
role in the communication process. 
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The field of public relations is fast becoming influenced by international theories and practices from 
different cultures because of the processes of internationalization and globalization.  To respond to the 
trend of internationalization, this paper critically reviews the applicability of American public relations 
assumptions and theories in Asian Cultures.  Asian cultures are chosen for comparison because the 
practices of public relations in Asian cultures have been brought to scholars’ attention in the last 10 years.  
Therefore, the body of knowledge about Asian public relations should be expanded.  In this paper, the 
author critically reviews three American public relations assumptions and one American public relations 
theory.  The author argues that some American public relations assumptions cannot be applied to Asian 
cultures because of cultural differences.  Thus, international public relations agencies which are interested 
in entering Asian market should localize their strategies.  But, a new American public relations theory, 
Relationship Theory, can be applied to both American culture and Asian cultures.  In both the American 
culture and Asian cultures, relationship building is important for public relations practitioners. 

Introduction 
The field of public relations is strongly affected by international influence.  According to Sriramesh 

(2003), “given the extent of globalization that has occurred especially in the past 10 years, a majority of 
public relations practice in the twenty-first century has, and will continue to, become multinational and 
multicultural in nature” (p. 505).  Since internationalization is a trend, there are now numerous articles 
and book chapters that discuss public relations practices in different countries over the world.  
Specifically, scholars began to pay attention to public relations practices in Asian cultures in the last 10 
years.  Articles which discuss public relations practices in Asia include China (Chen, 1996; Chen and 
Culbertson, 2003), Hong Kong (Lee, 2004), the Philippines (Jamais, Navarro, Tuazon, 1996), India 
(Siramesh, 1992; Nilanjana, 2003), Japan (Cooper-Chen & Kaneshige, 1996; Sriramesh & Takasaki, 
1999), South Korea (Kim & Hon, 1999; Rhee, 2002), Malaysia (Van Leuven, 1996; Taylor, 2000), 
Singapore (Van Leuven, 1996; Chay-Nemeth, 2003), Thailand (Ekachai & Komolsevin, 1996; Chay-
Nemeth, 2001), and Taiwan (Huang, 2000; Wu, Taylor, & Chen, 2001; Wu & Taylor, 2003; Wu, 2004).  
After gaining some understanding about Asian public relations practices, scholars began to compare 
public relations practices in different cultures (e.g., Coombs, Hollady, Hasenauer, & Signitzer, 1994; J. E. 
Grunig, L. A. Grunig, Siramesh, Huang, & Lyra, 1995; Sriramesh, Kim, & Takasaki 1999).  Some 
scholars also critically reviewed the American assumptions of public relations in the global context (e.g., 
Botan, 1992; Taylor & Kent, 1999; Wu, 2000).  To continue the work of comparative studies of 
international public relations, this study uses a comparative analysis research approach to evaluate the 
applicability of American public relations assumptions and theories in Asian cultures. 

Public Relations Assumptions 
To compare public relations practices in different cultures, it is very important to know the basic 

assumptions underlying their public relations practices.  In this section, three American public relations 
assumptions will be reviewed. 
The Primary Function of Public Relations 

Based on the democratic political system and capitalistic economic system, the U.S. public relations 
industry has grown rapidly and become increasingly more sophisticated in the past few decades.  Tedlow 
(1979) viewed American public relations as an outgrowth of U. S. political and commercial 
developments.  Pearson (1990) also proposed that American public relations theories were rooted in 
democracy and capitalism.   

Based on the democratic political system and capitalistic economical system, the first assumption 
underlying American public relations practice is the primary business function of public relations.  In the 
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United States, public relations is viewed as a business tool for organizations.  According to Botan (1992), 
public relations is mainly used to promote products or organizations in the United States.  However, in 
some developing countries, public relations is used as a tool for national development or public health.  
For example, Van Leuven (1996) studied public relations practices in South East Asia.  According to Van 
Leuven’s (1996) study, public relations was used by Malaysia and Singapore government as a tool for 
national development.  Taylor (2000) also conducted a public relations study in Malaysia.  According to 
her study, a campaign in Malaysia was aimed at improving relationships between two different ethnic 
groups, Chinese and Malay.  Wu et al. (2001) also analyzed the development of public relations in 
Taiwan.  According to their analysis, public relations was used as political tool for government before the 
Martial law was abolished in 1987.  Right after the Martial law was abolished in 1987, many 
demonstrations and petition activities have occurred in Taiwan.  Specifically, Taiwanese people began to 
pay attention to environmental issues.  Therefore, public relations was mainly used as a crisis 
management tool by the Taiwanese government and corporations in the early 1990s.  However, due to 
rapid economic growth, public relations now supports marketing activities in Taiwan.  By looking at the 
evolution of public relations functions in Taiwan, we can also find that the primary function of public 
relations can change when there is a change in political system. 

The comparison of the primary functions of public relations in the United States and in Asian cultures 
demonstrates that the political and economical system can affect the primary function of public relations.  
Based on the democratic political system and the capitalistic economic system, public relations is mainly 
used as a business tool for organizations in the United States.  However, public relations can be used as a 
political tool for some Asian government as a nation-building tool or a crisis management tool.   
The Distinct Function of Public Relations   

The second assumption that guides American public relations practice is that public relations is 
viewed as a distinct management function which is separate from other organizational functions.  For 
example, Grunig (1992) proposed an Excellent Theory of public relations.  He argued that “marketing and 
public relations are distinct conceptually…Excellent public relations departments will be separate from 
marketing departments whereas less excellent ones will be sublimated to marketing” (p. 19).  Different 
from the United States, public relations is closely linked to marketing in Japan and Taiwan (Sriramesh et 
al., 1999; Wu and Taylor, 2003).  According to Sriramesh et al. (1999), “many Japanese public relations 
professionals consider public relations primarily as a marketing tool” (pp. 283-284).  Chen (1991) 
conducted a study to investigate the marketing-oriented public relations activities in Taiwan.  He found 
that some Taiwanese non-profit organizations, such as the Consumer Protection Foundation, used public 
relations as a tool for introducing their service to the public.  According to Chen (1991), “marketing 
public relations should be a new way of thinking” (p. 116).  The results of Wu and Taylor’s ( 2003) study 
also demonstrated the close link between public relations and marketing in Taiwan.  According to Wu and 
Taylor (2003), marketing and public relations are viewed as complementary functions in Taiwan.   

These previous Asian public relations studies demonstrated that marketing and public relations 
complement each other in Japan and Taiwan.  In these cultures, the marketing department and the public 
relations department closely cooperate with each other in order to gain benefits for the organizations.  
Therefore, different from the United states, public relations is not viewed as a distinct corporate function 
in these two Asian cultures.   
The Most Important Skill for Public Relations Practitioners 

The last American assumption the author would like to challenge is regarding the most important 
skill for conducting public relations activities.  In the United States, mass media is the most effective 
channel for sending public relations messages.  Therefore, writing is the most important skill for public 
relations practitioners.  Many American public relations textbooks address the importance of writing.  
According to Seitel (2004), “even in the age of the computer, writing remains the key to public relations.  
Public relations practitioners are professional communicators.  And communication means writing” (p. 
396).  Good in writing is regarded as the most important skill for public relations practitioners in the 
United States.  However, the media system and the literacy rates can affect the degree of how important 
writing is for public relations practitioners.  According to Botan (1992), “in highly developed countries 
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with many competitive mass media, high literacy rates, broad access to the media, and many competing 
business and causes, the mass media have became the main vehicle for carrying public relations 
messages.  Good writing, particularly of press releases, is thought to be the most fundamental and skills 
under such conditions.  Clarity in writing is always desirable, but the assumption that is primary may not 
hold in all situations” (p. 155).  Sriramesh and Verčič (2003) also argued that local conditions would limit 
the use of Western-style media, such as television, radio, newspapers, and magazines for conducting 
public relations activities.  According to Sriramesh and Verčič (2003), “in India, for example, many 
public information campaigns have used folk media such as docudramas, dances, skits, and plays in rural 
areas” (p. 15.)  

In my analysis, both media system and culture can affect the importance of writing for public 
relations practitioners.  For example, in many Asian cultures, such as India and China, public relations 
practitioners use personal influence channel to conduct most public relations activities.  According to 
Sriramesh (1992), public relations practitioners in India have to cultivate good interpersonal relationships 
with external publics in order to get governmental support and ensure positive press coverage.  In Chinese 
culture, successful public relations practitioners should know how to build good Quanxi, interpersonal 
relationship, with their publics (Huang, 2000).  According to Huang (2001), “Chinese culture is relation 
oriented or social oriented.  In essence, the most notable characteristic in East Asia is the emphasis on 
social relations “ (p. 222).  She also discussed how traditional cultural value, Confucianism, affects 
Taiwanese public relations practice.  She argued that Confucianism emphasizes personal relationships.  
Therefore, “people often manipulate quanxi and reqing to expand their human network and obtain various 
sorts of resources (Huang, 2001, p. 230).  Wu and Taylor’s (2003) study also demonstrated that 
Taiwanese people still emphasize the interpersonal relationship building function for public relations 
practitioners.  Therefore, Taiwanese people assumed that socializing is an important job for public 
relations practitioners.  When personal influence model is heavily practiced, interpersonal communication 
skill, instead of writing, has become the most important skill for public relations practitioners in some 
Asian cultures.  For this analysis, we can see how culture affects public relations practice in different 
cultures.  American culture is individualistic, whereas Many Asian cultures are collectivistic.  In 
collectivistic cultures, building good interpersonal relationships is the key for business success.  
Specifically, Chinese culture is influenced by Confucianism, which emphasizes the relationships among 
people.   

After challenging three American assumptions about public relations, the author argues that some 
American assumptions could not be applied to Asian cultures.  In the next section, the author will go one 
step further to review one American public relations theory and discuss its applicability in the global 
context. 

Relationship Theory 
According to the last assumption reviewed in this paper, building interpersonal relationships could be 

the most important skill public relations practitioners should have in some cultures.  The theory the author 
would like to discuss is Relationship Theory. The author believes that this theory can explain public 
relations practice in the global context very well. Relationship is a core concept for many disciplines, such 
as interpersonal communication, organizational communication, labor-management studies, international 
relations, and public relations.  Take the discipline of interpersonal communication for example.  Many 
scholars have devoted their studies to discuss relational communication or communication in close 
relationships.  Millar and Rogers (1976) described relationships in a communication perspective.  “People 
became aware of themselves only within the context of their social relationships.  These relationships, 
whether primarily interpersonal or role specific, are bestowed, sustained, and transformed through 
communicative behaviors” (Millar and Rogers, 1976, p. 87).  Berger (1975) and Stamp (1999) reviewed 
and categorized interpersonal communication theories and research.  Both of them found that relational 
communication is one of the most popular topics that are frequently studied by interpersonal 
communication scholars.   

Based on previous interpersonal communication theory proposed by Wood (1995), Ledingham and 
Bruning (1998) proposed the Relationship Theory of public relations.  Wood (1995) proposed that 
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investment, commitment, trust, and comfort with relational dialectics are four important criteria for 
building successful relationship. Ledingham and Bruning’s (1998) theory adopted Wood’s (1995) four 
relationship dimensions and defined public relations as “relationship management” (p. 55).  Relationship 
Theory suggested that “the term ‘public relations’ also implies that the research and practice of the 
discipline should focus on an organization’s relationships with its key publics, concern itself with the 
dimensions upon which that relationship is built, and determine the impact that the organization-public 
relationship has on the organization and its key publics”(Ledingham & Bruning, 1998, p. 56).  Ledingham 
and Bruning’s (1998) empirical study also indicated that trust, openness, involvement, investment, and 
commitment are the relationship dimensions that affect the relationship between organizations and their 
key publics.   

After the Relationship Theory being proposed and studied by many public relations scholars, there 
has been a paradigm shift in the public relations field.  Traditionally, public relations scholars and 
practitioners pay much attention to media effects.  Different from the media paradigm, “the relationship 
paradigm also provides a theoretical framework in which to explore the linkage between public relations 
objectives and organizational goals” (Ledingham & Bruning, 2000, p. xiii).       

Toth (2000) adopted the relationship perspective to discuss the values of personal influence model, a 
model which was originally found from international public relations practices.  According to Toth (2000) 
the personal influence model has three important values.  “First, it permitted us to apply an additional 
paradigm to the analysis of public relations, the worldview at the individual level…Second, the personal 
influence model proposed a separate outcome in public relations…Third, the personal influence model 
suggested an extension from personal influence to interpersonal influence” (pp. 212-213).               

Previous literature indicated that personal influence model is practiced in many Asian countries, such 
as India (Sriramesh, 1992; Sriramesh et al., 1999), Japan (Sriramesh et al., 1999), and Taiwan (Huang, 
2000; Huang, 2001; Wu and Taylor, 2003). According to Sriramesh (1992), public relations practitioners 
who practice the personal influence model make efforts to build and maintain good interpersonal 
relationships with their key publics in India.   In addition, Huang (2000) discussed how Taiwanese public 
relations practitioners use personal influence model and gao guanxi, which means building interpersonal 
relationships, to conduct public relations activities.  According to Huang (2000), “it is not practical to 
suggest merely removing the act of gao guanxi in the modern Chinese society.  Instead, it should regard 
the use of interpersonal relationships as a regular and legitimate characteristic of public relations activities 
in Chinese society” (pp. 231-232).  Based on previous literature on relationship, Huang (2001) created an 
OPRA, a cross-cultural, multiple-item scale for measuring organization-public relationships.  Based on 
Western literature, four relationship dimensions, trust, control mutuality, commitment, and satisfaction, 
served as the basic structure of the OPRA measurement.  These four dimensions can be applied to both 
the Western culture and the Eastern culture.  In addition to these four dimensions, Huang (2001) created a 
fifth dimension, face and favor, which reflects the organization-public relationship in Chinese society.  
Items in this Eastern relationship dimension include guanxi (interpersonal relationship), renqing (favors), 
and mianzi (face).   

In my opinion, Relationship Theory and personal influence model share the same assumption: 
Building good interpersonal relationship is the key for effective public relations practice.  Therefore, 
Relationship Theory can provide a good theoretical framework for analyzing public relations practice in 
many Asian cultures.  Most interestingly, Toth’s (2000) discussion on the values of personal influence 
model demonstrated that studying public relations practice in the international setting can generate new 
theories and models, and thus, expand our knowledge of public relations.   

Discussions and Conclusion 
Culbertson and Chen (1996) proposed a comparative approach of studying international public 

relations.   “First, comparative public relations involves a search for both similarities and differences 
between the practice in one or more countries and that in other venues…Second, international public 
relations focuses on the practice of public relations in an international or cross-cultural context” (p. 2).  
This paper uses Culbertson and Chen‘s (1996) comparative method to evaluate American public relations 
assumptions and theories in the global context.   
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In this study, both differences and similarities were found between American and Asian public 
relations practices.  The analysis of this paper is meaningful because there are two important findings.   
The first important finding of this paper is that some American assumptions cannot be applied to Asian 
cultures because of the differences in political systems, cultural values, and media environment.  
Sriramesh and Verčič (2003) proposed a theoretical framework to analyze international public relations.  
They argued that political system, culture, and media environment are the three most important 
environmental factors that affect the nature of public relations practice in different cultures.   The analysis 
of three public relations assumptions supported Sriramesh and Verčič’s (2003) argument.  First, the 
analysis of this paper demonstrated that political system can affect the major function of public relations.  
Public relations can be mainly used either as a business tool or a political tool based on the political 
system.  Second, media system and culture can affect the most important skill public relations 
practitioners should have.  For example, the most important skill for public relations practitioners is 
different in the American culture and in the Asian cultures.  In the U.S., writing is the most important skill 
for public relations practitioners because its competitive mass media environment and its individualistic 
culture value.  According to Seitel (2004), “communication means writing” (p. 396).  In my opinion, 
Seitel’s argument reflects the nature of communication in individualistic cultures.  However, different 
from the U.S., most Asian cultures are collectivistic cultures.  In collectivistic cultures, communication 
means building and maintaining interpersonal relationships.  Therefore, interpersonal communication skill 
becomes the most important skill for public relations practitioners.  Because of the differences in public 
relations assumptions between the U.S. culture and the Asian cultures, public relations practitioners who 
have assignments in Asian cultures should adjust their strategies.  For example, public relations 
practitioners should have good interpersonal communication skills and build good connections with 
important publics in the Asian market.  Public relations agencies which are interested in entering the 
Asian markets should also customize their services.  To meet clients’ expectations, public relations 
agencies may also do marketing services for their clients in Asian markets because public relations and 
marketing are closely linked to each other in several Asian cultures.   

The second important finding of this paper is that the new Relationship Theory can be applied to both 
the U.S. culture and Asian cultures.  In addition, the new OPRA scale has adopted experiences from 
public relations practices in Asian cultures.  As discussed earlier in the paper, a new relationship 
dimension, face and favor, was added to the OPRA scale based on Huang’s (2001) study in Taiwan.  It is 
interesting to see international influences on American public relations theory-building.   

In this article, the author did intensive literature review on Asian public relations studies published in 
the last 10 years and compared American public relations practices with Asian public relations practices 
because the author believes that studying international public relations should go beyond the descriptive 
stage to a comparative stage.  By doing comparative analysis, public relations scholars and practitioners 
will gain more insights about international public relations.  With the knowledge about public relations 
practices in different cultures, international public relations agencies can also localize their services for 
their clients.   

 
The author thanks Maureen Taylor for her suggestions on an earlier draft. 
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To enhance the construct validity of the organizational reputation concept, this study operationalizes 
organizational reputation based on cognitive representations that publics hold of an organization. 
Organizational reputation is most commonly defined as cognitive representations held by publics about 
organizational performance, whereas reputation measurement systems are often public attitude surveys 
using closed-end questions that the researchers directed and imposed. Ensuring a sound alignment 
between the reputation concept and operationalization, therefore, this study uses an open-end measure of 
reputation where research participants answer cognitive representations about organizations studied—i.e., 
what they have in minds when thinking organizations studied. This study replicates J. Grunig and Hung’s 
(2002) study. In this study, researchers first examined the distribution of cognitive representations that 
survey respondents shared about four different types of organizations studied. Then, researchers studied 
how active communication behaviors of publics and their familiarity are associated with the valence of 
cognitive representations, in particular behavioral representations. Finally, researchers investigated the 
association between organization-public relationships (i.e., evaluations of relationship quality and 
perceptions of relationship type) and cognitive representations. Multivariate analyses such as canonical 
correlations and principal component analysis were used. 
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This study had its genesis in the theories of sociologists David Snow and Robert Benford who have built 
a body of research on the ways that social activist organizations frame their messages. For the current 
study the authors used this theory in conjunction with a content analysis of websites to discover whether 
activist organizations are using methods described in the theory to strengthen the communication on their 
websites. 

The increased use of websites is a twenty-first century phenomenon that crosses the boundaries of 
organizational type. A 2003 survey conducted by the Software and Information Industry Association 77% 
of those surveyed believe that web services are “critical to their organization’s future successes” 
(Association Management, 2003, p. 24). The ubiquity of the Web offers organizations the opportunity for 
making crucial information accessible from websites, higher speed and reduced cost of communication 
across distances as well as “the persistent accuracy of the original message and the overcoming of the 
traditional problem of distortion”(Diani, 2000, p. 388). Nonprofit and activist organizations are making an 
increased use of websites as a way to circumvent the mass media in getting their message out to publics 
they are targeting. 

According to Coombs (1998), activist groups have traditionally been seen as powerless, and a 
powerless group is easy to ignore. In the 1998 study Coombs “uses recent developments in stakeholder 
theory to explain how the Internet, when used effectively, can allow activist groups to become more 
powerful and to command the attention of organizations” (p. 289).  

“The Internet offers a low cost, direct, controllable communication channel for activists. . . .The 
Internet is direct, there is no intermediary needed to deliver the message. The Internet is 
controlled, the activists decide what material will appear and when it will appear. Moreover, a 
web site can contain a vast amount of information available in an array of formats including text, 
audio and video” (Coombs, 1998, 290). 

By using the Web these organizations escape the “packaging” that journalists are prone to, mixing 
one issue in with several similar issues. 

The concept of a frame as used in the study of social movements and activism comes from the work 
of Goffman (1974). Goffman defined frames as "schemata of interpretation" that enable individuals "to 
locate, perceive, identify, and label" things that happen in their lives and the world at large (p. 21). 
Frames help to make such happenings meaningful and thereby organize experience and guide action. 
Collective action frames also perform this interpretive function by simplifying and condensing aspects of 
the "world out there," but in ways that are "intended to mobilize potential adherents and constituents, to 
garner bystander support, and to demobilize antagonists" (Snow & Benford 1988, p. 198). These frames 
are action-oriented and attempt to inspire the activities and campaigns of the social movement 
organization. 

Snow & Benford (1988) refer to these framing tasks as "diagnostic framing" (problem identification 
and attribution), "prognostic framing," and "motivational framing." Since activist organizations attempt to 
cure or remediate some problem or issue, it follows that action of the organization and its publics is 
contingent on identification of not only the problem but those who have caused the problem and thus can 
be blamed, or what Snow and Benford call “culpable agents.” This attributional component of diagnostic 
framing thus focuses blame or responsibility. For the purposes of this study, these two different aspects of 
diagnostic framing were separated into the two components of “problem identification” and “attribution.” 

Prognostic framing, the second framing task, involves articulating a proposed solution to the problem, 
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or at least a plan of attack, and the strategies for carrying out the plan. Motivational framing, the final 
framing task, provides a "call to arms” and then it tells the audience of the message what they can do to 
help solve the problem. For the purposes of this study the motivational function was also separated into 
two components. In this case did the site have a “general” or a “specific” motivational appeal?  In other 
words, were the readers being asked to do something general such as join or contribute funds to the 
organization, or rather to do something specific such as write to their congressman, contribute funds to a 
specific action the organization is taking, or join an organized protest on a specific date. 

Methods 
 Websites qualified for inclusion of this study if they were the product of a not-for-profit organization 
dedicated to advancing social or environmental issues.  If the website represented a trade association, 
union, or other membership group, it did not qualify.  Government sites were also eliminated.  For similar 
reasons, websites from individual Churches were eliminated but religious organizations per se could be 
considered if their website was designed to appeal to those interested in a particular issue or cause.  The 
sites also could be the creation of either international or domestic organizations, but the site must be have 
been in English. 

Thirty-two categories for coding were created representing a mix of regional and national 
environmental and social issues that were in the news (e.g., New York Times, USA TODAY) within the 
six months prior to the initiation of the research.  The researchers looked for narrow as well as broad 
issues within environmental and social categories – e.g., issues specific to geographic areas (windmills), 
vs. general habitat destruction issues.  
 To ensure a reasonably broad approach, we selected ten web sites representing each of the 32 
categories, resulting in a total of 320 websites.  Google provided our search engine.  Key terms that 
reflected the content were entered into the web browser.  The first ten qualified sites were then selected 
from the first page retrieved from each Google search.  Qualified sites were judged to be those that 
responded to the key terms entered for each issue.  This meant that we were not looking for the front page 
of organizations; rather we were interested in the page a viewer would normally access if wishing more 
information about an issue. However, if the main page of an organization came up in the search, it would 
be used.   

Only one representation of an organization would be included in each category.  The first appearance 
was selected and if the same organization was to appear again in the same category, it was eliminated. 
However, if an organization’s national site appeared when searching for issues and a local chapter of the 
same organization appeared as well, the researchers would accept both sites as qualified on the premise 
that the two sites contained different information.  If the local chapter was simply a reference to the 
national chapter, only the parent website would be accepted. 

As additional qualifications, the website address was required to end in “.org.” and sites contained 
advertising (other than corporate underwriting were also excluded.  

Only 304 of the 320 original websites were selected for final coding because 16 sites were no longer 
functioning between the times they were issued to coders and the actual coding process was completed.   

The coding sheet was structured so that all coders were asked to measure the four functions of 
“successful” advocacy messages (diagnostic, attribution of cause/blame, prescriptive solution and call-to-
arms).  For the purposes of this research, these were defined as: 
(A) Diagnostic:  

A message that operates in a diagnostic manner uses language that identifies a specific problem or 
issue.  If the organization identifies an issue, the coder should also see if the organization attributes blame 
for the problem or issue.  Blame may be attributed to a specific individual, group of individuals, industry, 
or corporation.   

If the organization gives the cause for a problem or issue as being nature (ex. natural disasters that 
destroy people’s homes), health (ex. diseases, birth defects), or acts beyond human control, blame should 
not be attributed to the cause.   

All messages should be relevant to the organization (ex. environmental groups deal with 
environmental issues rather than child abuse). 
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(B) Attribution of Blame: 
The organization may attribute blame to an individual, group of individuals, industry, or activity for 

the problem or issue at hand.  The identified individual(s) should be noted in the description column. 
If the organization gives the cause for a problem or issue as being nature (ex. natural disasters that 

destroy people’s homes), health (ex. diseases, birth defects), or acts beyond human control, blame should 
not be attributed to the cause.   

If the organization has not identified a problem it cannot attribute blame. 
(C) Prescriptive Solution: 

A message that operates in a prescriptive manner uses language that proposes a solution to a problem 
or issue.   

All messages should be relevant to the organization (ex. environmental groups deal with 
environmental issues rather than child abuse). 

In trying to determine if language is prescriptive, one should ask if the language identifies a problem 
(diagnostic), propose a solution (prescriptive), or specifically advocate some type of action (call to arms).  
While prescriptive communication implies only proposing a solution, prescriptive language may be used 
with diagnostic language or a call to arms within the same item.  Any items that serve more than one 
function should be classified under each served. 

Even if an organization has not identified a problem it can still propose a solution. 
(D) Motivational: 

A message that operates as motivational or a “call to arms” uses language that advocates a specific 
action or actions for the user to take in order to solve a problem.   

All messages should be relevant to the organization or its purpose (ex. environmental groups deal 
with environmental issues rather than child abuse). 

While a call to arms refers to advocated action, a call to arms may be used with diagnostic or 
proscriptive language within the same item.  Any items that serve more than one function should be 
classified under each served. 
 Even if an organization has not identified a problem it may still advocate an action. 

If the function was satisfied on the first page of the website, the coders did not have to proceed 
further. However, if the coders were given clues or contexts leading to the existence of a function, they 
were allowed to proceed one click away from the initial page per function. Thus it was possible that a 
coder could click away from the initial page for each of the four functions. Coders needed to find a clear 
indicator present that discussion/information about the function was one click away (e.g., menu items for 
linking like “The Problem” or “The Issue”).    
In this situation the specific instructions to coders directed them to: 
Link to a second page when: 

All of the information dealing with a particular problem or issue may not exist, in its entirety, on 
one page.  In order to get all of the details the user must advance to another location.   
 
The link should have some context that directs the user to a location that will identify a 
problem/attribute blame/prescribe a solution/motivate action.  The clearness of what the link does 
should be noted in the “How well did it accomplish the function?” section.  Some links (ex. 
Pollution Kills) may be only a few word(s) yet, by themselves, will clearly identify a problem and 
should be rated highly in how well they accomplish the function.  At the same time, not all links 
will be this obvious and therefore should not be rated highly in how well they accomplish the 
function.   

  EXAMPLE: The Problem 
  What is the Problem?  Click here. 

    Polar bears are in danger. 
    Heart disease is the leading killer of Americans. 

We allowed coders to proceed one page deep into the website because we thought it unfair to 
“penalize” a page that had clear directional signposts.  However, if the directional signpost appeared on a 
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page one click away from the initial page or did not immediately produce the desired information, further 
links would not be clicked on and the function was judged as not being served. 
The coder was directed to code any function that was one click away in the same manner as functions 
found on the initial page, noting that one click was made from the initial page. 

Findings 
The basic numbers show that most of the websites used at least one of the different functions.  Of the 

304 sites observed, there were only 17 (6%) in which coders failed to recognize any of the functions.  
While some may feel that 17 websites with none of the functions is still a relatively high number, one 
should consider the possibility that these 17 were merely “bad draws” as a result of using a Google search 
in sampling.  In other words, these 17 sites may be outdated or isolated pages buried within an 
organization’s website rather than a page one click away from the starting page.  It is possible that the 
organizations themselves were unaware these pages existed.  

 
TABLE 1  
       YES  NO 
DIAGNOSTIC: 
Did the site identify a problem?    267  37 
ATTRIBUTION: 
Did the site attribute blame for the problem?   177  127 
PRESCRIPTIVE: 
Did the site propose a solution?    207  97 
MOTIVATIONAL-SPECIFIC:    
Did the site have a specific motivational appeal?             83  221 
MOTIVATIONAL-GENERAL: 
Did the site have a general motivational appeal?  160  144 

 
While the basic numbers shown in Table 1 show that the organizations were partially successful in 

satisfying the different functions, the figures showing how they were used together seems to show 
otherwise.  The failure to use all of the functions on the same page seems to indicate that the 
organizations are framing their messages in a manner that is inconsistent with Snow and Benford’s 
theory.   

Of the 304 sites in the sample, 267 (88%) effectively identified a problem.  This suggests that the 
organizations were successful in preparing users for the next steps but, unfortunately, as the other 
numbers show, failed to do so.  Of the 267 that identified a problem, only 177 (66%) successfully 
attributed blame for the problem while 200 of the 267 (75%) proposed a solution for the problem.   

There were seven sites that did not identify a problem yet somehow still proposed a solution.  The 
numbers decrease even further when adding the motivational function.  Of the 267 sites that had a 
diagnostic function, only 141 (53%) had a prescriptive and one of the two motivational functions.  This 
141 is only 46% of all 304 sites in the sample.  When including the attribution of blame function, the 
numbers are diminished even further.  Of the 267 sites on which a diagnostic function was identified, only 
101 (38%) also had the attribution of blame, prescriptive, and one of the two motivational functions.  This 
is only 33% of all 304 sites included in the analysis.   

From this we can reason that the organizations fail to advance beyond the diagnostic function.  They 
effectively identify a problem but do not provide the user with any direction after doing so.  The 
organizations were very obvious when identifying a problem and somewhat clear about proposing a 
solution for the problem.  What is surprising is that the organizations were less effective at attempting to 
motivate the user to take some kind of action.  There were only 191 sites (63%) that had any kind of 
motivational appeal.  Of these, 83 had a specific appeal (e.g. sign a petition, participate in a protest, write 
representatives about a specific issue) while 108 had a general request for support (e.g. donations, 
membership, etc).  There were 52 that had both a general and specific motivational appeal.   

The lack of a motivational appeal, specifically a general motivational appeal, is surprising because it 
seems to be the simplest of the three functions.  To accomplish a general motivational appeal, all an 
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organization needs to do is have a link on the page for donations allowing the user to do what requires a 
minimal amount of effort.  The fact that of all 304 websites in the survey only 160 (53%) would do this is 
somewhat surprising.   

Of the 267 sites that had a diagnostic function, 52 (19%) had a link to a second page with an average 
effectiveness score of 3.48.  The numbers for the prescriptive function are similar with 42 of 207 sites 
(20%) using a link to propose a solution and coders rating the effectiveness of the method at an average of 
3.55.   

The frequent use of general descriptions suggests that the organizations have a substantial amount of 
information on the initial webpage identifying problems and proposing solutions.  The use of links on 
about 20% of the sites for both functions suggests that, while the information may be available on the 
initial page, it is not limited to it.  A look at where information was confirms this.  Of all the methods 
used to accomplish the diagnostic function, 90% were on the initial page while 10% were one click away.  
For the prescriptive method, 87% of the methods were on the first page while 13% were one click away.   

The figures were substantially different when the organizations made a specific appeal for users to 
address a problem.  Of the 83 sites that had a specific motivational appeal, 33 (40%) had a link to a 
second page.  The numbers showing where the content was located were consistent with this.  For a 
specific appeal, only 68% were on the initial page while 32% were one click away.  Of the different 
functions, the specific motivational function had the most information separated onto more than one page. 
Fifty-seven percent of the methods appeared on the initial page and 43% of the information was one click 
away. 
Comparing Environmental and Social Issue Sites 

When looking at the differences between the environmental and social websites, a few things stand 
out.  First, of the 138 environmental issue sites that identified a problem, 101 (73%) also attributed blame 
for the problem.  Of the 129 social issue websites that identified a problem, 76 (59%) also attributed 
blame for the problem.  While this is not a substantial difference, it does stand out considering the fact 
that environmental issue websites and environmental issue websites were equally effective at identifying 
a problem (138 of 154 or 90% of environmental websites and 129 of 150 or 86% of social issue websites 
identified a problem), and proposing a solution to the problem (103 of 154 or 69% of environmental issue 
websites and 97 of 150 or 65% social issue websites proposed a solution), as well as using these functions 
in combination (103 of 154 or 69% of environmental issue websites and 97 of 156 or 62% social issue 
websites had both the diagnostic and prescriptive functions).   

Second, when looking to see if the site had either a specific or general motivational function, the 
environmental and social issue websites were fairly even.  Of the 154 valid environmental issue sites, 94 
(61%) had either a specific or general motivational function while 97 of the 150 (65%) valid social issue 
sites had either of the two.  Social issue sites, however, were far more likely than environmental issue 
sites to use a general motivational appeal.  Of the 97 social issue sites that had some sort of motivational 
appeal, 91 (94%) had a general appeal while 69 of the 94 (73%) environmental issue sites had a general 
motivational appeal.  At the same time, environmental issue sites used specific appeal more than the 
social issue sites.  Of the 94 environmental issue sites that had some appeal, 54 (57%) had a specific 
appeal while 29 of the 97 (30%) social issue sites that had an appeal used a specific appeal. 
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TABLE 2 
       Env Soc  TOT 
VALID CASES      154 150  304 
Diagnostic      138 129  267 
Diagnostic & Attribution     101 76  177 
Prescriptive      104 103  207 
Diagnostic & Prescriptive     103 97  200 
Specific Motivational     54 29  83 
General Motivational     69 91  160 
Both Motivational     29 23  52 
Either Motivational     94 97  191 
Diagnostic, Attribution, Prescriptive, Specific  21 14  35 
Motivational & General Motivational (all of them)  
Diagnostic, Attribution, Prescriptive, and EITHER  58 43  101 
Specific or General Motivational  
The site had no Diagnostic Function but did have  5 15  20 
at least one of the other ones 
NO FUNCTIONS AT ALL    11 6  17 
 

Discussion 
From this analysis it appears that activist organizations put a greater emphasis on identifying the 

problem than proposing a solution or motivating the user in a specific way.  Could it be possible that the 
organizations place a greater emphasis on the diagnostic function because it engages the user and is the 
first of the three?  The numbers suggest that the information is moving further away from the initial page 
as we progress through these three functions.   

 
TABLE 3 
    Methods  Methods 
    serving this serving this 
    function  function 
    on initial  one click 
     page  away  
Diagnostic   90%  10% 
Prescriptive   87%  13% 
Call to Arms   68%  32% 

 
This seems to suggest that at least some of the web pages are presenting the information in a 

sequence that is consistent with the theory.  To be specific, they are presenting the diagnostic information, 
the first of the three, primarily on the initial page.  The prescriptive information, the second stage of the 
theory, is not as prominent on the initial page but still present with some information one click away.   
The information dealing with a specific appeal, the last step, is not as prominent on the initial page but 
has a substantial amount of information one click away.   

The majority of the information found in the study, no matter where it is, serves the diagnostic 
function.  The organizations are obviously using the initial page to identify a problem and, to some extent, 
propose a solution.  While most of the elements on the first page serve the diagnostic function, most on 
the second page serve the diagnostic function as well.  This means that while the organizations get to the 
point in identifying a problem, this continues throughout the site.  Finally, it seems that a specific 
motivational appeal is more likely to appear one click away than information identifying a problem or 
proposing a solution.  It is possible that this is because the organizations are waiting to engage users prior 
to attempting to motivate them.   

Looking at the general motivational appeal, we find that the organizations did so primarily by using a 
link to a second page, a step that only already motivated users might make. 
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