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 “Showcase Brochures:”  
The Role of Mega-Collateral In IMC Campaigns to Market High-End Real Estate 

Catherine B. Ahles, Brian Parker, Jody Rafkind, & Marlene Morejon 
Florida International University 

ahlesc@fiu.edu 
 

Much has been written about the boom in high-end real estate, especially mountain and waterfront 
property.  The boom reflects an interest by wealthy individuals in purchasing secondary or primary 
homes, condominiums or timeshares in these locations.  Many developments are gated communities 
replete with such amenities as gracious clubhouses offering fine dining, well-equipped health clubs, 
pro-quality golf courses, beautiful swimming and tennis facilities, spas, and an active social calendar.  
Luxury mountain real estate, in particular, is an expanding market because it consistently has 
provided appreciation in property values and, consequently, a high return on investment.  

The growing interest in high-end mountain property has fueled increasing expenditures on 
extremely sophisticated print collateral. An informal “industry standard” of high quality is apparent 
when reviewing the print collateral used for marketing luxury real estate.  Real estate developers are 
producing high-quality – and expensive – print collateral to use in the process of establishing 
awareness, building brand, shaping image and, ultimately, generating inquiries.  It’s necessary, 
developers reason, to remain competitive.  However, some developers are significantly exceeding the 
industry standard, producing brochures of such expense that it raises the question of return on 
investment.  

Reasoning that affluent consumers will respond favorably to extremely sophisticated 
brochures, some developers are expending previously unheard-of budgets on their print collateral, 
producing “showcase brochures”.  Hard-bound, linen or leather covered brochures containing 
breathtaking panoramic and/or aerial photography, embossing, die-cuts, specialty papers and CDs 
depicting the property and surroundings are a few examples of the new gold standard for positioning 
and promoting high-end mountain real estate.   

Although much has been written about the demographic and economic factors fueling sales of 
this type of property, very little has been written about the impact of print collateral as part of an 
overall integrated marketing communications program.  This study examines the role played, and 
effect of, print collateral in supporting the marketing of high-end property. 

 
Literature Review 

The high-end, secondary home market continues to enjoy strong growth. The year 2004 set a 
record for second home purchases, accounting for 64 percent of all homes purchased; an increase 
from 20 percent of all homes purchased in 1999 (NAR, 2005). One third of all residential home 
purchases are in the secondary market, while one out of seven home buyers own a second home 
(Evans, 2003; Malony & Salvant 2005). Experts expect this sector of the real estate market to 
withstand anticipated interests rate increases; primarily because the typical consumer is wealthy and 
can withstand high rate loans. 

The National Association of Realtors (Bishop, Beers & Hightower, 2005) indicates the 
secondary home market consists of either vacation or investment buyers, representing two different 
types of customers. In general, vacation homes represent a significant portion of the overall housing 
market and traditionally the majority of second homes are purchased for vacation and recreational 
purposes (Evans, 2003; Malony & Salvant, 2005). One in ten homes purchased in 2004 were vacation 
home buys (Fletcher, 2005). A survey initiated by the Wall Street Journal shows that the price of 
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vacation homes increased 21 percent in the year 2004, which is twice the rate of appreciation for the 
overall house market (Fletcher, 2005).  

However, in recent years the market has seen a shift in consumers’ reasons for purchasing 
second homes, from primarily vacation to investment purchases, with 23 percent of second home 
purchased for investment and 13 percent purchased for vacation in 2004 (Malony & Salvant, 2005). 
NAR conducted two email surveys to determine sales data and to catalog demographic and other 
consumer information for this market. A central result of this study demonstrates key differences 
between “vacation” and “investment” buyers. The average age of vacation homebuyers is slightly 
older (55 years) than the investment buyer (47 years) and vacation buyers typically make more 
annual income (Malony & Salvant, 2005). However, when aggregated, 92 percent of vacation and 
investment buyers perceive their second home purchase as a “good investment” (NAR, 2005). 
Interestingly, the investor segment provides important insights into secondary home market trends 
because they are often the first to buy into and first to pull out of a market.   

For the secondary home market, the primary consumers (66 percent) are “baby boomers” 
between the ages of 45-65. The number one profession of baby boomers is listed as “large business 
executives”, 88 percent are married, and seven out of ten second home buyers purchase a second 
home within the same state as their primary residence (Evans, 2003). Moreover, the baby boomer 
segment will sustain the growth of the high-end secondary home market into the next decade, 
because the 78 million baby boomers (born between 1946 and 1964) account for a significant portion 
of the wealth in the U.S. This consumer segment is still in their primary earning years; many have 
developed large equity in their homes, have gained new money in the stock market in 2003-2004, and 
will inherit 41 trillion dollars (Bresnahan, 2005).  

When shopping for a second home, more than 80 percent of consumers used a real estate 
agent, presenting a unique selling challenge to the agent (Malony & Salvant, 2005). According to a 
Coldwell Banker study, the high-end homebuyer in the secondary market is a “tough customer” 
(Evans, 2003). These clients are “home” buyers rather than “deal” buyers and more challenging to 
sell because the sales process usually takes more time (Bresnahan, 2002). Moreover, high-end buyers 
desire “the best,” want “impressive digs,” and will spend ample time to fulfill these desires (Evans, 
2003).  

The “vacation” second home is most appealing to consumers motivated by lifestyle 
considerations (NAR, 2005). The buyer is looking for lifestyle change and wants a home to reflect 
their lifestyle (Bresnahan, 2002). High-end homes are perceived as a “sanctuary or personal retreat” 
and the customer shows a desire for a style that provides a “sense of refuge from the outside world” 
(Remley, 2005).  The high-end homebuyers today “want their homes to make a unique statement 
about their lifestyle that accurately reflects their personality” (Remley, 2005, p.1). In addition to 
lifestyle considerations, top priority features sought in high-end homes are unity of design, flexible 
living environments, ample security, and privacy (Bresnahan, 2002). 
 
The Role of Promotional Communications  

Stimulated by increased growth and competition, there is a growing trend and need for 
developers/realtors to “brand” themselves in an attempt to forge a unique identity that is appealing to 
this consumer segment (N.A., 2005). Trends in real estate branding, particularly for developers, show 
that strong brands can command a premium price and facilitate the sale of high-end homes (N.A., 
2005). Community developers are adopting sophisticated communication strategies to position 
themselves, evident in the use of a variety of promotional tactics including, but not limited to, print 
and TV advertisements, brochures, leaflets, and inserts (N.A., 2005). For example, a developer hired 
an agency to create a new identity for its development by employing an advertising campaign. In 
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particular, the main tactic was direct mail advertising, supported by a business-to-business campaign 
to establish the brand identity with the realtors responsible for selling the properties (Lipp, 2004). 

Research indicates that it is important to sell and communicate a lifestyle that reflects the 
community being marketed (Remley, 2005). As an example, one developer’s strategy was to 
establish an identity based on the area were the community is located, marketing a “distinct lifestyle” 
(Smith, 2005). Print material was used to get the prospects to “desire the culture” of the community. 
This was accomplished by talking to the people that would potentially live in the new development. 
The strategist suggests that to differentiate the new development from others in the area, the 
promotional campaign needed to “capture the story” of the development and further suggests that 
their success was based not in whom they were attempting to sell to, but rather the distinct lifestyle 
they were attempting to convey.  

A print campaign for a gulf coast community in Florida provides another example. The 
agency for this campaign opted for a “print only” campaign strategy placed solely in magazines. 
Based on research with residents in the community, agency personnel stated that their target audience 
had a “sense of style and taste”, preferred particular lifestyle magazines and watched less TV than 
other consumers (Plume, 1998). The strategy was to position the community with a laid-back lifestyle 
that is the opposite of the hectic executive lifestyle that the typical customer lives. An example of an 
advertisement for this campaign, titled “Mass Transit,” depicts a couple riding on the beach on a 
tandem bicycle (Plume, 1998).  

Losh (2005), suggests that the standard tools for marketing high-end homes include “a pen-
and-ink artist’s sketch of the house, because they appear crisper than photographs in newspaper ads; a 
glossy, full-color brochure with an extensive listing of the home’s special features; property listings 
in national publications and online; and at times, professional videos of the property for direct 
mailings and virtual tours” (Losh, 2005, p. 1). An interesting and new approach to marketing high-
end homes is hosting public relations events referred to as “invitation only special events.”  These 
events utilize such things as fine art shows and dinner parties for “hand picked” guests (Moore, 
2005). Print materials are circulated and tours of the properties are arranged with potential buyers 
after the special event.  

As the aforementioned examples illustrate, print collateral plays a central role in an overall 
strategy for marketing high-end secondary home real estate. However, little research is available 
regarding the role and effect of print collateral as part of an overall integrated marketing 
communications program.  

 
Purpose and Objectives 

Aimed at discovery, the present study is the exploratory phase of a larger ongoing project 
including multiple research methods (i.e., in-depth interviews, content analysis, surveys, and focus 
groups) with the overall goal to better understand the use and effect of print collateral in the 
marketing of high-end homes. By doing so, the overall project is intended to help communication 
planners make intelligent decisions about the role, purpose, and return on investment of the print 
collateral they create. Towards this goal, the study currently reported is specifically aimed at 
garnering a better understanding of the concept of “effectiveness” in regards to print collateral in 
order to drive future research decisions in ensuing research phases. 

To understand the effectiveness of print communications in the domain of high-end real-
estate, it was necessary for the researchers to isolate the marketers’ intentions (i.e., objectives) for 
employing print collateral in the promotional mix and make comparisons to consumers’ 
(homebuyers’) use of different print collateral in their decision process. Hence, the first research 
objective was to gain insight into marketers’ strategic intentions. For example, is the objective of 
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print collateral to build awareness, generate inquiries, convey property features, build a particular 
image/position, communicate exclusiveness, convey the high quality of the property and amenities 
offered, and evoke an emotional response or simply qualify prospective buyers?  

The second research objective was to catalog the role such print collateral plays in the 
consumer’s decision process. Is print collateral limited to raising awareness about a development, or 
is it effective in stimulating interest and driving inquiries about the development? Does the image 
created by print collateral play a role in motivating buyers? How does it affect the image of a 
particular community?  Does expensive print collateral provide an aura of exclusivity that attracts the 
interest of qualified buyers? 

 
Methods 

The study focused on high-end real estate developments in the mountainous area of western 
North Carolina. There, a number of developments are vigorously competing for a share of the 
growing market of aging baby-boomers investing in property with an eye toward current vacation 
use, potential retirement and investment value. To achieve the research objectives, this study utilized 
in-depth interviews of both property marketers and homebuyers in these developments.   

Interviews were conducted with key marketing personnel from two competing developers of 
high-end mountain real estate. Interview questions were developed to elicit information regarding 
their objectives of the use of print collateral as part of the overall marketing strategy. The researchers 
then conducted in-depth interviews with 10 homeowners in these developments. Questions were 
developed to elicit information about how the buyers use the print material and its effect on the 
decision process in the purchase of their secondary home.   

Three telephone interviews were conducted with individuals holding leadership-level 
marketing positions at two luxury residential developments in western North Carolina.  These 
individuals are expert in marketing luxury property to wealthy buyers. 

 
Results 

Profile of Communities 
In the developments studied, entry-level property starts in the $300,000 range (one-bedroom 

resale condo) and the most expensive homes are $3 million and more.  Square footage, which drives 
property value to some extent, typically ranges from 1,200 square feet to 5,000 square feet, and home 
and lot prices are driven by the proximity of the property to amenities.  A major driver of prices is the 
somewhat intangible concept of “view.”   

As an example, at one development a 1,200 square foot two bedroom home located squarely 
atop the mountain, with panoramic views of sunsets over the Great Smokey Mountains and within 
easy downhill walking distance of the clubhouse, is on the market for $999,000.  At the same time, 
several 2,500 square foot homes facing north, with a long uphill walk to the clubhouse, are selling in 
the $600,000 range.  

Typical amenities in the communities include tastefully appointed clubhouses with formal, 
casual and private dining rooms offering gourmet meals.  Also typical are exercise rooms, business 
centers and multi-purpose meeting rooms; a swimming pool, hot tub and game room, one or more 
champion-designed golf courses, tennis courts, driving ranges, putting greens and the like.  One 
development has a mountaintop private runway, allowing residents to fly in their private aircraft.  
There, about 30% of residents are pilots. 
 
 
 



IPRRC - 5 

 

Marketer Interviews  
Three telephone interviews were conducted with individuals holding high-level marketing 

positions at two luxury residential developments in western North Carolina.  These individuals are 
expert in marketing luxury property to wealthy buyers. 

Community 1 is located 25 miles northeast of Asheville in the mountainous region of the 
Pisgah National Forest, located in the Great Smoky Mountains.   Community 2 is actually a group of 
five developments located south of Asheville in the foothills of the Great Smoky Mountains.  Both 
are primarily second-home developments; in both, a small percentage of residents reside full time.   
The marketing executives were asked a series of questions aimed at clarifying the role and 
effectiveness of showcase brochures in their overall marketing strategy. 
Target Market 
 Both communities indicated baby boomers are the largest target audience.  This group 
typically is represented by families in the child-rearing or child-launching phase.  A second key 
audience is business owners and professionals. Additionally, potential buyers typically live in a place 
where it is hot in summer.  Finally, typical potential buyers have an annual income in the top 1%-5% 
in the U.S., or about $10 million net worth. 
Information Distribution 

Both communities indicated that, although they have many pieces of print collateral to send to 
individuals at various points in the inquiry, evaluation and purchase process, their showcase 
brochures are sent only to pre-qualified individuals.  Pre-qualification is a determination of the 
information-seeker’s means and motivation, or latent readiness to purchase.  People who request 
information are pre-qualified over the phone and direct mail efforts are limited to a proven list of 
recipients provided by partners with a similar target audience. 

One community noted that the brochure is used for “highly qualified” prospects. These are 
owner referrals or Priority Club members that book a day or overnight visit. A Priority Club member 
is someone who fills out an extensive survey. This is an indication that they are seriously interested in 
the property. That community gets approximately 200 Priority Club members per year.  These 
prospects must book a visit to receive the showcase brochure. 

That community commented that owner referrals have the highest closing ratio at 33% of 
inquiries.  That compares to a 10-12% closing ratio from mass media publicity, like advertising or 
article placements.  With that in mind, $90 per brochure in production costs is definitely worth it, 
from the respondent’s perspective. 

One community also stressed the importance of prompt telephone follow-up after sending a 
brochure.  That respondent specified that their representatives call the recipient within 7-10 days to 
make sure the prospect received the brochure, answer questions, and to schedule a visit. This 
community projected that its current showcase brochure, which has been distributed to 1,000 people, 
will result in a response rate of about 72%, or 725 visits.  
The Showcase Brochure 

The communities studied have several pieces of print collateral.  The showcase brochures are 
in the $50-$90/apiece range.  Both are hardbound, linen covered brochures.  One has an embossed 
cover, and the other is contained in its own hard, linen case that features birds chirping when the 
brochure is removed.  Both open to breathtaking panoramic and/or aerial photography depicting 
mountain scenery, the homes, and most importantly the lifestyle – shots of owners enjoying the 
facilities and recreational amenities.   
 One community is already discussing a future showcase brochure that will appeal to all 5 
senses. The current version provides sound, but the development is thinking about adding scent and 
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taste to package.  That developer is convinces that all 5 senses must be stimulated in order for the 
showcase brochure to stand out, grab the reader’s attention, and be memorable. 
Showcase Brochure Objectives 
 Objectives for distributing the showcase brochures include driving inquiries and visits, 
building anticipation of visits, building recall of the visits, building image, and facilitating an 
emotional response. 

• Drive visits:  Developers agree that luxury mountain property cannot be sold over the phone, 
so the showcase brochure is designed to drive inquiries and visits.  Brochures are important 
but limited aspects of a sales process, which is dependent on follow up calls and one-to-one 
selling by sales staff.  According to one community, this is because potential buyers are 
generally busy, successful individuals for whom time is an important commodity.  They visit, 
read information, make a decision – and move on.   To quote one community, a showcase 
brochure an “expensive teaser.” 

• Build anticipation:  A showcase brochure helps to build the anticipation of a scheduled visit 
by the potential buyer once it is booked.  It helps to ensure that potential buyers keep their 
appointment.  

• Recall of visit:  Showcase brochures helps cement recall of the total experience of the 
development and its environment.   

• Build image:  The objective of one community is “to let people know this isn’t your ordinary 
community, it is step above.”  The more exclusive the image, reasoned that respondent, the 
more prospects would be willing to pay to live in the development.  He summarized the 
purpose of showcase brochures thus:   “We want to win the coffee table contest by bumping 
all the other competition off the coffee table.”  

• Create an emotional response:  The showcase brochure is designed to tweak an emotional 
cord. In one of the reviewed brochures, the images portrayed are not just the obvious benefits 
of property ownership, they are more subjective things like a grandfather teaching a grandson 
fly-fishing.  This respondent stressed the need to make an emotional connection with the 
prospect. “I want to get my market ‘leaning forward,’ so they want to know more.” 

Why So Expensive?   
Does ego and one-upsmanship play a role in decisions surrounding the design and production 

of showcase brochures?  Although this study can’t answer that question definitively, one community 
admitted that it watched their competition’s marketing strategy carefully to ensure that they were 
competing “in the same ball game.” That community noted that their competitor “sent an 
approximate $80 per piece brochure from an internet inquiry without asking for an email address or 
phone number. I was surprised when I received such an expensive piece without being pre-qualified,” 
said the respondent.  

Interestingly, the cost of their competitor’s brochure was much overestimated – that 
competitor verified the brochure cost $50/apiece.  However, the first community has decided to do an 
even more elaborate brochure at $90/apiece. 

According to respondents, the showcase brochure is a very worthwhile tactic. One respondent 
commented, “We will absolutely continue to use this method. Well over 50% (possibly as much as 
80%) of people who get our brochure visit the property after receiving it. When they call us to ask for 
the information,” he elaborated, “they say they are not ready to visit yet. They are typically calling 
lots of properties and asking them for information.  Our brochure captures more attention than the 
other (developments’) brochures. After they receive our brochure they are ready to visit.”  
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An additional comment is that “Everyone advertises in the Wall Street Journal, golf 
magazines and USA today.  The competition is fierce and we need to do something one step above 
everyone else to be noticed.” That respondent noted that they did an insert, rather than an ad, in USA 
today. 
Where Does a Showcase Brochure Fit?   

There are different marketing tactics for each stage of the buying process, and developers 
design information of some kind to provide at each point in that process.  Those points include initial 
inquiry, booking a visit, obtaining information during a visit, information sent if they visit but don’t 
buy, and information they get if they visit and immediately buy.    

Websites are an important initial point of contact.  Developers say they put a lot of effort into 
their websites; one noted that you can get to all of the information on their website without going 
through a page that requires entering contact information.  She intimated that requiring contact 
information is a common, but annoying, practice for such developments. 

A showcase brochure plays an important role in corporate branding.  Other tactics utilized for 
branding purposes include advertisements and inserts in newspapers, such as the Wall Street Journal 
and USA today.  Specific zip codes are targeted.  Those zip codes represent concentrations of 
prospects that fit the potential buyer profile.  
But Still Important…   

Despite the time and expense of producing the showcase brochure, one community indicated 
that the most effective communication tool they use is their relatively inexpensive ($10-$15 apiece) 
testimonial brochure.  It is important, says their representative, because prospects want their interest 
validated by people like themselves who have made a commitment to the development under 
consideration.    
Tracking Inquiries  

One community estimates that they will get 9,000 leads this year, and they track leads on a 
monthly basis.  Their competitor’s development has allocated 20 people to handle the major increase 
in leads they have enjoyed – from 9,600 in 2004 to 23,000 in 2005.  That development believes that 
the increase in leads was directly related to spending more money to communicate lifestyle and help 
sell what it is like to live there. That respondent called this strategy “smart targeted marketing and 
tracking. We use unique 800 numbers for each marketing piece so our sales team doesn’t have to ask 
customer where they heard about us.” This is accomplished through Who’s Calling, a service that 
provides a high-tech approach to tracking.  As an example, the phone whispers “Golf Digest” to the 
sales rep answering the call, based upon the 800 number used.  The average call length used to be 2 
minutes, but as the sophistication of the marketers grows, they now engage prospects in significant 
conversation aimed at pre-qualification.  As a result, the average call length has increased to 26 
minutes. 
Other Comments 

One community stressed the importance of referrals – broker referrals, owner referrals and 
referrals from friends. That community has a reciprocal relationship with Amelia Island in Florida 
based upon the assumption that many of its target market has both a beach house and mountain home.  
The two resorts exchange leads in a process called “list sharing.” 

The other community also noted that an important part of their marketing communication 
strategy is list sharing.  Examples of list sharing partners are Land Rover and American Express, both 
of which identify prospects to them. 

Finally, one community stressed, “These are highly educated people we are dealing with. 
Everything we to market ourselves is with that in mind.” 
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Customer Interviews 
Is print collateral limited to raising awareness about a development, or is it effective in 
stimulating interest and driving inquiries about the development? Does the image created by 
print collateral play a role in motivating buyers? How does it affect the image of a particular 
community?  Does expensive print collateral provide an aura of exclusivity that attracts the 
interest of qualified buyers?    
Following interviews with marketers, these are a few of the questions posed to 10 consumers 

(i.e., homeowners) in the investigated communities in order to understand the role that a showcase 
brochure plays in the information-gathering and decision-making process of buyers. The first set of 
questions were used to elicit simple factual information:  Is your home a secondary home?  Was your 
purchase primarily for vacation or was it for investment?  What were your primary reasons for 
purchasing a second home?  What were the most important reasons for deciding on the particular 
community you purchased a home in?  Fully 100 percent of respondents purchased these houses as 
secondary homes; likewise, with the exception of one respondent the primary reason for the purchase 
was to acquire a vacation home, rather than make and investment.  The one exception said it was a 
combination of both.  

Responses to the question “What prompted interest in a second home?” were similar across 
the board, and a frequent response was “a place to escape the heat.” 

When asked what features were most important in selecting a community, access to a private 
golf was mentioned most often, followed by a place for family gatherings. 

Subjects were asked how they became aware of development.  Interestingly, the most 
common responses were a Wall Street Journal ad, a magazine ad, and word of mouth through a 
friend.  Often respondents mentioned that they were invited to visit a friend for the weekend and fell 
in love with the development.  Thus, word of mouth and a property visit, along with traditional 
advertising, are the primary drivers of the consumers’ awareness. 

Notably, showcase brochures are not attributable to raising the consumers’ initial awareness 
of the developments in question. Rather, they tend to play a supporting role with other integrated 
marketing communication tactics mentioned, such as magazine and newspaper advertisements. The 
following quote supports this finding: “My friend invited me to play some mountain golf, refused to 
play third round and wanted to look at some real estate.” 

When asked what the most important reason was for choosing their particular development, 
respondents mentioned the absolute quality of property, the rich range of amenities, and the 
accessibility of the development to points of interest in the area.   

From those respondents that did pay attention to the print collateral, most suggested that the 
quality of the brochure represents the quality of the development. More so, multiple respondents 
suggested that the brochures were great for showing their friends to entice them to visit. For example, 
“The information they put together makes it easier to use the quality marketing piece to explain the 
development to others and make them want to go up.”  Thus, the showcase brochure helps make 
current residents an important partner in the sales process. 
 Most respondents received brochures, including showcase brochures, after making first 
contact with the seller. This suggests that print collateral plays a central role in the follow up with 
prospects, who typically receive additional material after purchasing property at the development.  
That additional information cements their knowledge of the development and its amenities. 

An interesting point that emerged from these interviews is the concept that the decision was a 
“we,” rather than “I,” process.  One hundred percent of respondents said the decision was 
made by “my wife and I,” or vice-versa.  
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In summary, traditional advertising and word of mouth plays an important role in developing 
awareness and stimulating interest in the properties.  But, the showcase brochures, once in the hands 
of prideful new residents who are likely to show them to friends and associates, are an important tool 
in stimulating word of mouth. 

The table that follows summarizes all possible uses of showcase brochures, gleaned from the 
literature search, marketer interviews and consumer interviews.  It shows which potential uses 
translate to stated objectives of development marketers, and what responses were mentioned by the 
homeowners interviewed when asked about their buying process and use of the brochures. 

 
Analysis of Findings 

Possible Use of Brochure Marketer’s 
Stated Objective 

Response Mentioned 
by Buyer 

Marketing Objective 
Achieved? 

Increase awareness    
Stimulate inquiries    
Prompt visit x x 

(when shown to friend 
to prompt visit) 

yes 

Build anticipation of visit x x 
(when shown to friend 
to prompt visit) 

yes 

Aid recall  x  no 
Brand & position development x x yes 
Build “image” (quality, exclusive) x x yes 
Create emotional response x x yes 
Facilitate word of mouth  x  
Depict investment value    
Depict lifestyle (mountain environment, 
amenities) 

 x  

Depict nearby points of interest  x  
*Summary of brochure objectives mentioned in literature and by marketers, and effects noted by buyers 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 
Implications 
 As indicated in the table above, there are at least 12 potential objectives that could be pursued 
through the development and distribution of showcase brochures.  The chart clarifies which are not 
applicable, which objectives of the marketers do not appear to be met, and which impacts on buyers 
are not explicitly stated objectives by the marketers. 
 For example, the study clearly shows that showcase brochures do not play a role in creating 
awareness or directly stimulating inquiries.  Inquiries that do stem from the brochures are part of a 
word-of-mouth process where the owner shows the brochure to a friend, who agrees to visit, and 
ultimately looks at property.  With that in mind, marketers should consider creating incentive 
programs that encourage current homeowners to entice family and friends to visit; “family and 
friends weekends” with interesting special events and attractive rewards for homeowners bringing 
guests would be one example.  Such incentive programs will increase word of mouth advertising 
exponentially.    

Also, neither marketers nor buyers mentioned showcase brochures as an important tool in 
assessing investment value of purchases in the development.  Marketers should not depend on using 
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these expensive pieces for that purpose; information about investment value of property should be 
provided once the buyer is qualified and it is ascertained that investment value is a priority. 
 Some marketing objectives are apparently being met.  Both marketers and buyers mentioned 
prompting visits, building anticipation of a visit, branding and positioning, image creation and 
emotional responses as objectives sought and/or impacts of the brochures.  Marketers should continue 
to look for new ways to use their showcase brochures to achieve those objectives. 
 There is no evidence to suggest that the stated marketing objective of aiding recall of the visit 
was being met.  One can speculate that, from the visitor’s perspective, the vivid experience of visiting 
these unique communities makes the visit memorable and recall easy.    

The study also identifies some potential missed opportunities for the use of this collateral.  
For example, buyers mentioned the use of brochures with friends to stimulate visits.  As noted above, 
this is a great opportunity to “spread the word.” Perhaps marketers should make multiple copies of 
their showcase brochures readily available to their homeowners to share with friends.  As expensive 
as the showcase brochures are, it has been demonstrated that current homeowners are some of the 
best salespeople for the property.   

Also, the buyers frequently mentioned lifestyle and nearby points of interest as key factors in 
their buying decision.  Therefore, marketers should pay careful attention to how they depict these two 
points.  Although a review of the brochures shows ample depiction of lifestyle, typically nearby 
points of interest garner a paragraph of mention, if mentioned at all. 
Limitations 
 The study was limited by the small number of marketers interviewed and by the small 
numbers of owners interviewed.  Those owners who were interviewed were all residents of one of the 
communities; this constraint occurred due to the difficulty of obtaining member information from the 
marketers.  This study was not an exhaustive look at all competing properties in the region studied; 
therefore, its findings are not generalizable. 
Future research 

Interviews are not effective for gauging emotional response. A study should be conducted to 
determine the emotional response to the brochures, utilizing a psychometric measurement system. 

Late in the study, a list of competing developments was provided by one of the communities 
studied.  The study should be extended to include analysis of their print collateral, interviews with 
their marketing staff, and interviews with their homeowners. 

A central question asked was the role such print collateral plays in raising consumer 
awareness. Even though the results of this study showed that the brochures did not play a role in the 
initial awareness of the community, one should not discount that awareness is multifaceted. For 
example, brochures may play a central role in raising awareness about the property and the amenities 
(i.e., the attributes and features), providing a point of differentiation from the competitors. Future 
research should address this issue.  
 Finally, a content analysis of the showcase brochures should be conducted to determine which 
messages intended by marketers or sought by buyers are effectively conveyed. 
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This study focuses on the concepts of university identity and university reputation as 
they relate to a large private university in the Northeast United States. In the first part 
of the study, we intensively investigated the concept of university identity. We used Q 
methodology to find the most distinctive visual identities of the university among 
students. In the follow-up study, we more closely explored the concept of university 
reputation, using survey methodology. The implications of the study on the practice of 
public relations are discussed. 
 

In 1970, the Carnegie Commission on Higher Education developed a classification system for all 
U.S.-based colleges and universities in an attempt to name and classify all the various forms of higher 
education available. While the Carnegie Commission developed its system simply to further its own 
research and policy analysis, it advertently pitted schools against each other by grouping schools 
according to academic offerings. As a result, colleges and universities began to look at “peer 
institutions,” and schools around the country became increasingly aware of the need to differentiate 
themselves from the competitive pack in order to attract students – and donors. As a result of this 
marketing mindset, the educational market has begun to behave like other commercial markets: 

What used to be the knowledge business has become selling an experience, an affiliation, a 
commodity that can be manufactured, packaged, bought, and sold. Don’t misunderstand, the 
intellectual work of universities is still going strong; in fact, it has never been stronger. Great creative 
acts still occur. Discoveries are being made. But the experience of higher education – the accessories, 
the amenities, the aura – has been commercialized, outsourced, franchised, branded (Twitchell, 2004, 
p. 116). 

The behavior Twitchell discusses helps to explain the tremendous expenditures made by 
universities in the recent past. Some top-tier universities, mostly those in the Ivy League, have begun 
to offer close to 100 percent financial aid for students from low-income families (Jaschik, 2006). 
Other expenditures, however, have little to do with education. For example, the University of 
Houston built a $53 million wellness center complete with a climbing wall, and Washington State 
University boasts a 53-person Jacuzzi, and the University of Southern Mississippi is planning a water 
park (Twitchell, 2004). 

Ultimately, all of these efforts are intended to fortify the school’s reputation as a place where 
students can go not only to learn, but also to live well. Within the increased competition in collegiate 
education, the criteria on which schools are judged are changing. But while what goes into judging a 
school’s reputation might continue to evolve, the building blocks to a school’s reputation – namely its 
visual identity – remain constant.   

Just as a corporation has an identity, so does a college or university. Conceptually speaking, a 
university’s identity is its strategically planned and purposeful presentation of itself in order to gain a 
positive image in the minds of the public. The image, the public’s perception of the university, is a 
direct result of the associations people have with the university’s identity. Operationally speaking, a 
university’s identity is its visual presentation of itself, including – but not limited to – its name, logo, 
tagline, color palette and architecture. It also includes the university’s public behavior (Alessandri, 
2001).   
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This study focuses on one large, northeastern United States university’s identity and 
reputation among students. We explore the identity – through visual images – that students find most 
appealing, and we subsequently explore the reputation of the university among the same group of 
students. 

In the following section, we present the relevant literature on university identity and 
university reputation.  
University Identity  

While academic literature on corporate identity is plentiful, the literature on university 
identity is in short supply. There are a limited number of academic articles focused on university 
image (Arpan, Raney & Zivnuska, 2003; Kazoleas, Kim & Moffitt, 2001). A majority of the 
literature, however, appears in the popular press or trade publications focused on an academic 
audience. As a result, the body of literature is less theoretical and empirical than anecdotal: it 
includes articles on best practices in branding Asian universities (Gray, Fam & Llanes, 2003) and 
accounts of the activities of various universities’ branding programs and activities. Specifically, many 
of the stories focus on the contentious debate over the use of Native American names and mascots, 
simple collegiate name, logo or tagline changes (Yang, 2004), or the “naming rights” and activities 
associated with college buildings, endowed chairs and athletic stadiums (Rivkin & Associates, 2004). 

The literature that is relevant to this study, however, is the work on corporate identity, since, 
like firms, universities are organizations with a range of publics. Universities are somewhat different 
than other organizations, however, in that many have two distinct identities: one that represents the 
academic side of the institution, and one that represents the athletic program. While we found a 
dearth of studies focused on university identity, a study by Treadwell and Harrison (1994) focuses on 
the image of a university among its faculty, staff and students. The authors recognize that the 
university’s image is likely to differ among groups, since “images are thought to be related to 
members’ and non-members’ affective and behavioral responses to the organization” (p. 64).  

Likewise, Bromley (2000) also contends that an organization’s control of its identity is due in 
some part to its recognition that it has multiple identities. He contends that organizations – like 
people – have a number of different identities, which are contingent on context, audience, and how 
these organizations or people see themselves in relation to others.  

Similarly, Leitch and Motion (1999) introduce the idea of multiplicity in corporate identity 
strategy, which refers to the idea that organizations develop differing images depending on the 
audience interpreting the corporate identity. Since most research stresses the importance of presenting 
a consistent corporate identity in order to maintain a positive corporate image, Leitch and Motion 
(1999) imagine corporate identity scholars viewing the theory of multiplicity “as the enemy to be 
overcome.” 

Instead of an enemy, however, this study posits that a multiplicity of identities is likely to 
occur at universities, since universities recognize diverse publics and the need to have a number of 
identities that appeal to these different audiences. Universities also recognize the need to nurture 
multiple identities as a way of cultivating a positive reputation. Specifically, this study explores the 
link between a university’s visual identity and its reputation among the students of a large, private 
university in the northeastern part of the United States. 
University Reputation 

Organizational reputation is typically studied within a business context – with the exception 
of Nguyen and LeBlanc (2001) and Theus (1993) – but the literature on corporate reputation can be 
useful in conceptualizing university reputation, despite the contextual differences. 

Depending on the perspective, the concept of organizational reputation has been defined, in 
general, as (a) assessments that multiple stakeholders make about the company’s ability to fulfill its 
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expectations (Fombrun & Van Riel, 2003), (b) a collective system of subjective beliefs among 
members of a social group (Bromley, 1993, 2000, 2002), (c) collective beliefs that exist in the 
organizational field about a firm’s identity and prominence (Rao, 1994; Rindova & Kotha, 2001), (d) 
media visibility and favorability gained by a firm (Deephouse, 2000), and (e) collective 
representations shared in the minds of multiple publics about an organization over time (J. Grunig 
and Hung, 2002; Yang & J. Grunig, 2005). The intersection between such definitions is that the 
reputation of an organization refers to perceptions of the organization shared by its multiple 
constituents over time. 

On the basis of such an intersection of definitions of organizational and corporate reputation, 
a university’s reputation can be defined as collective representations that the university’s multiple 
constituents – various internal and external constituents, including the media – hold of the university 
over time. Applying general principles of reputation formation (Bromley, 1993, 2000; Caruana, 1997; 
Gotsi & Wilson, 2001; Fombrun & Shanley, 1990; J. Grunig & Hung, 2002), the researchers propose 
that a university’s reputation can be formed on the basis of (a) direct or indirect/mediated experiences 
and (b) information received through a variety of channels of communication and symbols. Since 
information is acquired from university symbols (e.g., logos, architecture, and other visual attributes), 
in particular, a university’s reputation can be significantly related to the visual identity of the 
university. 
Visual Identity and University Reputation  
 Visual identity – a critical dimension of organizational identity – and university reputation are 
strongly intertwined, as both concepts deal with perceptions of the university shared by internal and 
external constituents of the university.  

According to previous academic literature, the identity of an organization has an inseparable 
link with the organization’s reputation (Alessandri, 2001; Balmer & Gray, 1999; Fombrun & 
Rindova, 2000; Markwick & Fill, 1997; Van den Bosch, De Jong, & Elving, 2005). Alessandri 
(2001), for example, proposed the following conceptual model: (a) interaction with an organizational 
identity can produce an organizational image, and (b) repeated impressions of an organizational 
image can form a reputation of the organization over time. Along the same line, Balmer and Gray 
(1999) suggested corporate communication as a three-part process and maintained that the role of 
primary communication is to present a positive image of a firm for a strong reputation. 

More specifically, the visual identity of an organization “comprises all the symbols and 
graphical elements that express the essence of an organization” (Van den Bosch, De Jong, & Elving, 
2005, p. 108). Based on the five dimensions of corporate reputation (i.e., visibility, distinctiveness, 
authenticity, transparency, and consistency) proposed by Fombrun and Van Riel (2003), Van den 
Bosch et al. proposed a close link between corporate visual identity and corporate reputation. They 
suggested that corporate visual identity can support a corporate reputation by means of the quality of 
design, the range of its application, and the condition of the carriers.   

Among Fombrun and Van Riel’s five dimensions of corporate reputation, it is the dimension 
of distinctiveness that the researchers in this present study are focused on so as to delimit the scope of 
the study in exploring a link between university visual identity and reputation.  

First, distinctiveness refers to the unique position of the organization in the minds of its 
strategic constituents (Fombrun & Van Riel, 2003). They noted that distinctiveness can yield “top-of-
mind” awareness of an organization’s products and/or services in stakeholders’ minds, which in turn 
often leads to a favorable reputation of the organization. 

Second, Van den Bosch et al. claimed that the distinctive visual identity of an organization 
can be strongly related to such distinctiveness of the organization in the minds of its stakeholders. For 
example, the more distinctive the “FedEx” logo is to its stakeholders, the more distinctively 
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positioned is the company and its products/services in the minds of stakeholders, which can 
contribute to a favorable reputation of the company. 
Research Question 

Based on previous literature, therefore, the researchers suggest the following research 
question, which explores the link between university visual identity and reputation:  

RQ: What is the extent of the relationship between a university’s visual identity and the 
reputation of the university as perceived by its students?  

 
Research Methods 

This study explores the link between university visual identity (UVI) and reputation. For this 
purpose, the researchers selected a private university, located in the Northeast region of the United 
States, as the research context and students of the university as the research participants. 

In the initial portion of the current study, the researchers investigated UVI using Q 
methodology to explore how the research participants (N = 48) perceived the distinctiveness of the 
visual attributes that ranged from simple academic and athletic logos to university and community art 
and architecture.  
Q Methodology 

Q technique and its methodology (Stephenson, 1953) was the most suitable research approach 
for this study. Q methodology is focused on studying subjectivity.  Fundamentally, Q methodology 
involves a rank-ordering procedure in which participants rank order stimulus items (Q sample) to 
some condition of instruction, e.g., from “most representative” to “most unrepresentative.” Once 
participants have sorted the Q sample, the resulting “Q sorts” are correlated and factor analyzed. 
People who have sorted the items in a similar fashion will cluster together on a factor. A factor 
represents an attitude or point of view of those associated with the factor. For a detailed description 
of Q methodology, see Brown (1980, 1986) and McKeown and Thomas (1988). 

Q sample 
 A 38-item Q sample was drawn from archival and new graphic elements and photographs 
from around the university and community. A structured, balanced Q sample of images representing 
six areas – Academics, Athletics, Social Life, Art & Architecture, People, and Symbols & Logos --  
was selected and administered to 48 participants (see Table 1 for a small selection of the visual Q 
sample materials used in this study). 

Participants 
81 percent of the research participants were female students (n = 39) and 19 percent were 

male students (n = 9). These students were students specializing in public relations or advertising, 
with the following varying years in school: 20.8 percent of the participants were sophomores (n = 
10), 41.7 percent were juniors (n = 20), 22.9 percent were seniors (n = 11), and 14.6 percent were 
graduate students pursuing a professional master’s degree (n = 7). 
Condition of instructions 
 Participants sorted the statement to the following condition of instruction: “Which images are 
most representative to most unrepresentative of your view of [this] university?” Subjects were asked 
to sort the statements in the following distribution: 

Q Sort Distribution for University Visual Image Study 



IPRRC - 16 

 

 
 

Most Unrepresentative    Most Representative 
 
Value  - 4 -3 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3 +4 
Frequency   2  3  5  6 6   6   5   3   2 
 
 All Q sorts were administered in person. The 48 Q sorts were correlated and factor analyzed. 
Centroid extraction with varimax rotation was performed through the PCQ3 software program 
(Stricklin, 1987-1996).   
Survey of University Reputation 

In the subsequent part of the study, after the Q study was administered, the researchers asked 
the same research participants to answer a survey pertaining to university reputation. To develop the 
survey, the researchers modified an existing reputation scale constructed by Fombrun and Gardberg 
(2000) for the Reputation Quotient.  

A measurement model with three dimensions. By adjusting Fombrun and Gardberg’s scale for 
the university reputation context, the researchers conceptualized the following three dimensions of 
university reputation, with 11 items in total: (a) quality of academic performance, (b) quality of 
external performance, and (c) emotional engagement (see Table 2 for the measurement instrument 
used in this study). As the item of quality of athletic performance yielded a factor loading less than .3, 
the item was excluded. Figure 1 indicates that the proposed three-factor model, with 10 observed 
indicators, resulted in a sound measurement model: for example, a parsimonious fit index of chi-
square/df is less than 3 (discrepancy = 1.93) and an incremental fit index of Comparative Fit Index 
(CFA) is greater than .95 (CFA = .98). 

Constructing composite variables. As multiple items were used to measure each dimension of 
university reputation, the researchers had to construct composite variables. To do so, weights were 
given based on the factor loadings between the measured items and associated constructs in the CFA 
model (see Figure 1). For example, the composite variable of “Quality of Academic Performance” 
was constructed as the sum of .81 x education quality, .73 x student quality, .67 x faculty quality, .43 
x university vision, and .55 x academic leadership. 

Construct validity and reliability. According to Cohen’s (1988) guideline, construct validity is 
moderate in terms of the amount of extracted variance in each dimension of university reputation, 
which ranged from .31 to .43 (see Table 2). The dimensions of “Quality of Academic Performance” 
and “Quality of External Performance” yielded moderate reliability of .78 and .67, respectively, in 
terms of Alpha; however, the dimension of “Emotional Engagement” yielded weak reliability of .44 
in terms of Alpha. Therefore, in both construct validity and reliability, the third dimension of 
“Emotional Engagement” requires caution in data analysis. 
 
Research Results 

The purpose of this current study was to explore the link between university visual identity 
(UVI) and reputation. And the delimited focus was the relationship between the extent of 
distinctiveness of UVI and the degree of favorability of university reputation. 
Q Results: Grouping of the Research Participants 

The initial part of this study, Q methodology, identified two factors of university visual 
identity, suggesting that there are two groups of the research participants who had variant perceptions 
in sorting visual attributes of the university. Two factors accounting for 47% of the variance emerged 
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from the analysis of the 48 Q sorts (see Table 3). Nineteen participants were significantly loaded on 
Factor A; 18 on Factor B; 4 were confounded (loaded on both factors); and 7 did not load.   
 These two factors represent a “social” v. “academic” view of the university.  For example, 
Factor A participants found “representative” those images that reflected a more social orientation.  A 
significant part of Factor A’s visual image of the university focused on places where people get 
together to socialize, eat or drinking, etc., as the scores for images 11, 22, 27 and 34 indicate  (scores 
in parentheses for Factor A and B, respectively): 
 Image 11  (+4, +2)  Crowd shot at a sporting event 
 Image 22  (+3, -3)   Scene inside a bar, students talking and drinking 
 Image 27  (+2, +1)  The student center 
 Image 34  (+2, -3)   A sign outside a local bar 
 Factor B expressed a more academic perspective on the university. For example, Factor B 
participants scored the classic university seal, written in Latin, quite high (image 2) and they focused 
more on the academic buildings representing major schools at the university (image 24 and 25). 
Scores in parentheses for Factor A and B, respectively: 
 Image 2  (0, +3)  University seal, written in Latin 
 Image 24  (+3, +3)  Image of building housing the English Department 
 Image 25  (0, +2)  Image of building housing the Music Department 
  Additionally, Factor B participants tended to reject, or find unrepresentative, those images 
representing a more social aspect of the university. For example, images of the student gym, a 
fraternity house and a bar, were scored as unrepresentative of this Factor’s view of the university, as 
scores for images 18, 38, and 34 indicated (scores in parentheses for Factor A and B, respectively): 
 Image 18  (0, -2)  Student gym 
 Image 38  (0, -4)  Fraternity house 
 Image 34  (+2, -3) A sign outside a local bar 

The results of the Q-method analysis suggested the following three groups of research 
participants: 

(a) The research participants who belonged to a factor strongly related to social aspects of 
visual attributes; 

(b) The research participants who belonged to another factor strongly related to academic 
aspects of visual attributes; and 

(c) In addition, the 14.6 percent of the research participants (n = 7) who did not belong to 
either of the two factors can be examined as another group 

Therefore, the researchers segmented three groups of the research participants on the basis of 
the variant manner regarding how those participants perceived the distinctiveness of university visual 
attributes, for subsequent analysis. 
The Results of the Relationship between University Visual Identity and Reputation 

Overall, the results of one-way analyses of variance indicated that there was a strong 
relationship between university visual identity (UVI) and reputation. Except on the dimension of 
“Quality of Academic Performance,” there were significant differences in the perception of university 
reputation across the three groups of the research participants. 
 First, despite insignificant group difference (F = 2.34, df = 2, Partial eta-square/R square = 
.094, and p = .108), the participants in Group B (i.e., those who perceived the distinctiveness of 
visual attributes on the basis of academic aspects) reported the most favorable evaluation of the 
dimension of “Quality of Academic Performance” across the three groups of participants (M = 13.41, 
SD = 1.66). At the same time, the participants in Group C (i.e., lacking distinctiveness in their 
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perception of the visual identity) reported the least favorable evaluation of this dimension (M = 
11.73, SD = 2.74). 
 Second, in perceiving the quality of external performance of the university, there existed 
significant group differences (F = 4.77, df = 2, Partial eta-square/R square = .175, and p = .013). The 
participants in Group A (those who perceived the distinctiveness of visual attributes on the basis of 
social aspects) evaluated this dimension of university reputation most favorably (M = 7.90, SD = 
1.14), whereas the participants in Group C evaluated this dimension most unfavorably (M = 6.59, SD 
= 1.36). 

Finally, regarding the dimension of emotional engagement between university and students, 
once again, those in Group A evaluated this dimension most favorably (M = 5.02, SD = .60). There 
also existed significant group difference in evaluating this dimension across the three groups (F = 
3.26, df = 2, Partial eta-square/R square = .127, and p = .048). 

 
Discussion 

The purpose of this current study was to explore the link between university visual identity 
(UVI) and reputation, with the delimitation on the relationship between the extent of distinctiveness 
of UVI and the degree of favorability of university reputation. 

To conduct this present study, two different methods were used. Q methodology was used to 
segment the research participants on the basis of their perceptions of the distinctiveness of UVI, 
followed by a survey of university reputation.  

Q method yielded three groups of research participants who had variant patterns in 
recognizing the distinctiveness of university visual attributes in the Q sample of 38 visual images. 
The first group’s visual identity centered more on social aspects of the university than the other two 
groups; the second group’s visual identity centered more on academic aspects of the university than 
the other two groups; and there were research participants who lacked distinctiveness in perceiving 
university visual attributes.  

The university reputation measure turned out to have three dimensions: quality of academic 
performance, quality of external performance, and emotional engagement. 

Then, the researchers explored whether there were any significant differences of university 
reputation in those three dimensions by the three groups of the participants who had variant 
perceptions of university visual identity. 

Overall, the results supported the literature of visual identity and reputation: there existed a 
close empirical link between UVI and university reputation in this study. The participants with a 
strong sense of academic aspects of UVI tended to most positively evaluate the dimension of quality 
of academic performance. At the same time, it was the participants who most positively evaluated the 
dimension of emotional engagement who focused on the social aspect of UVI. 

Also, it is interesting to note that those participants who perceived no distinct visual identity 
generally reported a less favorable university reputation than those who perceived a distinct visual 
identity. This suggests a close link between university visual identity and reputation.  

In summary, the results of such analyses suggest the following: (a) a stronger visual identity 
(i.e., more distinctive perceptions of university visual attributes) resulted in a more favorable 
reputation of the university, and (b) salient components of the visual identity (i.e., the distinctiveness 
of certain visual attributes in the minds of the research participants) was strongly associated with 
similar aspects of the university’s reputation—a priming effect of visual identity in the participants’ 
cognitive representations, or reputation. Future research can take a step further to examine this 
priming effect of visual identity on reputation in a much more controlled setting of research – for 
example, experimental research – than this current study. 
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The limitation of this study is its small sample size. The researchers believe the sample size of 
48 participants was adequate for the Q methodology, since generalization – or ensuring external 
validity – is not the key goal of Q methodology. Since this current study’s purpose was to link the 
results of Q methodology and a survey, the same sample had to be used for both portions of the study. 

 

Table 1 
Visual Images Used in Q Methodology 

Art & Architecture 
(academic) 

1 

People 
(academic) 

4 

Symbols & Logos 
(academic) 

7 
Art & Architecture 

(athletics) 
2 

People 
(athletics) 

5 

Symbols & Logos 
(athletics) 

8 
Art & Architecture  

(social life) 
3 

People 
(social life) 

6 

Symbols & Logos  
(social life) 

9 
Note: There are 4 images in each of 9 quadrants and 2 images in the category of miscellaneous inputs. In total, 38 
images were sorted by the participants. The following is a small selection of the visual images used in the Q study. 

Quadrant 1: 

 
Quadrant 6: 
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Table 2 
Means, Standard Deviations, Construct Validity, and Reliability of University Reputation Scale 

Variables M SD Construct 
Validitya 

Reliabilityb 

Quality of Academic Performance 3.99 .59 .43 .78 
The university offers high quality education.     
The university attracts highly motivated, intelligent students.     
The university has high quality faculty.     
The university looks like a university with strong prospects for future 
growth. 

    

The university has excellent leadership.     
     
Quality of External Performance 2.78 .61 .41 .67 
The media reports of the university are in general positive.     
The university is visible in the mass media.     
The university is a responsible member of the community.     
     
Emotional Engagement 4.37 .68 .31 .44 
I have a good feeling about the university.     
There is strong emotional tie between me and the university.     
Note. aThe amount of extracted variance (i.e., the average squared standardized loading). bCronbach’s Alpha. 

 
 
 
Table 3 Factor Matrix of Q Analysis 
 Factors 
Participant ID Factor A Factor B 
1 .69 * .15  
2 .74 * .39  
3 .24  .74 * 
4 .22  .77 * 
5 .24  .65 * 
6 .73 * .15  
7 .69 * .23  
8 .38  .72 * 
9 .82 * .20  
10 .41  .54 * 
11 .52 * .68 * 
12 .19  .77 * 
13 .69 * .11  
14 .73 * .28  
15 .34  .38  
16 .63 * .19  
17 .57 * .47 * 
18 .71 * .16  
19 .01  .66 * 
20 .32  .09  
21 .65 * .20  
22 .52 * .61 * 
23 .60 * .16  
24 .51 * .40  
25 .59 * .37  
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26 .37 .37 
27 .67 * .30  
28 .65 * -.01  
29 .24  -.13  
30 .40  .49 * 
31 .33  .69 * 
32 .32  .54 * 
33 .36  .29  
34 .45 * .40  
35 .35  .34  
36 .45 * .22  
37 .26  .63 * 
38 .57 * .24  
39 .33  .61 * 
40 .44 * .59 * 
41 .50 * .36  
42 .17  .81 * 
43 .11  .79 * 
44 .24  .71 * 
45 -.08  .36  
46 .30  .46 * 
47 .23  .84 * 
48 .18  .69 * 

Note. *p < .01. Two factors accounting for 47% of the variance emerged from the analysis of the 48 Q sorts. 

 
 
Table 4 
One-way Analyses of Variance for University Reputation Dimensions by Three Groups with Variant 
Perceptions of University Visual Identity 
 University Visual Identity (UVI)     
 Group A 

(Social) 
Group 

B 
(Academic) 

Group 
C 

(None) 

    

        
Dimensions of University 
Reputation 

Mean 
(SD) 

Mean 
(SD) 

Mean 
(SD) 

F df Partial 
Eta-

Square 

Significance 

        
Quality of Academic Performance 12.66 

(1.64) 
13.41 
(1.66) 

11.73 
(2.84) 

2.34 2 .094 p = .108 

        
Quality of External Performance 7.90 

(1.14) 
7.08 
(.97) 

6.59 
(1.36) 

4.77 2 .175 p = .013 

        
Emotional Engagement 5.02 

(.60) 
4.47 
(.82) 

4.53 
(.67) 

3.26 2 .127 p = .048 
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ACA

.65
EDU e1

.54
STU e2.73

.45
FAC e3

.67

.18
VISION e4

.43

EXT

.50
MREP e6

.23
MVIS e7

.70

.48

.30
LEAD e5

.02

.53
CR e8.72

ENG

.36
FEEL e9

.25
ETIE e10

.60

.50

.35

.15

.81

.55

 
 
Figure 1. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) of reputation scale with standardized factor loadings. N= 48, DF = 32, Chi-
square = 61.766, p = .002, CFI = .982. 
 
Note. ACA = Academic performance; EXT = External performance; ENG = Emotional engagement. 
 
EDU = Education quality; STU = Student quality; FAC = Faculty quality; VISION = Vision of academic leadership; 
LEAD = Leadership of university management; MREP = Media reputation; MVIS = Media visibility; CR = Community 
responsibility; FEEL = Feeling; ETIE = Emotional tie. 
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In the past several years, determining the effectiveness of communications activities has become 
increasingly important both to communications professionals and to the greater business community. 
In 2004, the Communications Executive Council (CEC) conducted a survey of hundreds of chief 
communication officers in major corporations; 79 percent of the respondents stated they believed 
communication performance measurement was more important than it had been three years earlier. 
Survey respondents also ranked “Measuring and Communicating Effectiveness of the Function” as 
the second most important issue facing the communications industry.1 

Not everyone in the communications industry views measurement in the same light, though. 
While some embrace the “science” of measurement as it relates to communications, others look at 
communications as an art outside the realm of formal measurement. Quotations from two corporate 
communications professionals illustrate this dichotomy: 

“You can’t manage what you can’t measure. Everyone’s looking for a seat at the table, and 
they ought to be looking at measurement for getting to the table and staying there.” 
Bill Margaritis, SVP Worldwide Communications and IR, Fed Ex2 

 
“I cringe at the idea of return on investment because that sounds like what we do ought to be 
so predictable when it’s not.” 
Bill Nielsen, former Corporate VP of Public Affairs, Johnson & Johnson3 

 
Despite the naysayers, however, most communications professionals are increasingly 

recognizing the truth in Margartis’ words; without data on the effectiveness of their activities, 
communications professionals cannot gain the credibility they desire from senior management. 

In this article, we examine the importance of measurement to the communications industry, 
the insufficiency of measurement in communications, how communications professionals’ 
measurement needs are changing, obstacles to meeting measurement needs, and the potential benefits 
from understanding the link between communications and business value. This discussion is essential 
to understanding that the communications industry needs a way to add meaning to the data it already 
has; to link existing data to business outcomes; and to demonstrate that effective communications 
activities move organizations toward their business objectives. 

In many cases, companies do not require more or better measurement, only better use of 
existing measurement data. And once the communications industry has the ability to understand how 
its activities affect business outcomes, communications professionals can have a greater effect on 
business outcomes going forward rather than simply justifying what they have done in the past. To 
that end, we also discuss what we believe are the keys to measuring the contribution of 
communications activities. 
 
The Importance of Measuring Communications 

Despite the ongoing debate about the relevance of measuring the results of communications 
efforts, measurement is important because: 

• It enables communications professionals to meet demands from senior managers; 
• It justifies communication budgets; and 
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• It allows communications professionals to develop more effective communications 
strategies. 

Meeting demands from senior management 
Senior managers increasingly demand to see the results of communications efforts in terms of 

business outcomes.4  This trend accelerated in the years after the dotcom bubble burst as the economy 
struggled to recover from the resulting recession. As one executive says: “CEOs may be willing to 
bear the cost in good times, but are less likely to in bad times.”5 A survey of over 1,040 professionals 
from 25 countries conducted by Benchpoint Ltd. revealed that board directors and CEOs were more 
likely than other respondents to say “Measurement is an integral part of PR” and “We will be doing 
more measurement in the future.”6 Eighty-eight percent of all respondents to the same survey said 
they would be interested in a tool that calculates the ROI of communications efforts.7 

An op-ed in PR Week made the point that the communications industry must do a better job of 
demonstrating results in terms senior managers will understand: 

“Business leaders are interested in investing capital in activities and assets for which the risk 
and return characteristics can be objectively measured, analyzed, and predicted with some 
degree of certainty based on data and facts. If intangibles like chemistry and creativity are 
positioned as the deciding factors…then PR looks more like a leap of faith than a good 
investment.”8 
We know that measurement is important to senior managers across the board – a Gallup 

survey of executives conducted in 2004 revealed that executives spend 24 percent of their time on 
“plan measurement/monitoring,” second only to strategic thinking/planning.9 But it seems that 
measurement is especially important in building credibility for the communication function. When 
the Council of Public Relations Firms and Advertising Age’s Customer Programs Division asked 
senior marketers in what roles they considered PR most effective, only 22 percent responded that PR 
was effective for “driving sales.”10 For CEOs to understand how corporate communication helps the 
organization meet its overall business objectives, measurement tools must move beyond traditional 
gauges such as media clips and advertising equivalencies. FedEx’s Margaritis says: 
“Measurement…helps build alignment with business objectives, and gives executive management a 
sense of confidence that we are using a quantifiable process in which to invest our money and 
time.”11 

When senior managers recognize the value of communications, they will also see the role it 
can play in corporate strategy. From gaining employee buy-in to engaging customers to managing 
relationships with investors, corporate communication has a role to play in strategy execution. 
Traditionally, though, senior managers have viewed communication as a tactical function. In fact, in 
the Advertising Age/Council of PR Firms survey, only 35 percent of respondents saw public relations 
as primarily a strategic function.12 Yet when corporations develop an overarching communication 
strategy they reap benefits such as improved corporate reputation and better relationships with 
constituencies. 
Justifying budgets 

Intricately linked to CEOs’ demands to see results is the need to justify budgets. Dave 
Samson, general manager of public affairs at Chevron Texaco, agrees: “You are given so much 
capital every year, and you have to show how you are adding value, and the way to do that is to link 
to the business objectives.”13 Public relations funding was hit hard during the recession in the early 
part of this decade. According to one survey by PR Week and Biz360, PR budgets dropped 39 percent 
and, as a percentage of total corporate revenue, declined from 0.14 percent to 0.08 percent. 
According to You Mon Tsang, CEO of Biz360, other departments, likes sales, were not subject to 
such drastic cuts because they can better demonstrate their value through numbers: “[Corporate 
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communicators] can’t really prove their effect on the organization. If you talk to a sales person, he 
can come right back and say ‘If you cut five heads out of my department, this is what’s going to 
happen,’ and show you figures and proof right there.”14 
Developing more effective communication strategies 

As measurement capabilities become more robust, they help communications professionals 
better understand how their activities affect business outcomes, enabling limited resources to be 
directed to the areas where they can be most effective. We will address measurement’s effect on 
communication strategy in more detail in a later section of this paper on the benefits of implementing 
better measurement programs. 
 
The Insufficiency of Current Measurement Efforts 

Communications professionals have dedicated much of their time to determining what to 
measure and which measurement tools to use because they feel the need to demonstrate the value 
they add. As a result of these efforts, communications professionals are data rich and information 
poor – they can calculate advertising equivalencies, count clips, and analyze message pull-through – 
but existing tools are unable to demonstrate the links between communications activities and business 
outcomes or to account for the value those activities create. The failure is not in companies’ 
willingness or ability to collect data – the average company uses 20 measures in its efforts to 
demonstrate communication value – but what those companies do with the data after they collect it.15 

To date, measurement tools have failed to evolve to the point where they can accurately 
reflect the value of communications.16 This failure may explain the disparity between interest in 
measurement and the resources devoted to it. In December 2004, PR News reported the results of a 
survey it conducted with Counselors Academy, a division of the Public Relations Society of America 
comprised of senior public relations professionals. Fifty-eight percent of respondents said that 
measuring the ROI of PR was their top concern in 2005.17 However, just a week earlier, PR News had 
reported that only eight percent of respondents to another survey spent over $2,000 annually on 
media measurement, one of the most common forms of measurement.18 One agency leader calls the 
current inability to demonstrate the cause-and-effect relationship between PR input and business 
value the industry’s “Achilles heel”.19 

Communications professionals have been measuring the results of their activities for decades. 
As the ideas around measurement have evolved, so have the variety of measures available. From 
media tracking to issue analysis, measurement has become more sophisticated in recent years as 
technology has evolved to support more advanced tools and demands for corporate accountability 
have increased. Yet today’s measurement efforts are still insufficient to meet the industry’s demands. 
More meaningful data 

All existing measurement products and services are valuable in their own right, providing data 
that lead us toward the answers to the questions everyone is asking: Does what I do create value for 
the business I support? Am I using my resources as wisely as I could? How can I demonstrate the 
effect of my activities in a language that senior management will understand? But existing tools still 
do not have all the capabilities the communications industry needs. Specifically, the communications 
industry needs a way to add meaning to the data it already has – to link existing data to business 
outcomes and to demonstrate that the result of communications activities is improved ability to 
achieve overall business objectives. In many cases, taking this next step does not require more or 
better measurement, only better use of existing measurement data. 
Outputs vs. outcomes 

Despite the proliferation of measurement tools, most existing tools focus on measuring the 
outputs of specific communications activities rather than the impact on business outcomes. As Mark 
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Weiner, the CEO of Delahaye, a Division of Bacon’s Information, puts it: "PR people are realizing 
that media coverage is just an interim goal, not the ultimate goal. The demand now is for tying PR 
results into meaningful business outcomes.”20 We believe that communications contributes to 
business outcomes like sales, earnings, and market share. We also believe that it is not only possible 
to measure the contribution of communications activities, but also that we have a responsibility, as an 
industry, to demonstrate the effect of our activities in terms that are meaningful to senior 
management. However, although managers are more interested in outcomes, communications 
professionals currently spend up to 90 percent of their time measuring outputs.21 A survey conducted 
by Delahaye in early 2002, revealed that measuring press clippings is the second most common 
method of demonstrating ROI for public relations. But respondents, comprised primarily of 
representatives of corporate communication departments and PR agencies, ranked press clippings 
second only to advertising value in lack of significance.22 Similarly, respondents to the Benchpoint 
survey ranked advertising value equivalents among the least effective measurement tools.23 Why, 
then have we not found a way to measure our activities against business outcomes? 

Exhibit 1 demonstrates how far the communications industry has come but also how far it still 
has to go to be able to meet demands from senior managers. 

 
Exhibit 1: The Evolution of Communications Measurement 
 

 
 
 

The large arrow reflects the evolution of measurement activities. At each stage of the 
evolution, practitioners have begun a little better off than they were in the previous stage by building 
on earlier efforts. Originally, practitioners used raw data to measure the output of their activities, 
creating measures representing the output of a campaign, such as column inches and impressions. 
Now communications professionals are able to use knowledge about those outputs to measure the 
effect of their activities, for example to understand how activities influence audience attitudes or 
consumer behavior. Now the communications industry must use information about the effect of 
communications activities to understand how they create value by contributing to companies’ ability 
to meet their strategic objectives. 

Moving to the stage in which we are able to understand the outcomes of communications 
activities will not require a complete set of new measurement tools – the communications 
measurement industry is robust and produces data linked to myriad communications activities. The 
industry’s only failure has been its inability to use the existing data to establish a link to business 
outcomes. Only when communications professionals have developed this capability can they 
understand the value corporate communication creates. 

A study, conducted by the IABC, demonstrates a “strong anecdotal link” between the market 
valuation of a company and its ability to leverage internal and external communications capabilities 
in support of the company’s business objectives.24 Of course, once the appropriate measurement tool 
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is available, the communications industry can use empirical, rather than anecdotal, data to 
demonstrate the value it creates. 
Understanding how its activities affect business outcomes will give the communications industry 
even greater power. Rather than simply justifying what they have done in the past, communications 
professionals will be able to understand the effect of their activities going forward. In other words, 
they will gain the power of predictability. 
Predictability 

Understanding communications activities’ past effect on business outcomes is undeniably 
important and senior managers demand this type of information. However, corporate communication 
will only be accepted as a strategic function when communications professionals can also predict the 
value their activities will contribute in the future. Sales, operations, and marketing departments 
provide senior management with data regarding what they will contribute to the business each year. 
Corporate communication departments should be able to do the same. 

Because predictability gives communications professionals the ability to direct resources, both 
financial and human, toward the activities that have the greatest impact on business outcomes, it will 
elevate the function. Imagine a corporate communication manager with limited resources in a 
company in which the primary goal is increased revenue. Once the manager understands the relative 
effect of all her department’s activities, she can compare the benefit of each activity to its cost and 
make an informed decision about how and where to use her resources. The manager can use this 
knowledge to refine her corporate communication strategy and to determine how to use her limited 
resources on a daily basis. What’s more, she can demonstrate to senior management that she is using 
her resources to their best effect and provide a forecast for how much revenue she expects her 
department to contribute in a specific time period. 

For example, if that manager knows that internal communications activities contribute more 
to revenue than media relations activities, she will focus her efforts on communicating with 
employees. She may even understand what specific topics are most important to employees, and so 
she can build her messaging around those topics to maximize her department’s contribution to 
revenue. In business, every part of an organization should be supporting a company’s strategy. The 
more effective each part of the organization is at its specialty – from creating products, to sales, to 
communications – the more likely a company is to meet, or even exceed, its strategic objectives. 
 
Obstacles to Developing Measurement Programs 

If measurement is so important and there is such a clear need for using measurement data 
differently, why has this problem not been solved? Among the most commonly cited obstacles to the 
development of a solution is the more typical qualitative, rather than quantitative, bent of 
communications professionals, the majority of whom are educated in the arts and humanities and lack 
training in quantitative skills.25 Even if this has historically been true, the perception seems to be 
changing – as communications curricula increasingly incorporate analytics and communications 
professionals come with MBA’s, they have become more open to quantifying the results of their 
efforts.26 But there are even more deeply rooted obstacles to measurement. 
Concerns about the expense of measurement 

Chief among the obstacles to implementing more robust measurement programs is the 
commonly held view among communications professionals that measurement is too expensive, 
especially since budgets have still not fully recovered from the cuts they underwent during the last 
industry downturn. The Benchpoint survey revealed that cost was the primary barrier to instituting 
measurement programs, with 47 percent of respondents saying it was a “major” barrier and 30 
percent saying it was a “very major” barrier.27 Indeed, budgetary concerns represent a catch-22 – 
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corporate communication departments whose budgets have been cut must demonstrate the value they 
deliver to get more funding, but, because their budgets have been cut, they lack the funding to 
institute measurement programs. Julia Hood, editor-in-chief of PR Week acknowledged this problem 
in early 2003: “Measurement is likely to be considered a luxury item by some, particularly as 
departments struggle to maintain their headcounts.”28 

In the past decade, technological advances have significantly improved measurement 
capabilities, lowering the associated costs and reducing a major barrier to implementing measurement 
programs. Because many of the most effective measurement tools are powered by technology, the 
ability to measure the results of communications activities has advanced along with the technology 
that supports it. Concurrent to the maturation of measurement technology, the associated costs have 
declined.29  Thus, technology has both increased the ability to measure results and decreased one of 
the primary barriers to measurement. While sophisticated measurement will always require some 
expense, the cost to implement a program that connects communications activities to value creation 
would be greatly outweighed by the associated benefits, which we discuss in the next section.  
Fear of what results may reveal 

A smaller group of communications professionals may be afraid of what better measurement 
might tell them about their effectiveness. Julia Hood also attributes communications professionals’ 
reluctance to implement measurement programs to a fear of accountability.30 And Alice Brink, a 
senior vice president at Vollmer Public Relations acknowledges: “There’s a fear of looking like a 
failure….”31 Nearly 20 percent of respondents to the Benchpoint survey cited “uncertainty of what 
one might find” as a reason for not conducting measurement.32 So, fear of results is a small, but real, 
barrier to measurement programs. But most communications professionals intuitively believe that 
their activities add value within their organizations – otherwise, they would have switched careers 
long ago. Why not put measurement to work to alleviate these fears once and for all? 
The difficulty of isolating the effects of individual activities 

Because so many factors work together at once to influence an organization’s progress toward 
its business objectives, communications professionals have difficulty isolating the effect of their 
activities from the effects of concurrent efforts. For example, if a company’s primary goal is to 
increase sales of a specific product, the corporate communication component will likely be part of a 
much larger marketing effort including increased advertising, changes in distribution channels, and, 
perhaps, pricing adjustments. Identifying the portion of increased sales that is attributable to each of 
these is very difficult. 

We believe this difficulty is the true obstacle to measuring corporate communication’s 
effectiveness – not fear of the results or concerns about the expense – but finding a tool that can 
isolate the effects of communications efforts from the myriad factors influencing business outcomes. 
Don Bartholomew, senior vice president of measurement and evaluation at CGI Group, 
acknowledges this impediment to clear measurement: “PR rarely works in a vacuum. If you have PR, 
advertising, direct marketing, outdoor advertising, web marketing, all at the same time, it’s hard to 
isolate on a causal basis what PR has done.”33 The difficulty in isolating the impact of one factor over 
another points to the need not to step up measurement efforts or find new measurement tools but to 
find a tool that will use the current data in a new way to reveal the effect of individual 
communications activities. 
 
The Benefits of Better Measurement Capabilities 

Despite the obstacles, once the link between communications activities and business 
outcomes is clear the communications industry and businesses will reap great benefits, including: 
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• More respect for communications professionals and for the industry as a whole, leading to a 
seat at the table with senior management; 
• Greater control over communications efforts, enabling communicators to craft better 
strategies 
• Increased funding, possibly diverting budget away from advertising; and 
• Better business outcomes. 

A seat at the table 
Scott Bussen, marketing communications manager at Miller Brewing Company, credits the 

introduction of a new, more robust measurement tool that focuses on business outcomes with 
“open(ing) some people’s eyes in terms of how we’ve taken seriously the need to measure what we 
do….that’s helped us be taken more seriously.”34 Over 80 percent of respondents to the Benchpoint 
survey said that measurement is “essential to demonstrate the value” of communications.35 Gaining 
credibility leads to a seat at the table with senior managers, access to and input in corporate strategy 
development initiatives, and an entrée to decision-makers within the organization. 
Better programs through greater control 

As mentioned, previously, measurement also gives communications professionals more 
control over their programs and, accordingly, enables them to improve their corporate 
communication strategies. If one activity is less effective than another at generating positive business 
results, communications professionals can redirect resources toward activities that are more effective. 
Margaritis of FedEx says: “Measurement helps us prioritize and execute our programs; it’s a road 
map to our activities.”36 But how can the company know what impact, if any, individual 
communications activities have? 

Only by employing a tool that can determine the impact of individual activities can a 
corporate communication department understand which types of activities are most effective. It can 
then direct its resources to similar activities in the future. By continually refining its approach in this 
way, every campaign the department manages will be more effective than the one before. As Lou 
Capozzi, chairman of the Council of Public Relations Firms, says: “By holding ourselves accountable 
for the work that we do, we can learn how to do it better. That’s how we have advanced our 
profession and its goals, and how we’ll continue to do so.”37 
A larger piece of the pie 

The advantages discussed above – a seat at the table with senior management and better 
control over corporate communication programs – will always be possible to achieve. However, 
changes in the business environment have created a limited window of opportunity for the 
communications industry to the benefits of demonstrating the value communications activities create. 

More than ever before, businesses are questioning the efficacy of traditional advertising. In 
fact, despite the $117 billion spent each year on advertising, there is no conclusive evidence that 
advertising results in increased sales. Consumers cannot remember which commercials feature what 
products, and four out of five new products introduced to the market, most through advertising 
campaigns, fail.38 As a result, senior managers are questioning the effectiveness of advertising and 
are demanding greater accountability from advertising departments. This trend is partially driven by 
two phenomena. 

Contributing to questions regarding the efficacy of advertising is the continued rise in 
subscriptions to Tivo and other digital video recorder (DVR) programs. Perhaps in response to this 
trend, Procter & Gamble (P&G), the top advertiser in the U.S., announced in June 2005 that it had 
reduced the amount of money it committed to purchasing time for television commercials in the 
annual “upfront” negotiations. P&G, which devoted $2.5 billion to television advertising in 2004, is 
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expected to reduce its spending commitments by as much as 25 percent for cable television and five 
percent for the major networks. 39 Perhaps foreshadowing the company’s move, at a conference in 
February 2004, P&G global marketing officer, Jim Stengel, declared “there must be, and is, life 
beyond the 30-second TV spot.”40 

Also illustrative of the move away from traditional advertising is a phenomenon, which PR 
Week calls “narrowcasting” (as contrasted to “broadcasting”). Narrowcasting reflects the increasing 
need to target messages toward smaller audiences as the “one-size-fits-all” television advertising 
approaches become less effective. 41 Larry Light, global chief marketing officer for McDonald’s 
acknowledged this phenomenon in a speech at the AdWatch: Outlook 2004 conference in June 2004. 
Light discussed the need to “tell as many different stories in as many different ways as it takes to 
reach McDonald’s 47 million consumers in 119 countries.”42 McDonald’s has transformed its 
marketing mix accordingly. The company currently uses only one-third of its advertising budget for 
prime-time network ads, compared with two-thirds in the past. Light has also issued an open call to 
media companies to help him figure out a way to use the remaining 
funds.43 

As more people question the efficacy of advertising, the communications industry will have 
more opportunities, like this one, to take share away from traditional advertising. If the 
communications industry can demonstrate the value it creates, with data that link communications 
activities to business outcomes, it can lay claim to some of the $60 billion devoted to television 
advertising each year in the U.S.44 However, by some accounts, if the communications industry 
cannot demonstrate the value it brings to the table, marketers will begin to call on corporate 
communication departments less, if not to ignore them altogether.45  Thus, the danger of not acting on 
this opportunity is not that the communications industry misses out on a larger piece of the pie but 
that the pie itself gets smaller. 
Better business outcomes 

The communications industry obviously stands to benefit from better measurement of its 
activities, but the implications of better measurement extend beyond increased credibility and larger 
budgets for one department. Enhanced communication measurement capabilities will also contribute 
to business value by enabling the corporate communication function to better support strategic goals. 

Having a seat at the table with senior management is, in no small part, about gaining respect 
for the function. However, when communications professionals are at the table, they are able to 
expand their understanding of the company’s overall business objectives and identify better ways to 
move their organizations closer to these goals through communications activities. In fact, the more 
corporate communication becomes intertwined with and able to support corporate strategy, the more 
valuable it becomes, and measurement results will reflect this value. 

Similarly, the ability to direct resources to activities that have the greatest effect on business 
outcomes ensures that an organization gets the highest possible return on its communication 
investment. Companies will realize these returns in the form of whichever business outcome they 
consider most important – whether that outcome is revenue, earnings, market share, or any other 
measure senior management considers significant. The business benefit of better measurement is 
especially compelling if, in fact, the effectiveness of traditional advertising is waning. Understanding 
which communications activities can deliver the same benefits historically expected from advertising 
will enable organizations to redirect resources more effectively. Companies that proactively address 
this cultural shift will have a competitive advantage over their competitors when it comes to reaching 
out to consumers. 

In fact, two separate studies suggest that the measuring the value added by corporate 
communication may result in better business performance. Christopher D. Ittner and David F. 
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Larcker, of the Wharton School of Business, have conducted research suggesting that companies that 
can identify causal relationships between nonfinancial measures and financial outcomes and then 
choose performance measures based on those relationships are more successful than other companies, 
in terms of return on assets and return on equity.46 
 
A New Measurement Solution 

As discussed above, to gain credibility with senior managers, earn recognition as strategic 
assets to corporations, and show that corporate communication adds as much, if not more, value than 
advertising, communications professionals must demonstrate that their efforts contribute to business 
outcomes. The communications industry has been missing a tool that can isolate the impact of 
communications activities from the many other factors that influence business outcomes and express 
the value created by these activities in terms that senior managers understand. Due to the current 
business environment, pressures to provide this evidence are only becoming stronger and the 
potential benefits are greater than ever before. We believe the key to making this possible is the 
ability to measure intangible assets using statistical analysis. 

The solution we have developed uses existing measurement data that many companies already 
have, applies a sophisticated statistical model to the data, and identifies the causal relationships 
between communications activities and business value. The key to making this possible is the ability 
to measure intangible assets using statistical analysis. 
Intangible assets 

Intangible assets are the non-accounting, non-financial drivers that Jonathan Low and Pam 
Cohen Kalafut call companies’ “invisible advantage” in their book Invisible Advantage. Examples of 
these “invisible advantages” are people, ideas, know-how, relationships, systems, work processes, 
R&D investment, careful brand management, and a seasoned corporate communication team.47 

Increasingly, corporate value is created by intangible, rather than tangible, assets. According 
to one study, the percentage of the S&P 500 companies’ value attributable to intangibles grew from 
40 percent to 84 percent between 1982 and 1999.48 In their book, Unseen Wealth, Margaret M. Blair 
and Steve M. Wallman assert that 80 percent of corporate value is created by intangibles.49  Thus, 
while the exact number is debatable, we know that the majority of corporate value today is created by 
companies’ intangible assets rather than the traditional measures of tangible assets – property, plant, 
and equipment. Baruch Lev, a professor at New York University’s Stern School of Business and an 
expert on intangibles, argues that intangibles are more important than ever before because business 
competition has intensified due to forces like globalization, deregulation, and the emergence of 
information technology.50 Companies that can leverage intangibles to create value will have a 
competitive advantage in the face of these forces. 

The rise of intangibles clearly has implications in terms of how businesses account for the 
value of their enterprises. For example, intangibles explain how two companies that look similar on 
paper can have very different share prices. Recent developments in both Europe and the United States 
reflect the accounting world’s ongoing efforts to find ways in which to better capture the true value of 
an organization by accounting for its intangible assets. As of 2005, corporations in Europe must 
capitalize some internally generated intangibles.51 In the U.S., the American Institute of Certified 
Public Accountants (AICPA) has begun to explore ways in which corporations can measure and 
report on the value of their intangible assets. 

Corporate communication capability is not only an intangible asset, but corporate 
communication is also a value driver for many other intangibles such as brand value, customer 
relationships, corporate reputation and workplace productivity. The Communications Executive 
Council’s member survey revealed that “inability to value intangible outputs” is the top obstacle to 
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measurement for all companies regardless of the size of their corporate communication budgets.52 
Clearly, intangibles hold the key to creating a better understanding of the business value corporate 
communication creates. The question, then, is: how can we account for intangibles in a way that 
enables us to value communications activities?  
Statistical analysis 

The key to understanding the corporate value communications activities create lies in 
measuring them in terms of their effect on business outcomes, such as revenue, earnings, and market 
share, rather than relying on output data, such as clip counts. We believe the way to link 
communications activities to business outcomes is through statistical analysis, which involves 
collecting, evaluating, and drawing conclusions from data. Statistical analysis is widely used in a 
variety of areas, including scientific and governmental research where it can be used to determine 
which political candidate is more popular, identify population trends, or evaluate the effectiveness of 
new medical treatments. Statistical analysis also has numerous uses in the business world, including: 

• Measuring quality – as GE does through its statistics-based Six Sigma program, which has 
saved the company billions of dollars 
• Mitigating risks – as investment managers do when they uses statistical analysis to diversify 
clients’ investment portfolios 
• Predicting customer behavior – as the pharmaceutical industry does when it uses statistical 
analysis to demonstrate the effect of spending on direct-to-consumer advertising on sales. 

Statistical analysis also allows us to understand the connection between intangibles and business 
outcomes; however, it has never before been used to link communications activities to business 
outcomes. 

Using intangibles and statistical analysis to understand corporate communication value Over 
the past two years, I have been working on a research effort with Peter Verrengia of Fleishman-
Hillard and Pam Cohen Kalafut and Jon Low, the founders of the specialized consulting firm, 
Predictiv, to develop a solution that can isolate the effect of communications activities on business 
outcomes. We are working to apply to communications a statistical methodology that has been used 
for over a decade in more than fifteen industries to value intangible assets. 
Pilot studies conducted with Fleishman-Hillard clients have demonstrated that this model will 
provide greater insight into how communication activities contribute to business outcomes that matter 
to senior management and will eliminate the obstacles to measurement that we discussed previously – 
concerns about expense, fear of results, and isolation of the effect of individual activities. We see this 
solution as a move toward a new way of looking at corporate communication. When other corporate 
functions view corporate communication as a creator of value, communications professionals will 
have an entirely new role within their organizations. 

Communications professionals are on the precipice of an incredible opportunity: the use of 
statistical analysis – a proven tool universally accepted by the most demanding business executives – 
in a field that has historically been barren of any definitive methodology for demonstrating value and 
predicting causality. Such a tool has long been considered the “holy grail” of the communications 
industry. And, if applied industry-wide, this tool will transform the perceived value, the actual value, 
and, ultimately, the profitability of the industry and the businesses it serves. 
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This is Part 2 of a four-year study about the impact of the increasing Hispanic population on Horry 
County, which includes North Myrtle Beach, Myrtle Beach, Conway and outlying Grand Strand areas 
of South Carolina.  Last year, the researchers argued at the Eighth Annual International Public 
Relations Research Conference in Miami that a public relations crisis was imminent based on a 
dominant English-language only culture that delayed taking action at the public and state government 
levels to accommodate the emerging Hispanic population. Within the Horry County government, the 
impact has been significant this last year with a 5 percent increase of Hispanic children in elementary 
schools; a 40% increase in convictions and incarcerations; and a jump from anywhere between 5 to 
10 all the way to 15 to 20 Hispanics who speak little or no English appearing daily in Magistrates and 
Central Traffic court.  For all this, there is a continued reluctance on the part of the Emergency 911 
central office to maintain data that would disclose the number of callers who speak little or no 
English (a report by the county public information office states that the E911 staff estimate that they 
receive about 25-30 calls from such callers out of 15,000 to 20,000 per month).   
 Moreover, there is still no state health care for Hispanic children whose parents do not qualify 
for welfare assistance nor is the county very progressive in its outlook toward preserving the health of 
all children.  Also, there appears to be not only a negative perception of Hispanics in general, there is 
the belief that Hispanic workers are temporary, so any government effort would be futile.  
 Left unattended, we reported last year, a crisis of other proportions, besides the existing 
communication crisis, would be inevitable.  In the González-Herrero and Pratt (1996) model of the 
crisis life cycle, we believe that the actual birth cycle of a crisis in our county began about 10 years 
ago, but that the warning signs were there as far back as 20 years ago when the tobacco farms started 
a downward trend and migrant workers were coming into the county and looking elsewhere for 
temporary work.  The Hispanic population (we believe now to be about 14%) has increased at about 
.5 to 1% per year, and that the crisis which is more of a communication crisis right now is not yet at 
maturity level.  Therefore, we would add the Steven Fink (2000)  stage called, promordal or warning 
stage, to the Gonzalez-Herrero and Pratt (1996) model suggesting that the warning stage is actually 
the first stage, before the birth stage of the crisis.  

 The figure below combines the Gonzalez-Herrero and Pratt with the Fink model of a crisis: 
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 If a crisis declines, the crisis dies.  If it matures, it is full-blown and creates uncertainty as to 
its longevity. In Horry County, SC, farmers have relied for years on immigrant itinerant workers who 
would come and go according to harvest times. For many years, some farmers recall increased 
numbers of Hispanics coming in, and less Black workers in the fields. We suggest that these alone 
were the warning stage of a future crisis. It was after Vincente Fox’s presidency in Mexico where 
new democratic measures were instituted and decreased intervention in border crossings that people 
from Central America and Mexico began coming across the U.S. in large numbers for work. People 
in our county saw this happening but refused to acknowledge it as a warning of any kind. 
Unfortunately, it is this failure that we believe could lead to several disastrous consequences.   
 Focus groups conducted last year revealed that the crisis in the county  could be halted with 
proper intervention.  One of the focus groups had three members of the only nonprofit organization 
devoted to helping Hispanic immigrants. Latinoamericans en Acción, we learned, was slowly 
dissolving due to monetary reasons and the fact that the organization could not properly serve 
Hispanics in need. It is this organization that indeed has their hands on the pulse of the problem in the 
county.  The names of those attending the focus groups are withheld, but the organizations they 
represented are given in the table below. 

 
Focus Group 1 

Agencies/organization represented 
Focus Group 2 
Agencies/organization represented 

Public Engagement Coordinator 
Coastal Carolina University 

La Voz Latina (Newspaper) 

Director, Latinoamericanos en Acción Catholic Charities 
Director, SOS Health Care Parish Priest, St. James Catholic Church  
Club Hispanoamericano RN, Home Health Program Mgr., DHEC 
Attorney for Latinoamericanos en Acción Realtor, New Home Connections 
Office Manager Latinoamericanos en Acción Pastor Associate, St. James Catholic Church 
Missionary work in Hispanic community Horry County Schools Adult Education 
Community Engagement Coordinator Advisory Board Member, Latinoamericanos en Acción 
 
Focus group responses to our research questions now follow. 
2005 and 2006 on responses to Research Questions 
 
1.  What is Horry County’s public offices and public schools present responses to the increasing 
Hispanic immigration?  

 The complaint in 2005 was that there were not enough specialized teachers of students who 
did not use English as a first language.:  
 2006: ESL teachers have been increased from 12 to 32; however, teachers still float from one 
school to another and lessons especially for children who do not speak English consist of short lab 
periods three times a week. 
 
2.  Have changes over the last three years been implemented in the county? 
 In 2005 we learned that some changes since we began this research had been  implemented. 
There are at least more EMT, fire and police employees taking Spanish classes. They have also been 
issued some translation materials they can read – like basic medical questions or instructions.  We 
cannot seem to get an explicit example of attitude out of any people we have interviewed.  Actually, 
what we hear is more of a “Don’t know “or “Don’t have that” response. At least we see records being 
kept in the schools now with regard to ethnicity. 
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 2006: The emergency medical response 24/7 department continues to tell us that they do not 
keep records of callers who do not speak English clearly; they claim that these calls are not very 
frequent anyhow. Hispanics in the community feel otherwise, and a person who used to work at the  
911 call center claims also that calls were very frequent but cannot tell us whether such callers were 
Latina/o – Hispanic speakers. 
 
3.  Have more positive changes than negative occurred in the county with response to the 
Hispanic community? 
 In 2005, a legislative bill pending with regard to Workmen’s Compensation being prohibited 
for non-documented workers was certainly not a positive change.  If this legislation passes in South 
Carolina, it will mean that many Hispanic immigrants who cannot read will also be further taken 
advantage of on construction sites if they get hurt.  Unfortunately, we saw only a handful of attorneys 
who are willing to help the immigrant community in these various legal issues. 
 2006: the above referenced legislative bill is still under consideration, so in the meantime 
undocumented construction workers are not yet protected.  Meanwhile, one of the law firms in town 
that specializes in construction case injuries does confirm that business for them has increased as 
more undocumented (nondocumentado) workers have moved into the county. 
 
4.  What have the various groups of concerned citizens accomplished as a response to the 
increased Hispanic population? 
 In 2005, we had many educated documented Hispanics in our county who have accomplished 
plenty.  They were active in maintaining an organization developed to help Hispanics, illegal or not, 
and while they had funding trouble in maintaining a space, they  somehow persevered.  Adult 
education in the county conducted evening classes for high school completion had stepped up 
offering English as a second language for adults who are more often the parents of Hispanic children 
in the public schools.  Difficulty continued in getting the adults into the classes even though printed 
material about the classes was sent home with students in Spanish.  The Adult Education director 
then stated that there was a percentage (although not countable) of Hispanics who came into the 
county illiterate in their own language. Hence, attempting to teach English to this segment of 
immigrants was very difficult and almost doomed from the beginning. The local Catholic church in 
Conway, South Carolina, had a large group of Hispanic parishioners and the church had developed 
out-reach programs for the families that regularly brought them together. At a middle school in a 
more populated area of Myrtle Beach, volunteers taught a large group of second language users 
(about 60 percent Hispanic) to adults two nights a week.  
 The only nonprofit social service organization in the area, in existence for five years, had 
continued to stay in operation but barely. The problem is that often when they attempted to host an 
educational event, Hispanic families did not readily show up. Some believed it was because they did 
not see the advantages in the event(s) and others believed it was because Hispanics work very long 
hours, very often seven days a week. 
 2006: The one nonprofit organization in the heart of the Mytle Beach/Grand Strand area of 
Horry County has slowly been dissolving.  They have not been able to stay afloat financially and in 
fact because they could no longer afford any staff member, the organization did not apply for funding 
from United Way this year. 
  
5.  What are the observed symptoms that predict a communication crisis is in progress now? 
 In 2005, observed symptoms included increased numbers of immigrant children in public 
schools in need of special English language training and not enough available teachers with this 
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specialty. Another observed symptom was the lack of health care for children of 
illegal/undocumented residents in the county.  The 2004-05 and 2005-06 school records indicate that 
enrollment for children classified as “Hispanic” has risen at a rate of 22%; however, the dropout rates 
in 9th and10th grades continue at a ratio of 60%. 
 
6.  What should be done to kill the present crisis or control it?  
 In 2005, the researchers noted that media outlets, especially a Spanish-speaking public service 
station, needed to be developed; more funds from all levels of government needed to be targeted for 
ESL classrooms and training of both students and parents needed to be encouraged. The health care 
issue was significant; an undocumented person could go to emergency room treatment and a hospital 
had to respond to that patient, but as soon as possible, after treatment, the patient would disappear, 
fearful of deportation and the inability to pay the hospital charges. An Amnesty agreement with 
Mexico especially would solve this problem as more Hispanics would be eligible for Medicaid 
assistance. 
  The  legislative bill, previously mentioned, that was pending with regard to workmen’s 
compensation for only documented immigrants could easily turn into a nightmare for the state were 
some construction site to suddenly collapse and a couple of dozen undocumented workers get injured. 
What could be done to control the communication crisis on the county level was data keeping so that 
funding on a national level could be secured. Also, more bilingual workers needed to be in place in 
the emergency areas of the 9-11 call center, fire, emergency medical response and police department 
and the jail. Finally, acknowledgement had to take place on the part of county government that a 
communication crisis was fast maturing, that any one disaster of various proportions could bring an 
international public relations crisis to the county, and that ethically county offices were failing their 
primary mission to serve the public.  
 2006:  There is more acknowledgment on the part of county government now with regard to 
the serious nature of a lack of bilingualism in employees.  The Sheriff’s department, which handles 
the county detention center, has increased its staff to include two more bilingual full time employees. 
The court system likewise has more translators to call upon. There are more ESL teachers in the 
public schools, as previously stated; while more adult Hispanics are going to evening classes for 
English, the problem here is that these teachers are volunteers. 
 
7.  What are the possible long-term consequences of no pre-planning and inadequate control of 
the present crisis? 
 In 2005, researchers noted that according to various scholars , damage repair can take years. 
Miami is one such example. Penrose suggests that large companies (or cities) like Exxon can 
somehow navigate through a crisis because they have financial resources from which to draw. Lesser-
known companies [and cities], however, Penrose warns, should be aware of the fact that when 
suffering a major disaster most will disappear within two years.  
 Applying Penrose’ argument to the Myrtle Beach coastal area of South Carolina, it is evident 
that the conditions are present for any tragic event to occur, namely, a hurricane that could wipe out 
poorly built and overcrowded mobile and modular homes; an ethnic attack on Hispanics; a large suit 
brought against a contractor for failure to pay immigrant construction workers, or a major automobile 
or bus collision (that could easily occur in the summer months when the Myrtle Beach area is back-
to-back with cars, buses and tourists) involving a van of Hispanic workers, all of whom are non-
documented and all of whom have no legal drivers licenses.  Any number of scenarios, even just one, 
has the potential like a powder keg to set of explosive consequences resulting in international, 
certainly national, attention to our Hispanic population and mounting problems. 
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 2006: These same consequences are still possible one year later.  Hispanic workers seem to be 
a silent minority that is slowly increasing in population. In Horry County, were an accurate census 
possible, there could well be a 17 percent minority instead of the 2 percent  that the 2000 Census 
shows.  
 What is not realized is that Hispanic immigrants will continue to migrate in and out of Horry 
County, so problems (in health, education and welfare) will not simply disappear. To deal with all 
these problems there is only one agency, Latinoamericanos en Acción (LEA), a very small nonprofit 
organization located in Myrtle Beach, that used to have a full-time staff and bilingual volunteers that 
could serve as a “hot line” for immigrant Hispanics in the county.  In 2004, they totaled 1,544 
referrals for Hispanics who came to them for assistance about medical/health care, legal matters, and 
English as a Second language classes, among others.  The year before, that total was 2,269; the 
difference was largely due to the absence of the Mexican Consulate who had been coming from N.C. 
to issue passports and identification cards (Matricula Consular) so that Mexicans in the county could 
open bank accounts and transact other business.  Since 2003, they have returned. Now, in 2006, 
requests for services from LEA are made by telephone and are periodically picked up each day.  In 
short, the organization hardly serves Hispanics in need anymore at all. 
 The solution:  The awareness of a growing problem on the part of various state agencies is 
not enough to curtail a crisis looming in Horry County; planning and implementing a plan is 
necessary.  Latinoamericanos en Acción (LEA) needs to expand with assistance from the federal, 
state or county levels into an international public relations organization that can change the negative 
perceived image and reputation of Hispanics in the county to a more favorable one.  For this paper, 
we rely on the Soenen and Moingeon's (2002) identity dynamics model to explain how a class of 
college seniors in a public relations campaigns course took on the role of public relations 
practitioners during a semester and examined in detail the identity of LEA  in the community by 
closely reviewing its structural and socio-cultural features. The goal of the class, which is ongoing 
right now, is to transform LEA from being solely of a referral agency to that of an international 
public relations nonprofit organization that serves Hispanics in the county but also more often 
connects with the Mexican Consulate in Raleigh, N.C. ; a primary objective is to establish 
collaborative efforts with other organizations and businesses that have vested interests in Hispanicss 
who work in the community. The research question for the class is: Who is LEA?  The class is now 
focusing on strategies to increase the health of the organization in general. 
 Explained below are the phases for the course: making theoretical connections, research, 
setting objectives and goals, developing strategies, specifically relying on creating a new identity for 
LEA, and outlining tactics that include a fundraiser, a communication strategy to launch an 
“awareness” campaign, grant writing and visits to specific organizations (e.g., chambers of 
commerce, rotaries, Lions and American Legions) for information gathering and promotion purposes. 
Lastly, the researchers explain results and evaluation plans.  First an explanation of the Moeingeon 
and Soenen (2002) identity dynamics model is discussed. 
Identity dynamics model: 
 The success of an organization depends on its structural and socio-cultural features, which  
induces strong attachments, and in turn produces identification and commitment, stimulates creativity 
and productivity, and contributes overall to the organization’s performance, according to Charles 
J.Fombrun, Professor of Management, Stern School, New York University.1 Moeingeon and Soenen 
propose an identity dynamics model by which one could measure an organization’s identity wholly 
by answering a basic question, “Who is this group?” In the spirit of the Johari Window that attempts 
to examine the self from different angles – what we know, what we don’t know, what others know 
and what we keep hidden from others—Moeingeon and Soenen propose that one can take a multi-
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stakeholders’ perspective to look at five distinct facets of identification to examine an organization’s 
structural and socio-cultural features, which is the beginning point for any significant transformation 
to take place. 
 The five facets of an organization’s identity include the professed identity, projected identity, 
experienced identity, manifested identity and attributed identity. An explanation of each and how the 
focus organization of this paper, LEA, fits or answers the five facets now follows. 

1. Professed identity refers to what a group or organization professes about itself:  The 
mission statement for LEA states: Our mission is to act as a bridge between the Hispanic 
community and the Horry County community at large. As a pro-active outreach center we 
offer information and referral services, interpretations, translations, tax preparation, and 
classes such as how to write a resume, how to register children for school, how and where 
to in immunize children, gain an understanding of South Carolina laws and conversational 
English classes, and other seminars on how to be an informed and productive member of 
the community. In a short questionnaire, board members were asked to describe LEA.  
Their responses included the following: 

2. Projected identity refers to the elements an organization uses (communications, behaviors 
and symbols) to present itself to specific audiences.  At this time, there is no brochure that 
outlines the history of LEA, no web page that provides links to LEA’s various contacts, 
and no email address to which Hispanics and others can communicate with LEA. Also, 
with respect to a projected identity, the future projection is that LEA will be perceived as a 
bilingual organization. That while the organization has had good intentions, the board had 
made a decision, to its detriment, that members of the board were to be Hispanic.  This 
caused dissention in the organization and several steadfast volunteers, themselves 
bilingual but not Latino by heritage, left the organization or decreased their activity within 
it. Plans would have to include strengthening the board based on member contribution and 
desire to be identified with LEA rather than heritage/nationality. 

3. Experienced identity refers to what organizational members experience with regard to 
their organization and consists of a collective representation held by members. In the past 
five years, LEA has been active on an annual basis with a special family day held at the 
Burroughs and Chapin Art Museum in Myrtle Beach centered on the Mexican holiday, El 
Dia de los Muertos (All Souls Day) but a lack of concerted effort caused the withdrawal 
of the function this past year. 

4. Manifested identity (historical identity) refers to a specific set or less tightly coupled 
elements that have characterized the organization over a period of time. Since the 
organization is young, less than six years old, the only people we could obtain information 
from about LEA historically were past board members. We interviewed the following 
people 

A local Catholic priest, who left the board because of the discord among members, 
claims however that the need for an organization still exists.  
A former member of the advisory committee who was not allowed to be on the board 
because she was not a native Latina/o advises that she has moved on to another 
nonprofit but wishes LEA well. 
The original founder of LEA claims that the board was too fractured with too many 
people sitting by and waiting for work to be done; she does not wish to return to the 
board in any capacity. 
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 5.  Attributed identity refers to the attributes that are ascribed to the organization by others. In 
an interview with the directors of the United Way, the local Red Cross and the Burroughs and Chapin 
Art Museum, it was learned that 
 
Class campaign for a change in LEA was divided into four phases: Research, Planning, Taking 
Action and Evaluation that would tie in directly to dynamic social impact theory. 
 

Dynamic Theory of  Social Impact  
 Once the identify of the organization was well established –meetings  with the board 
members, former employees and volunteers, and contact with local nonprofits (e.g., United  Way, 
Sisters of Charity)—the class moved forward with research into the subject of Hispanic nonprofits, 
both social organizations and chamber of commerce or business organizations.  The best way to 
explain the importance of the research phase was to do so through the elements of dynamic theory of  
social impact  (DSI) so that students would see more clearly the value of research as the beginning 
phase. 
 DSI theory is attributed to Bibb Latane (1981) and his argument that impact occurs within a 
social force field that requires a multiplication of impact, broken into elements of strength, 
immediately and number.  Students were given an explanation of these elements or criteria of DSI 
theory this way: 

1. For any impact to take place, there would have to be some type of strength within the 
force field; this strength could be defined for purposes of an organization as the types of 
members within the organization and members could be measured based on their 
productivity for example.  Therefore, the more productive the member, the stronger that 
member.  

2. Secondly, for an organization to have impact, there would have to be many people 
connected with the organization. This could be the number of board members, volunteers, 
donors, etc. Therefore, the more people connected with the organization, the more likely 
there would be by from the organization. 

3. Lastly, for an organization to have impact, there would have to be a need, an immediacy, 
for that organization within the community.  An organization without an “immediacy” 
will have little support from the community. 

 The realization that research phase would have to include information about organizations 
that retained members, obtained sizeable grants and were successful in impacts within their 
communities led to more thorough and specialized research by the students. 

 
The Research Phase 

 This phase began January 11, 2006 and is ongoing at this moment. We have learned so far is 
that there are not many Hispanic organizations in the region.  The closest one is Raleigh, NC, that 
provides us with the socio-cultural mission of the organization and at the same time, because it has a 
web page, we can get an understanding of its structural features. Altogether, the class reviewed 25 
organizations that serve Hispanics in some capacity and found that most of them outlined these links: 
 Home  
 News/features  
 Legal/legislative updates 
 Automotive Information 
 Special Events 
 Contacts 
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A bilingual component to the web page and to all written material includes dual language display; 
that is, all material on the web and all written material are in two languages, English and Spanish. 
A review of 15 public relations agencies that met the criteria of DSI theory found they were also 
international which revealed that most of them contained these links that clearly identified the 
agencies: 
 Home (who we are) 
 Location (where we are) 
 Specializations (what we do) 
 News/Articles 
 Contact  
 Jobs 
One particular international public relations agency included a link called “Discussion” which 
provided a chat forum for ongoing discussions about topics that focus on media relations, public 
relations ethics, client relationships, the practice of the public relations agency, and more. 

 
The Planning Phase 

 This phase consists of establishing goals and objectives and developing strategies. 
 Setting of goals and objectives 
 After a class discussion, the primary goal was established: 
 Establish a new look (structure) and application (socio-culture) for LEA, which will help the 
organization survive and be as attractive to the general community as it is to the Hispanic community. 
 Objectives based on the goal were written out with the Moingeon and Soenen’s identity 
framework in mind: 
 To establish a new projected identity (structure) LEA will recruit more board members 
and/or advisory committee people, meet more often as a board, participate in a fundraiser and apply 
immediately for sufficient grant money to help it stay afloat. Moreover, the development of a web 
page and brochure about LEA will be written in two languages, Spanish and English.  
 To apply socio-cultural goals, LEA will reexamine the organization’s mission and vision and 
make necessary revisions based on the experienced identity of its members; 
 To establish a transformation, LEA will examine its manifested identity –its history, board 
and community perception of the organization and evaluate its findings. 
 To establish a transformation of LEA as a strong organization, members will gather 
information from the community with respect to how their attributed identity correlates with 
members’ professed identity and be ready to make appropriate changes that may include formation 
of a business advisory council, an educational advisory council and a general advisory council. 
 To establish a transformation of LEA with at least two competent part-time staff members, 
LEA will consider establishing a paid membership for the organization and hold annual general 
meetings for the members. 
 Also part of the planning phase is the development of strategies for a new look for LEA that 
include the planning of a web page, a brochure that traces the history of the organization and a 
membership data base.  At the forefront is an immediate fundraiser to bring in some needed money. 
At March 1, 2006, the organization had in its checking account only $3,000. 

 
Taking Action: The Tactics Phase 

 Outlined tactics include a combined “awareness” campaign and a fundraiser, as well as grant 
research and conducting personal interviews 
The Fundraiser proposed by the class 
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 A business-after-hours cocktail hour will be held at the House of Blues in North Myrtle 
Beach, SC., on April 27, 2006. All tickets will be prepaid with a split of 50-50 to the House of Blues.  
A local band called, Virtue Trap, consisting of professors from Coastal Carolina University, will 
contribute one hour of music and an experienced singer will perform gratis as well. The theme for the 
cocktail hour will be “Getting to Know Us” and a short slide show will be shown at the function, 
brochures and acknowledgments of appreciation and a brief welcoming speech introducing the board 
will be given by the director of the board. 
Donated equipment and other goods 
 One student in the class took on the task of obtaining needed office equipment and a new 
space for LEA.  Right now, LEA occupies space in downtown Myrtle Beach that is the former police 
building. The neighborhood is not conducive to working evenings nor is it conducive for site visits 
from clients or visitors. The student has been successful in not only acquiring a five office suite as 
new headquarters for LEA but also donated computers and office equipment.  A scheduled move is 
March 15, 2006. 
Grant funding 
 Actions to apply for grant money from United Way have been taken.  A telephone conference 
with the agency reveals that LEA simply did not apply for money for this past calendar year but as in 
fact eligible for funding for next year.  Other grant opportunities are also being explored at this 
writing. 
New brochures 
 Developing two brochures is crucial and has an immediate timeline.  One brochure should 
trace the history of the organization from its inception.  The other brochure should include rhetoric 
that would entice people to become members and/or donate money to the organization. Clearly, if 
money is going to be solicited, the donor should perceive a return in kind.  A suggestion for members 
only to an annual dinner with a silent auction will be made to the board. Details outlining the 
brochures will be given to the board by the public relations class before the fundraiser scheduled in 
April. 

 
The Evaluation Phase 

 Evaluations of the fundraiser will be conducted both during and immediately afterwards with 
short surveys during the function and telephone surveys by the class a few days later. Evaluations of 
the brochure and web page will be procured by outside experts who have agreed to monitor the work 
for the class.  Even though the researchers in this paper will be responsible for the language (rhetoric) 
used (both Spanish and English), we will still seek out appropriate people to give us feedback. 
Because the web page will be developed before the fundraiser we will also have up on it a counter 
and a questionnaire for members and guests logging into the site. 
 Because both researchers are now members of the Board of Directors, they will be more 
easily able to monitor the organization’s financial progress as time goes on. Hopefully  the 
organization will become productive enough so that the advisory councils and the board members can 
sit down together and regularly offer both council and advice on matters important to the 
immigration, namely, the health, welfare, education and employment of Hispanics in the county.  
Meeting across county government tables also can only help strengthen the mission of the 
organization and gain unilaterally more friends who will perceive not only the seriousness of LEA 
but the seriousness and hardworking people LEA attempts to represent. 
 Finally, the expected result will be that a communication crisis can be averted altogether, that 
while one may already exist in the county, efforts of an organization like LEA will permanently stop 
it in its tracks. 
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Endnote 
1. From the Foreword in (2002) B. Moingeon and G. Soenen (eds.) Corporate and Organizational Identities: 

Integrating strategy, marketing, communication and organizational perspectives. London: Routledge. 
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Many scholars and practitioners implore public relations to act as the “corporate 
conscience” of an organization. Indeed, the responsibility for ethical decision making 
often falls to the public relations function. But, how common is the use of ethical 
counsel among public relations professionals? Do they advise their dominant 
coalition on ethics, and feel trained and ready to do so? What are the purposes and 
functions of acting in the role of ethical counsel? To examine these questions, mixed 
methods were employed to study public relations professionals in several countries.  
Public relations professionals acting in the “ethics counselor” role hold the ability to 
change the face of modern organizations, and of the public relations profession, by 
providing access and membership in the strategic decision making core of an 
organization, the dominant coalition. Quantitative research found that 65% of public 
relations professionals do advise their dominant coalition, and most believe very 
strongly that communicators should act as ethics counsel to senior management. Issues 
of entrée, access, and membership in the dominant coalition are relevant here but are 
open to much speculation because of a lack of guidance from the body of knowledge. 
This research revealed that ethics counsel and crisis offer fertile opportunities for 
participation in strategic management and eventual dominant coalition inclusion for 
senior public relations professionals. 
 

Do public relations practitioners actually advise and participate in the dominant coalition of their 
organizations, or is this concept simply idealistic thinking spawned by academics? This project found 
a large dichotomy within the public relations practice: many public relations practitioners perform the 
role of “corporate conscience” in their organizations, as discussed by Ryan and Martinson (1983), or 
act in the role that Dozier, L. A. Grunig, and J. E. Grunig (1995) termed “senior advisor,” with 
membership in or direct access to the dominant coalition.  

However, a second branch of practitioners do not advise on ethical matters, do not have 
access to the dominant coalition, do not see public relations in terms of ethical issues and feel ill 
prepared to define problems in ethical terms. Faced with performing these roles, practitioners 
reported they are rarely trained for ethical advisement, either academically or by employers. 
However, many practitioners had worked diligently for years to earn the ability to advise the 
dominant coalition on ethics. Topics of ethics, risk management, crisis management and response 
recurred frequently and spontaneously in this research on dominant coalition access and inclusion. 
Are these situations the key to achieving what one influential stream of scholarship (J. E. Grunig, 
1992b) deems “excellent” public relations?  

 
Organizational Decision-Making and the Dominant Coalition 

According to power-control theory (J. E. Grunig & L. A. Grunig, 1992), organizations  
 

------------- 
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practice the model of public relations that they do largely based on the worldview of the dominant 
coalition. An organization with an authoritarian and reactive culture will likely employ one or more 
of the three asymmetrical models of public relations. This type of organization will not likely 
welcome the input of public relations in strategic management or allow access and membership in the 
dominant coalition for the communication function (J. E. Grunig & White, 1992). Conversely, an 
organization with a participative and open culture will be more likely to use the two-way symmetrical 
model of public relations. It would value input, innovation, and collaborative decision making, and 
should provide more ready access for public relations to the dominant coalition and strategic 
management of the organization (J. E. Grunig & White, 1992). Theus (1991) confirmed, 
“organizational culture is a significant pillar upon which communication efficacy rests” (p. 147). The 
excellence study (Dozier, L. A. Grunig, & J. E. Grunig, 1995) found that a participative 
organizational culture is one of the three “spheres” of communication excellence, and that type of 
culture would support the involvement of the top public relations practitioner in strategic planning 
and advising the dominant coalition.  

Power-control theory is used to understand the concept of the dominant coalition (J. E. 
Grunig, 1992a). The dominant coalition is the most influential core of decision makers in the 
organization, thus holding both high degrees of power (both formalized and informal) and control 
(both hierarchical and influential). The excellence study (Dozier & L. A. Grunig, 1992; J. E. Grunig, 
1992b) and subsequent research (Dozier, L. A. Grunig, & J. E. Grunig, 1995; McElreath & 
Blamphin, 1994; Spicer, 1997) found that for public relations to be excellent, it must have a place in 
the dominant coalition or a direct reporting relationship to the dominant coalition. In this capacity, 
public relations is less liable to be subsumed under the marketing function, the legal department, or 
subjected to other forms of encroachment. It is able to contribute at the level of strategic planning in 
the organization. Lack of such a relationship with the dominant coalition predisposes public relations 
to being marginalized, encroached upon, or subsumed by another organizational function. Public 
relations can then contribute to strategic management by including the views, values, and opinions of 
public in organizational decision making. Such inclusion should lead to fewer problems with publics, 
fewer issues left unconsidered, and fewer ethical quandaries than insular, asymmetrical decision 
making. 

 
What Research Tells Us (and Does Not Tell Us) about Gaining Entrée to the Dominant Coalition 

Although progress has been made, there are still gaps in what the literature tells us about the 
power relations in the dominant coalition, specifically how public relations practitioners can 
understand and navigate those relations. Spicer (1997) asserted, “Organizations are political entities. . 
.power and politics are very much a part of organizational life and the more we know about them the 
better off we will be” (p. 13). Issues of divided loyalties complicate matters as practitioners seek to 
navigate the political environment within their organizations while representing the views of external 
publics. Problem solving ability was repeatedly mentioned by Plowman (1998) as a necessary 
condition for dominant coalition inclusion. We do not know what type of ability is most useful here, 
how it is learned, or what it entails, so more research would be of use to practitioners and scholars 
alike.  

Management knowledge and knowledge of business practices (Dozier & Broom, 1995) found 
to be necessary for enacting a senior advisor role, but research shows that public relations 
practitioners are often lacking an education in general business administration and related concepts 
(Lauzen, 1992). Strategy formulation skill (Mintzberg, 1978) and strategic planning (Mintzberg, 
1994) are concepts often used in public relations, but do practitioners really have this expertise? Have 
they studied the theory and research supporting management strategy, or do they simply assume that 
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they know what ‘good’ strategy is? More work needs to be done in this area because there is a danger 
inherent in assuming that we know strategy and are expert simply because the term is common. Botan 
(2005) has made important advances in applying the theory and research of strategy to public 
relations. If public relations professionals learn more theory in strategic management, their input 
should become more valuable to their own senior management. 

Ethics, risk management, and issues management are also areas that warrant more study as 
potential routes to inclusion in strategic management for the communication function. One stream of 
research has found that public relations counsel on ethical issues does lead to access and inclusion in 
the dominant coalition (Bowen, 2002, , 2004, , 2005). However, this research needs further study, 
replication, and refinement. Risk (Heath & Abel, 1996) and crisis (Coombs, 1998; Heath & Millar, 
2004) have also proven to be stimuli for gaining entrée to the decision making core of an 
organization, and these avenues need further research and discussion as public relations seeks to 
improve its standing within organizations.  

This study does not intend to endorse the one sure way to gain acceptance in the dominant 
coalition, but to explore alternative ways of earning a chance for public relations to participate in 
strategic management. Ethical counsel to the dominant coalition and CEO hold the potential to 
radically change levels of access and inclusion in strategic management for public relations 
professionals, as well as hold the potential to lead to more ethical organizational behavior. Therefore, 
ethical counsel and issues management are an important topic of inquiry. 

 
The Connection of Ethics with the Dominant Coalition 

Ethical issues are often important considerations of organizational policy that are decided at 
the top level of an organization. High-level ethical transgressions, such as those at Enron Corporation 
(Bowen & Heath, 2005), have led to public cynicism about business ethics and a more active role on 
the part of the government in enforcing minimum standards. Many of these cases lead observers to 
wonder “What happened?” “How was this allowed to happen?” and “Who was at the wheel of this 
ship?” Many organizations appear like the sailors captivated by the siren song of the Lorelei—
everyone is attuned to the call of the “bottom line” but no one is at the helm to avert a collision.  

How does this fable relate to public relations? Many ethical lapses can be traced to the 
accounting or legal department, so the connection or public relations or business communication is 
more nebulous. Pure legalism does not help resolve ethical quandaries, and often is responsible for 
creating them (Bowen & Heath, 2005). Legalism refers to the idea that an organization should do 
what is legal and not worry about what is ethical since legal standards enforce a minimum standard of 
acceptable practice. Many participants believed the idea that if some action is not expressly illegal, 
then it must be ethically acceptable. This reasoning is not sound since many legal actions can be 
argued or proven to be morally reprehensible, such as the legal ownership of slaves.  

Scholars (Goodpaster & Matthews, 1982; J. E. Grunig & L. A. Grunig, 1996; Heath & Ryan, 
1989; Manheim & Pratt, 1986) have argued that the corporation exists by permission of society, and 
therefore must serve society in a responsible manner. It is clear that corporations are faced with a 
growing demand to be responsible corporate citizens, behaving ethically and in the public interest – 
as well as the interest of business.  

The central responsibility for ethical organizational decision making can be seen in terms of 
helping an organization communicate with its stakeholders and publics. This area is clearly the 
domain of public relations, and helping an organization to be more accountable for its behavior can 
be seen as one of the primary contributions of effective public relations. Dando and Swift (2003) 
contended, “Responsiveness to stakeholders’ concerns and an obligation to learn, innovate and 
improve performance is at the heart of true accountability” (p. 198). Who better, then, to 
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communicate about stakeholders concerns and organizational policy in those areas than public 
relations? In systems theory terms, public relations has the functional and symbolic linkages with the 
environment that will allow it to know and understand ethical issues with publics better than any 
other function in an organization. 

Resolving and counseling on ethical dilemmas at the top level of an organization is the 
function of issues management (Heath, 1997), the highest-level problem solving activity of public 
relations. Botan and Taylor (2004) saw the primary value of issues management in that it “explains 
and improves organization-public communication and subsequent relationship building” (p. 658). 
Supporting the view of systems theory, Spicer (1997) agreed, “Public relations exists to facilitate the 
interactions between organizations and other groups” (p. 49). This “facilitation” is clearly the domain 
of public relations, and helping an organization to be more accountable for its behavior can be seen as 
one of the primary contributions of effective public relations.  

What issues public relations professionals determine to be worthy of interest and comment 
often determines what receives public attention or evades public scrutiny. That intellectual 
determination brings with it power: the power to define realities, to determine the best course of 
action, what topics are and are not related to issues, and so forth. These considerations must be 
undertaken with a morally good will: with the public good in mind as well as that of the organization. 
Moral responsibility is great when making decisions that impact so many others in various publics 
and stakeholder groups, and that responsibility demands ethical communication. Publics are also 
increasing the demands placed on the communication function because they want the organization to 
conduct its business in a transparent and open manner.  For these reasons, being able to make an 
ethical determination, advise on matters of ethics, and communicate ethically are of importance to all 
communication professionals. However, public relations professionals cannot advise on ethics 
without gaining entrée to the dominant coalition, and preferably establishing an ongoing membership 
in the dominant coalition so that they can incorporate ethical communication perspectives into 
strategic decision making. Entrée into the dominant coalition is a primary concern for public relations 
if the function is to contribute to overall organizational effectiveness. Therefore, this research poses 
the following questions: 

RQ 1: Does public relations have a seat in the dominant coalition or a direct reporting 
relationship to the dominant coalition? 
RQ 2: For practitioner who have partial or complete dominant coalition membership: how 
was that membership obtained? 
RQ 3: What role, if any, do matters of ethics play when advising or attempting to advise the 
dominant coalition of an organization? 

 
Methodology 

This research is largely exploratory, and thus descriptive, when considering the role of public 
relations in the dominant coalition and the issue of ethical counsel as providing access to the 
dominant coalition. Data were gathered by an Internet survey of 1,827 public relations practitioners 
around the world. Email invitations to participate in the study were sent to 11,000 IABC members, 
less about 500 non-working email addresses, creating a response rate of 17.6%. This response rate is 
thought to be acceptable for data generated from an email survey and for exploratory study (Lee, 
Jares, & Heath, 1999; Stacks, Botan, & Turk, 1999). Data were analyzed using SPSS. Most pertinent 
to the discussion in this paper are the correlations between variables measuring reporting to the 
dominant coalition, age, and experience, as well as the results of a factor analysis (principal 
component analysis with varimax rotation). 
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Qualitative research was also conducted before, during, and after the collection of quantitative 
data in an effort to both provide formative research for survey design, and explanatory data for any 
issues of interest or concern in the quantitative results. The qualitative portion of this research was 
largely guided by the methods suggested by Hertz and Imber (1995), Rubin and Rubin (2005), and 
Gubrium and Holstein (2001). In order to generate rich, explanatory data, the researcher designed 
questions to elicit a depth of response from each participant rather than a wide array of responses.  

Twelve in-depth interviews with senior-level public relations practitioners were conducted 
and five focus groups with public relations professionals were held. Interview guides were shared 
with executives before their in-depth interview, as advised by researchers specializing in elite 
interviews (Odendahl & Shaw, 2001), and these meetings lasted from between one hour fifteen 
minutes to two and a half hours. Interviews were audio recorded with the permission of participants. 
The discussion guides for focus groups were designed in a broad question to more specific question 
format, in a funnel design, as proposed by Lindlof (1995). Focus groups were moderated by 
experienced professional moderators and were audio-recorded. Participants were public relations 
practitioners of varying age and experience levels, but they were divided into roughly “younger” 
groups and “more senior” groups based on their self-reported years of experience in public relations. 
Qualitative data were analyzed using the methods described by Lincoln and Guba (1985), Miles and 
Huberman (1994), and Spradley (1979). 

This study reports a portion of research from a larger survey covering ethical issues. The data 
appeared to group in a logical manner that made their division in this way practical for space 
considerations and consistency of topic. This project was approved by a major university’s 
Institutional Review Board and Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects. 

 
Findings 

 The findings of this results section are reported around the three research questions driving 
this study. Findings will be reported in both quantitative and qualitative terms, with an emphasis on 
quantitative data illustrating a broad trend and qualitative data providing a detailed understanding of 
those trends. The implication of these finding for both theory and practice in gaining access to 
strategic decision making in the dominant coalition will be interpreted in the discussion section of 
this research. 

RQ 1 Results 
RQ 1: Does public relations have a seat in the dominant coalition or a direct reporting 

relationship to the dominant coalition? 
This research found that many public relations practitioners do, in fact, have access to their 

dominant coalitions, advising them on a regular basis. Our survey revealed that 29.8% (n=485) of 
respondents report directly to the CEO, and another 35.5% (n=576) reported to a C-level executive 
(i.e., a “Chief of ” a certain area). A large majority of public relations practitioners responding to the 
survey at 65.1% do have at least some influence within the dominant coalition.  

On the other hand, 35% (n=627) of the sample reported that they do not have access to the 
dominant coalition, meaning that their views stop at the level of their senior report and are not 
welcomed or sought from above. Another percentage of respondents reported problems with 
encroachment or the public relations function being subsumed under other organizational functions: 
8.6% (n=157) report to marketing and 6.6% (n= 120) report to human resources or the legal 
department .9% (n= 14). In summary, quantitative data revealed that the large majority, 65% of 
public relations professionals do advise their dominant coalitions, while 35% do not. 

Qualitative research revealed a similar split in which about half of the participants reported to 
the dominant coalition or were a member of the dominant coalition, and the other half had no 
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interaction with the dominant coalition. Because of the volume of qualitative data, this research will 
focus on reporting results from those who reported that they were member of their organization’s 
dominant coalition, as this is believed to be the most germane information to addressing RQ 1.  

Those who reported qualitatively that they were a member of the dominant coalition offered 
valuable insight into that position and how they achieved their status. The three most common themes 
to emerge to were the slow rate of gaining acceptance to the dominant coalition,  demonstrating the 
credibility needed to become a member of the elite decision making cadre (discussed in RQ 2), and 
the need for recognizing and understanding ethical issues (discussed in RQ 3).  
Slow Rate of Acceptance to Dominant Coalition 

All of the senior level practitioners who were members of a dominant coalition explained that 
gaining membership was a long and arduous process. Several of them used terms to describe the 
process such as “Glacial,” “Painfully slow,” “Like cold molasses,” Very gradual,” or “Painstaking.” 
Every one of the executives reported that it took “years” to become accepted as a member of the 
dominant coalition, and that it was a “hard fought” or “difficult” process. Several  participants made 
statements similar to one elite’s describing his membership in the dominant coalition as “A gradual 
process of ‘chipping away’ rather than overt acceptance of me or my role.”  

Most described the ebb and flow of the process of gaining dominant coalition membership as 
one in which membership was awarded on certain issues and then revoked for a time until their worth 
was “fully proven.” Some participants observed that their membership in the group was given 
conditionally on issues they “had to fight for” and that they were not regularly sought out, but made 
their presence regular in the group through assertiveness and persistence. Others described a situation 
similar to what this participant detailed: 

Once you have gone to the mat on a couple of issues and fought for what you believe, then 
they will see you are right. Then getting in there is no longer a problem, but you will always 
have to earn your spot to stay. You won’t always get your way but you will have to fight just 
as hard every time. 

Perhaps most indicative of the state of affairs, one senior level practitioner stated that membership in 
the dominant coalition was bestowed “begrudgingly … they eventually realized that they needed my 
input and, on the other hand, I wasn’t shy about offering it, but I would never say they just wanted me 
there.”  
Educating the Dominant Coalition 

Education of the CEO and dominant coalition was a key them that emerged among several of 
the interviews when participants were asked about gaining their dominant coalition membership. 
Most noted that their CEOs had little or no understanding of public relations or the role of issues 
management in problem solving. Time and time again participants explained that their initial time 
interacting with the CEO had been largely comprised of educating him or her on the role of public 
relations and the value f public relations to the organization. Only after “building a relationship for 
years” did the participants believe the CEO actually understood the value of the communication 
function and what they could bring to the table as a dominant coalition member. One practitioner 
reasoned, “At that level, most of my job was educating the CEO and getting him to let me have input 
where it could really make a difference; educating him on what we can—and can’t---do.” Others 
explained that this education of the CEO on the role of public relations could take “many years of 
proving yourself” and that if a new CEO is hired “The whole process starts over again from square 
one.” 

Other respondents who described themselves as members of their dominant coalition reported 
that they were only sought out situationally, depending on whether the issue was seen as a “public” 
one or not. In these cases, what the dominant coalition sees as a public relations issue or a 
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communication problem is far more limited than what is defined as such by the top public relations 
executive. For example, this elite practitioner clarified: 

I am definitely a part of that decision making core of 4 or 5 [people] when it’s a concern of 
public interest, but when it’s something else, or internal, then that group changes. I might not 
be in on it when it is finance or manufacturing because they think it doesn’t involve 
communication.  

Another argued: “If it’s supply chain or something, they don’t come to me with it. Most of the time 
that is okay. There are times where I have to educate them on what is a public relations issue and 
what isn’t--they just have no idea.” 

Others reported strikingly similar situations in which their dominant coalitions or CEOs 
wanted heir expertise on the media as their reason for being called to the dominant coalition. Many 
participants agreed that their knowledge of media gave them access to the dominant coalition that 
would not have been forthcoming otherwise. One stated, “They look to you – you are working in the 
trenches – they look to you to see how it will play with other publics.” Again these executives 
reported educating their CEOs on both the media and on publics. 

A few elites reported that initially, their dominant coalitions had expected them to be able to 
exercise what one participant called “magic control” over the media. Participants discussed situations 
in which their CEOs had asked them to prevent stories from being printed, change the mind of a 
reporter, silence opposition, or even “manufacture public opinion.” The respondents reported having 
to explain to CEOs and other dominant coalition executives the limits of public relations’ ability to 
“control the media” and to educate these groups about more reasonable, and achievable, strategies. 
For instance, one senior-level public relations practitioner remarked: 

It’s all about demonstrating the credibility to advise your CEO. You have to demonstrate your 
worth over and over before you will ever be called in to advise regularly…and you have to 
have the knowledge and credibility to back up your advice. 

Limited and Elusive Dominant Coalition Access or Membership 
To represent the 35% of respondents who did not have access to the CEO or to the dominant 

coalition, senior level executives were asked to explain their role and discuss their lack of access if 
they indicated that was the case. Several participants explained their thoughts on why dominant 
coalition membership sometimes proves elusive for public relations practitioners. 

Often the lack of access or membership in the dominant coalition constrains the role of public 
relations from one of having strategic input to one of implementing the decisions of others. One 
practitioner who reported a limited role in the dominant coalition explained: “Members of 
management from the  CEO down often make decisions and then ask how can  public relations help 
us? Whether public relations gets into the decision making occurs about half and half of the time.” 
Another senior-communicator registered a similar opinion regarding the constraint a lack of access 
imposes on the strategic role of the public relations function: “Public relations professionals are 
called in after management has made decisions that can result in criticism by key stakeholders. Public 
relations is often not called in to help make the decision but to implement it.” 
 Another practitioner reported limited success with fighting for membership in the dominant 
coalition and access to strategic planning for the organization. Reporting that she is not present when 
crucial decisions are made shows the limited role of the public relations function in strategic planning 
in this organization: 

I fought very hard to have that equal weight. I want to see my role as just as important. I still 
don’t think I am in there when crucial things are happening. I think they decide and then come 
and get me. I have been successful in cultivating a good relationship with legal, although I am 
not fond of legal. 
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One element to consider in the issue of access to and power in the dominant coalition is the relative 
power of various departments within an organization. Not all departments are equal; some are more 
influential than others by their responsibility or through the influence they wield. Unless a crisis or 
issue is at play, public relations seems to be less influential than other disciplines in matters of 
strategic planning. The legal department in particular seems to pose a challenge and a moderating 
fore on whether public relations is accepted and included in the dominant coalition or not. This 
senior-level practitioner illustrated the mitigating voice of legal counsel against the public relations’ 
functions role in strategic planning meetings: 

Too often public relations is not in there, in strategy meetings, when crucial things are 
happening. We may be called in at a time when we think it is too late. To avoid this problem, 
we have tried and even have been successful in cultivating relationships with legal even 
though we are not fond of them. Part of the problem is their tendency to focus on what is legal 
whereas we want to address what is right. 

On this point, one participant confided, “I try to get to the meetings early to talk about it before legal 
gets there. I’ve found that even some of my verbiage is then used.” 

Another practitioner lamented that the limits on public relations’ access to the dominant 
coalition are impose in a conscious and intentional manner. She confided, “We are supposed to 
provide input, but it seems they want advice in a limited manner – only when they specifically ask for 
a public relations perspective have I found that they actually want it.” 

RQ 2 Results 
RQ 2: For practitioners who have partial or complete dominant coalition membership: How 

was that membership obtained? 
In our sample, 22%  reported more than 21 years of experience working in public relations, 

meaning that they have worked up to the top level of the profession, and our measure of work 
experience was normally distributed. Quantitative data did not specifically address RQ 2 because of 
its limited applicability, but one can look to qualitative exploration of this topic to understand how 
dominant coalition status was achieved by some public relations practitioners. Those professionals at 
this level of access or membership in the dominant coalition were generally senior in their careers, 
with high levels of responsibility and experience in public relations. The recurrent themes that 
emerged from interviewing public relations professionals of this level were establishing credibility, as 
also mentioned in RQ 1, being assertive and persistent in attempts to advise the dominant coalition, 
and the opportunity provided for public relations in times of organizational crisis.   

Demonstrating credibility and good judgment were mentioned by all respondents who were 
members of their dominant coalition as being essential to gaining access and eventual membership. 
These concerns were central to all practitioners who considered themselves members of their 
dominant coalition, and those who reported occasional membership emphasized the importance of 
credibility in their attempts to make their participation more regular and more valued. When asked, 
“How did you achieve your membership in the elite decision making core?” one participant 
maintained, “I think it’s about finding credibility with them. If you’ve come through for them a few 
times with good advice, it gets easier after that.” Several participants also echoed the view that 
consistent credibility is a central component of being allowed to participate in the strategic planning 
of the organization. One said, “An important part of it is that you are credible and make the right 
points each time – then you will be asked to participate in strategy, but not until you make your value 
felt.” Another senior practitioner offered a similar opinion of gaining dominant coalition 
membership: 

I see in e-mails where they ask if it has been run by me. And there are times when I speak up 
to say I don’t agree, and the CEO will acknowledge ‘I didn’t think of that.’ You have to earn 
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your place. 
Because dominant coalition membership is not an “official” title and research has shown that such 
groups are often “elastic,” or different depending on the situation and issue, the researcher asked how 
the participant knew he or she was included in the dominant coalition. Most participants admitted that 
their membership was a gradual process, and that they finally felt membership when their input was 
being ought on a regular basis. Others mentioned that they were given more decision making 
autonomy by others in the dominant coalition. One public relations executive maintained, “You know 
when you truly are considered to be a counselor. That occurs when they allow senior public relations 
person to make a crucial decision alone.” 

Assertive and persistent attempts at counseling the dominant coalition appear to have 
provided entrée to strategic decision making for a number of practitioners in this study. They reported 
that they had to “force my foot in the door” or use various influence tactics in order be invited to 
strategic planning meetings. Assertive and persistent attempts at advising the dominant coalition were 
normally a first step to being included in that body later, but they are often met with resistance or 
recalcitrance. One female practitioner explained the arduous process of gaining membership in the 
dominant coalition and her steps toward this goal: “I go to them – they are not expecting you to come 
to them. It takes them aback and gives you a chance to make a difference in what’s going on.” 

Many of the executive practitioners noted the value of “chipping away” at dominant coalition 
membership “one day at a time.” Several noted that the route to membership in this group is difficult 
and ever-changing, and argued that the value of persistence should not be underestimated. “You have 
to keep trying to get in there, to make your perspective heard,” averred one public relations executive.  

Many of the participants explained that membership in the dominant coalitions began at a 
time of crisis for their organization. They related that a set of circumstances forced the CEO or 
dominant coalition to consult their expertise in handling an issue with public or media interest. In 
these situations, the participants often reported that senior management wanted advice on how to 
handle the media on a certain issue, how to make an issue “disappear” from the media, and other 
concerns related primarily to media relations rather than to strategic issues management. Still, a time 
of crisis provided the opportunity many practitioners need to gain initial access to the dominant 
coalition and prove the value of the communication function. For example, one practitioner who is a 
member of the dominant coalition observed: 

I want to make sure we are getting to the point of ethics– the difference between right and 
wrong. Most of the time when we are talking to our CEOs, it is in a crisis situation. I think 
that part of what you bring to the job is to weigh in and say it’s a good idea or it is not a good 
idea. 
Respondents noted the frustration that was often felt in being called in to “clean up someone 

else’s mess” or to respond to a problem rather than having a proactive role in strategically addressing 
the situation before it became problematic. For instance, one elite interviewee explained: 

In those early years, it was always ‘Come fix the problem we’ve created’ or “Now that we are 
in a no-win situation, make it go away.’ I had to show them time and time again how I could 
have prevented it or addressed it before it got out of hand, but getting them to listen to that 
was harder than I had ever imagined. 

One executive communicator explained the value of an organizational crisis to her gaining entrée to 
the dominant coalition:  

As bad as it was, I was thankful for those crises. Because, I never would have had a chance to 
get my foot in that door otherwise. But then, you have to be ready to prove your worth and 
show it right then. You won’t get another chance if you don’t. [Emphasis in original]. 

RQ 3 Results 
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RQ 3: What role, if any, do matters of ethics play when advising or attempting to advise the 
dominant coalition of an organization on strategy? 

This research postulates that ethical decision making is a mode of entrée into the dominant 
coalition for professional communicators because they are in the position to best know the values and 
potential reactions of publics to organizational policy; this assertion was empirically tested in RQ 3. 
There is evidence in the data to support that ethical advisement leads to more ready access in the 
dominant coalition for public relations practitioners. However, both quantitative and qualitative 
research revealed a large dichotomy within the practice: many public relations practitioners perform 
the role of “corporate conscience” advising on ethics and ethical strategy in their dominant coalition.  

However, a second branch of practitioners do not advise on ethical matters, do not have 
access to the dominant coalition, do not see public relations in terms of ethical issues and feel ill 
prepared to define problems in ethical terms. Both branches provide enormously rich data for 
understanding the role of public relations in ethical dilemmas and the potential for ethics as entrée 
into dominant coalition participation. 
Ethics: the Key to Unlock the Top-Level Door 

Survey data revealed that there is high agreement among respondents for an ethics advisory 
role in senior management for the public relations practitioner. On a 1 to 5 Likert scale in which 5 
expressed “strong agreement” a mean of 4.12 was found with the statement “Public relations 
practitioners should advise senior management on ethical matters.” This finding shows a strong 
overall level of agreement with the idea of advising the dominant coalition on ethical matters and 
participation in the dominant coalition. The standard deviation on this measure was .81, so beliefs on 
this issue did not vary too widely among respondents. 

However, the implementation of the belief that public relations should advise the dominant 
coalition on ethical matters did vary widely among the sample. The level of agreement for the ethical 
role of public relations is high, but when asked “In my job I counsel management on ethical 
decisions” the standard deviation was extremely varied at 1.7, with a mean of 3.14. Therefore, many 
practitioners always and regularly counsel senior management on ethics, and many practitioners 
never or seldom counsel management on ethics.  

The idea of the normative role of ethics in organizational decision making was also tested in 
the survey, and findings revealed that practitioners are committed to ethical decision making and 
counsel. When asked “should” ethical decisions be incorporated into organizational strategy, the 
sample gave the strongest agreement of the entire survey at 4.61, with a low standard deviation of 
.64. Clearly, public relations practitioners are committed to the idea that ethics should play a role in 
strategic management. In an open-ended question on the survey, one practitioner argued: 

Ethics is an extremely important aspect of public relations–a practitioner needs to be 
perennially sensitive to advising the CEO on ethics—and perennially ready to draw the line 
with senior management or with clients. If you want to be in on the major decisions you have 
to know ethics and how publics will respond to those ethics. 
In a second measure which was a restatement of the question discussed earlier regarding a 

normative role of public relations advising management on ethical matters, a mean of 3.95 showed 
agreement that it should be he public relations function who advises the CEO and dominant coalition 
on matters of ethics, but the standard deviation was varied at .94. Data analysis reveal that those 
acting in the ethical advisor role are more likely to think public relations should engage in that 
activity, and those not acting in that role or without dominant coalition access also report a lower 
level of support for the ethical advisor role. These correlations can explain the variance in response to 
this question, but is also interesting to note that those who repot to the dominant coalition were more 
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likely to have some ethics study in their past than those who reported to other departments, and this 
difference was statistically significant.  

Some participants in this research argued that public relations has no choice but to advise on 
maters of ethics because of the connection between ethics and reputation. For example, this survey 
respondent wrote: “I think that we are always at the front line of our companies and are therefore 
responsible for managing public perception of our reputation and that includes ethical 
considerations.” Another averred,  

It is the communications department’s responsibility to ensure management decisions are 
made with a broad ethical viewpoint. There can be times that senior management may not see 
an ethical issue that could result from a decision and its communications result—both directly 
and indirectly on our reputation. 
Many practitioners reported that ethical considerations rarely enter the decision making of the 

dominant coalition, favoring “bottom line concerns” or how to make a profit above all other 
considerations. These practitioners described their responsibility in terms of making sure that ethical 
considerations enter into the conversation, even when financial considerations are at the forefront of 
strategic decision making.  

Ethics is a critical issue, not just in public relations but in business. Public relations 
practitioners need to be involved in pushing ethics to the front burner at the management 
table, and pushing the management team toward ethics. Ethics should not be a secondary 
consideration, but for public relations it is our lifeblood.   

The primacy of ethical and reputational concerns are often self-evident to professional 
communicators, but many of them reported that they had to “threaten senior management” or the 
CEO with the cost of ignoring matters of ethics. Many used the tactic of describing what horrible 
media coverage of the issue would look like and the impact it could have on the organization. For 
example, one executive practitioner who is a member of the dominant coalition stated, “When I think 
of raising ethical questions before management, I still think that one of the most telling principles is: 
Don’t do what you do not want on the front page.” Others reported framing the issue in terms of cost 
to the organization in both lost sales and reputational trust and credibility with key publics, 
specifically the news media.   
Ethics Study and Training 

T-tests revealed that the more ethics study and training practitioners had, the more positive 
their view of acting as an ethical counselor to the dominant coalition and CEO. Faced with 
performing these roles, practitioners reported they are rarely trained for ethical advisement, either 
academically or by employers, and that becoming familiar with ethics and ethical decision making is 
“largely up to me” in the words of one respondent. Many practitioners reported that they had worked 
diligently for years to earn the ability to advise the dominant coalition on ethics, learning through 
experience, reading, and trial and error.  

Quantitative data reveal that, of the 1,827 responses, an astounding 1,274 reported no ethics 
training or only a few readings or lectures. Thus, a majority at 70% of the sample in this survey had 
“none” to “little” classroom-type ethics study. A full 30.4% of practitioners reported that they had no 
ethics study or training at all, 40.3% reported “a few readings or lectures.” Another 7.7% reported 
many readings or lectures, and 21.6% reported an entire ethics course or more.  

When asked about ethics training from an employer, 35.1% of the respondents indicated that 
they had participated in such training, while the majority at 64.9% had not had any ethics training 
sponsored by an employer. Given that the findings of our survey reveal 70% of the sample had little 
or no classroom study of ethics and 65% had no professional ethics training, it is little wonder that 
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advising on ethics in strategic management poses a formidable challenge to most public relations 
practitioners. 

Qualitatively, participants held acute awareness of the lack of ethics study and training in 
public relations. One respondent to the survey lamented that “Ethics training is sadly lacking from the 
field.” A plethora of responses echoed the sentiment of one respondent, who stated, “We need more 
ethics training across the board. We need more in every sense—to be more in the loop before strange 
things happen, and to be more respected when we advise that something could cause problems.” 
Another agreed, “Ethical decision-making/counseling needs more emphasis—I think it is the most 
urgent need in public relations and ethics training should be mandatory.” In an open-ended survey 
question, one respondent confirmed: 

Ethics counseling has naturally come to us as the ‘experts’ in public opinion; however, we 
don’t have proper training to really provide this role, nor are we recognized as true ethics 
experts. Without an ethical reputation we cannot be taken seriously, even though it is part of 
our role, there is no preparation work for ethics. 

Another respondent expressed dismay: “My 25-year communications career has been in public 
relations, and I’m shocked to think about how little training I’ve received in communications ethics! 
Most of what I base my ethical decisions on has been learned on the job.” 

A common theme among some respondents was that, because of the lack of study or training 
in ethics, they did not feel prepared to use ethics counsel as a route to gain entrée to the dominant 
coalition. Many, many respondents argued that their lack of ethics training made them unqualified for 
the role, such as this practitioner: “I would never say I can act as ethical conscience because I don’t 
have any qualifications that speak to ethics.” Another agreed, “Most public relations professionals are 
not equipped or in the best position to advise on ethical matters” or, “There is little training of ethics 
in public relations. I believe most public relations professionals lack qualifications to advise 
management in this area.” Some negative comments were similar to the one by this practitioner: “I 
don’t feel that ethics counseling should be under the public relations branch because we are seen as 
putting the ‘spin’ on things.”  

Some practitioners reported that a tension between acting as an advocate for the organization 
and acting as an ethics counselor are inherently at odds. For instance, this practitioner expounded: 
“The job of  a public relations specialist is to frame information in an influential way, which is 
fundamentally unethical. So, it is not our role to advise on ethics.” Others see ethics as the domain of 
the dominant coalition, as this practitioner’s thought evidenced: “I do not believe I can act as the 
ethical conscience of any organization. It requires top-level support and those decisions are usually 
made at the top functional level of policy before they get to me.” One described the concern as, “in a 
lot of companies, the public relations department is viewed as an order taker, not as the corporate 
conscience. It’s really up to the C-level executives.” Other practitioners noted that ethics is a 
“collective responsibility” across the organization.  

Practitioners argued stridently the need for more ethics training and study in public relations 
would make the profession more ethical and more sought out in strategic decision making by the 
dominant coalition. Comments like the one from this survey respondent were very common:  

Communicators need additional training in this area [ethics]. Not only should we help spread 
a company’s message we should also tell our bosses and our bosses’s bosses how to remain 
ethical while conducting business. We need to prepare for our role in counseling management 
on these positions. 
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Limitations and Future Research 
 This research is limited in that the number of quantitative questions included on the email 
survey was severely limited. Future research on this topic would do well to include more in-depth and 
contextual questions about practitioner’s participation in strategic decision making, their specific 
level of involvement with the dominant coalition, how often that involvement changes and why, and 
other questions meant to provide context for the reporting relationships of the public relations 
function.  
 Response rates to email surveys are notoriously low, and this study is no different. Although it 
was disappointing for the response rate to be so low, even though the study was endorsed by IABC, 
the results are within acceptable limits. However, future research should plan on including an 
attractive incentive or prize for participation, using multiple email reminders, and perhaps follow-up 
post cards in the mail noting the Internet address of the survey. The possibility of a volunteer bias is 
very real in this research, meaning that practitioners who are concerned with ethics were more likely 
to respond than practitioners who give ethics  little though or think that ethics has no place in public 
relations.  

Finally, one frustration with the research conducted with senior-level public relations 
executives is that their schedules are ever-changing and they are hard to speak with alone for more 
than a few minutes. These constraints might have affected the level of disclosure in the data, so it 
should be interpreted with caution. In future research, researchers would do well to arrange such 
meetings outside the office f the executive, in a location such as a restaurant or coffee shop, to avoid 
interruptions and to increase the ability of the participant to be candid.  

 
Discussion: Optimal Factors for Entrée to the Dominant Coalition 

Entrée into the dominant coalition is necessary for public relations to contribute to 
organizational effectiveness through strategic planning, relationship building and maintenance, 
responsiveness in organizational policy, stewardship, transparency, accountability, and symmetrically 
incorporating the views of publics into organizational decision making. Even if dominant coalition 
membership is transient, situational, or sporadic, or “porous” as found by Berger (2005), public 
relations needs to have the opportunity to prove its worth. The opportunity to engage in strategic 
decision making and planning with the dominant coalition is not awarded easily or often, and this 
research offers some guidelines regarding how to maximize those opportunities so that the chances of 
being included in the strategic management team are increased.   

Public relations practitioners were found to have access to and membership in the dominant 
coalition. With 29.8% reporting to the CEO, we know that they have influence within the strategic 
decision making core of the organization. Another 35.5% reporting to a top-level executive also leads 
to the conclusion that about 65% of public relations practitioners do have policy-level influence. This 
majority means that public relations potentially holds a significant amount of power with regard to 
organizational decision making, strategy, and policy. This finding is important in terms of the factors 
that researchers (Dozier, L. A. Grunig, & J. E. Grunig, 1995; J. E. Grunig, 1992b; L. A. Grunig, J. E. 
Grunig, & Dozier, 2002) argued optimize the contribution of the public relations function to overall 
organizational efficacy. Based on the report of survey respondents, it appears that public relations 
practitioners are meeting with success in their efforts to become engaged in strategic management. 
How those successes are won is an interesting and complex process. 

A slow rate of acceptance of the role, participation, and value of ideas of communicators 
characterized what participants relayed regarding dominant coalition inclusion. The term “glacial” 
was used frequently in describing the length of time gaining access and inclusion in strategic decision 
making took for practitioners, and they routinely mentioned the dynamic, ever-changing process of 
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the dominant coalition’s strategic decision-making processes. Participants who had been successful in 
gaining some level of membership or in occupying a counseling role offered the insight that 
educating the CEO and other members of the dominant coalition had been a key in gaining access.  

Findings in this study reinforce the systems theory based view of public relations. In this 
study, ethical decision making—especially in crisis situations—requires input from publics in the 
environment of the organization. Systems theory in public relations holds that the relationships or 
linkages to the environment held by public relations with various publics can provide a valuable 
source of input into organizational decision making. The dominant coalition seeks this input from the 
public relations function, including asking for an assessment of how publics might view potential 
organizational responses. The opportunity at this critical juncture is for the top communicator to 
demonstrate the worth of the public relations function, not only in alleviating the current issue or 
crisis, but also in strategically planning to avoid another in the future. If efforts in this regard are 
successful in illustrating the strategic management approach of public relations, dominant coalition 
inclusion over time becomes more likely. Further, applying systems theory encourages ethical 
behavior because it allows for integratively including varying viewpoints. Plowman (2005) 
interpreted, “the system self-enforces ethical behavior. . .it allows autonomy and interaction to exist 
side by side in a complementary manner” (p. 842).  

Ethical issues force attention from the dominant coalition, and these executives often want a 
public relations perspective on how the ethical issue is viewed by publics. The role of ethics counsel 
to the CEO and dominant coalition is perhaps the most promising avenue explored in this research for 
potential entrée into strategic management and ethics counsel. Again, ethics was discussed by 
participants as a key to gaining entrée to the dominant coalition, and also a key to maximizing the 
contribution of communication in strategic planning once there, confirming the findings of earlier 
research (Bowen, 2002, , 2004, , 2005).  

Routinely participants discussed the misperceptions of CEOs and dominant coalition 
regarding public relations as being only media relations. Consistently participants reported a very 
slow and painstaking effort at educating the dominant coalition on matters such as issues 
management, risk management, relationship building, and the participation of communication in 
strategic management. Participants complained that the rewards for their efforts were exceptionally 
slow in coming, but did eventually come when their points were “proven beyond a shadow of a 
doubt” by the media, through crisis, or through costly misjudgments they had advised against. An 
organizational crisis was often discussed as a positive for public relations because it provided the 
opportunity to prove the worth of communication, the relationships build by the public relations 
function, and the ability to analytically strategize as part of the senior management team. 

Participants in both the quantitative and qualitative portions of this research reported that the 
main challenge to the participation of public relations in strategic management in the dominant 
coalition comes from the legal department. Practitioners discussed how the legal department often 
blocks the participation of public relations in strategic decision making in their organizations. 
Practitioners reported strategies to “go around legal” to make their views heard by other members of 
the dominant coalition to make sure that the communication perspective has input on an issue. Even 
when relationships with the legal department were reported to be “good” or “cordial,” practitioners 
found themselves arguing for equal legitimacy and credibility with the legal department in strategic 
management team meetings. The tension revealed here may be symptomatic of the tendency for the 
legal department to want to communication as little as possible (Reber, Cropp, & Cameron, 2003) for 
reasons of culpability (Fitzpatrick & Rubin, 1995), whereas public relations attempts to maintain an 
open dialogue with publics in the interest of relationship building and maintenance (J. E. Grunig & 
Huang, 2000). 
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Participants in both the survey and interviews mentioned that participation in strategic 
management was earned through a consistent record of good judgment and credibility. “Earning your 
place” and “proving your worth” were regular themes the practitioners emphasized. Assertive and 
persistent attempts to advise the dominant coalition were also lauded as means to gain access, but 
participants were often careful to caution that the practitioner must have valuable input in such 
instances. Crisis provided an opportunity for public relations to enter the strategic decision making 
process that it might not otherwise have been given, and practitioners were quick to respond with 
strategic input—not only on how the crisis could be solved, but on how it could have been prevented. 
This finding confirms the work of other scholars (Coombs, 1998; Fearn-Banks, 2000; Ferguson, 
Valenti, & Melwani, 1991; L. A. Grunig, 1992a; Murphy & Dee, 1996) who have argued that crisis 
actually improves an organization in the long-term. Further, it appears from the data analyzed here 
that crisis improves the standing of the public relations function within an organization. One senior-
level dominant coalition member noted that it took years of telling the CEO he could have prevented 
the crisis before he was included in the dominant coalition and empowered to engage in issues 
management.  

Perhaps most importantly, participants discussed the role of ethical decision making in their 
ability to advise the CEO and gain membership in the dominant coalition. Quantitative data revealed 
that a strong majority of public relations practitioners believe they should advise the dominant 
coalition on matters of ethics, that organizational policy should be based on ethical considerations, 
and that they should play the role of counselor on ethical decisions in strategic management. Matters 
of reputation, credibility, and relationships with publics were all central and recurring themes for why 
public relations should normatively act as the ethics counsel in their organizations. However, not all 
practitioners are comfortable with the role of ethical advisor, noting that they do not have academic 
or professional training in ethics, and often do not have the required access to the dominant coalition. 
A majority of respondents said that they learned ethics “on the job” and reported little or no ethics 
training. There was a strong outcry among qualitative and quantitative participants in this study for 
more training and academic preparation in public relations ethics.  

One serious problem faced by public relations practitioners is that the dominant coalition 
often defines what is—and is not—a communication issue. Problems arise when an issue is defined 
as not involving a public relations or communication aspect, but then problems arise. At this point, 
many public relations practitioners are called in to the dominant coalition and asked to “clean up the 
mess” which they had no hand in creating or preventing. Ethical lapse are often delegated to the 
public relations function at this point with an expectation that the situation can be remedied. 
Participants explained that educating their dominant coalitions on why this approach is unnecessarily 
risky meet with limited success. Threatening the dominant coalition with “what if” scenarios and 
negative media “exposes” appeared to be one route into the dominant coalition with a high degree of 
efficacy for senior-level practitioners.  

Knowledge of strategic planning and decision making are also essential components of entrée 
to the dominant coalition. Public relations practitioners should be not only skilled communicators, but 
also effective problem solvers, issues managers, ethics advisors, and business managers with a broad 
understanding of their particular industry and the trends affecting that sector. Knowledge of ethical 
communication is required so that a rigorous and astute analysis of dilemmas can be brought to the 
strategic decision making table. It was noted by participants in this research that oftentimes public 
relations’ analysis will conflict with that of the legal department, and the top communicator must be 
willing to fight for what she or he believes is ethically right—and to articulate a logical analysis of 
why that conclusion is correct. By pushing for the right to have input in these strategic meetings and 
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through a careful and sustained use of good judgment, the top public relations officer can become a 
member of the dominant coalition and impact the strategic planning of the organization.  

 
Conclusions 

Organizations would benefit from the inclusion of a public relations perspective in the 
dominant coalition by becoming more responsible, responsive, transparent, and morally trustworthy 
to their publics. Organizations would reap the benefits of more effective and responsible decision 
making, strengthened relationships with publics, and an enhanced reputation for ethical behavior. The 
inclusion of the public relations function in the strategic decision making of an organization can be 
enhanced through its unique understanding of ethics and the values of publics, which no other 
function in an organization can represent. This knowledge can help public relations practitioners 
evaluate situations effectively and uniquely, proving that the function is truly a worthy participant in 
the strategic management of the organization.  

The findings in this study, generated through qualitative and quantitative research, confirm  
that ethical analysis is one central route for professional communicators to gain entrée to the 
dominant coalition. Employing a moral analysis in their role as ethics counsel, and using that 
knowledge to gain access to the dominant coalition, makes public relations more competitive for 
influence in strategic decision making with other organizational functions, such as legal and 
marketing. Public relations practitioners need the ability to articulate and defend their assessment of 
why certain decisions are right or wrong, favorable or unfavorable toward publics. Practitioners are 
already acting as the ethics counselor to senior management in many organizations; training in ethics 
will equip them with the tools they need, reaffirm organizational commitment to ethical behavior, and 
will help practitioners to join the ranks of the dominant coalition, contributing to more strategic 
organizational decision making overall. 
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This project is designed to ascertain whether a professional values priority exists 
among public relations practitioners that guides them in making sound, expeditious 
ethical decisions, particularly in the challenging environment of multiple loyalties 
and competing values. Preliminary findings reveal there are some values that 
professionals deemed more significant than others. 
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In 2005, Canadian Prime Minister Martin aggressively campaigned for removal of 
tariffs on softwood lumber imposed by the Bush Administration. The study will 
evaluate the Prime Minister’s efforts to take this campaign directly to stakeholders and 
the implications it represents for public relations tactics in promoting governmental 
affairs.   
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The advent of niche markets and the personalization of technology cater to the present 
day individual that prefers the tailor made. This qualitative study presents themes that 
emerged in self image descriptions of a sample of Latino immigrants in South Florida 
that may prove useful in the construction of messages. 
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PR Practitioner as Consumer Agent: 
Applying the “Right Side Up” Model of Marketing to Brand PR 
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When it comes to the practice of marketing public relations, or Brand Public Relations, it is beneficial 
to review professional models of marketing to support academic study of the discipline.  The purpose 
of this paper is to critically analyze one such model -- Alan Mitchell’s “Right Side Up” model of 
marketing -- and to apply its principles to the practice of Brand PR.  A business writer and UK 
marketing expert, Mitchell is a former correspondent for The Times, editor of Marketing magazine, 
contributing editor to Marketing Week and author of the Financial Times report “Brand Strategies in 
the Information Age.”  His latest book, Right Side Up:  Building Brands in the Age of the Organized 
Consumer, offers a post-industrial, information-age model for approaching marketing and marketing 
communications. 
 Mitchell’s model asserts that marketers should take a buyer-centric approach to marketing by 
helping buyers buy rather than helping sellers sell.  He postulates that the Internet and e-commerce 
have marshaled in a world where buyers have wrested control away from sellers with the result being 
the emergence of a “pull” versus “push” marketing environment.  In this new environment, 
consumers want marketers to act as their agent providing products, information, programs and 
campaigns that will enrich their lives.  Mitchell asserts that, while marketers have long understood 
buyer-centric marketing when it comes to their products, they have not applied the same “win-win” 
principles to their campaigns. 
 The paper applies this paradigm to Brand Public Relations by looking at two PR campaigns 
(Campbell’s Labels for Education and Scott’s Common Sense Community) and one integrated 
branding campaign (Turner South’s “This is My South” campaign).  

The paper concludes that Brand PR practitioners are well suited for this type of “buyer-
centric” marketing communications and, as the Campbell program exemplifies, have been applying 
this model for several decades, albeit without a specific buyer-centric framework.  Furthermore, the 
paper concludes that Brand PR practitioners should be using these principles more often in response 
to changing market dynamics and the integration of marketing disciplines. 

 
Background – Today’s Marketing Environment 
 Open any brand marketing publication or recent book on the subject of today’s marketing 
communications and the consensus is the same – traditional marketing communications is dead, or at 
least on a significant decline.  The birth of new technologies, the fragmentation of media, the 
proliferation of message clutter in the marketplace, the transition from “mass” to more “personal” 
forms of media such as iPods and “programming on demand,” as well as the lack of advertising 
credibility among young people, have all contributed to a new marketing communications 
environment. 
 Proof of the concern is evident at the top branding companies in the U.S.  During a legendary 
speech at the 2004 convention of the American Association of Advertising Agencies, Jim Stengel, 
chief marketing officer of Procter & Gamble, decried that today’s marketing models are “obsolete” 
and “broken, and gave the industry a C- for its lack of innovation.1  In response to this complicated 
environment, in the summer of 2003 P&G had organized “Buzzpoint,” an internal branding meeting 
with 600 company marketers, agencies and outside experts.  The purpose of the meeting was to 
“rethink” how P&G goes to market by looking at new forms of marketing communication, including 
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influencer marketing, viral marketing, buzz marketing and increased integration between advertising, 
PR and other marketing disciplines.2  

Then, in the summer of 2005, P&G announced that it was cutting its US broadcast advertising 
budget -- 25% for cable TV and 5% for network TV – siphoning those dollars into non-traditional 
forms of marketing such as the Internet and “word of mouth.”  The announcement was further proof 
of a shift in P&G thinking:  “. . .there must be and is life beyond the 30-second spot,” Stengel said.3 

While marketers are scrambling to find alternatives to traditional media, there is evidence that 
they may be shifting at least some of their resources to public relations as an alternative solution.  PR 
practitioner Mark Weiner reports that Miller Brewing Co. shifted some of its budget away from TV 
advertising and into public relations in December of 2003, finding that public relations generated a 
high level of base and incremental product sales.4  And, from its “Buzzpoint” meeting, we also know 
that P&G considers influencer marketing, typically originating at public relations firms, a major trend 
to consider. 

One expert in attendance at P&G’s “Buzzpoint” was Al Ries, well-known branding expert 
acknowledged in PR circles for co-authoring with Laura Ries the breakthrough book The Fall of 
Advertising, the Rise of Public Relations.  In it, Ries & Ries promote public relations over advertising 
as a company’s main brand-building tool:  “Wherever we look, we see a dramatic shift from 
advertising-oriented marketing to public relations-oriented marketing.  You can’t launch a new brand 
with advertising because advertising has no credibility.  It’s the self-serving voice of a company 
anxious to make a sale.  You can launch new brands only with publicity or public relations.  PR 
allows you to tell your story indirectly through third-party outlets, primarily the media.”5 

The difference, Ries & Ries explain, is that advertising has become “wallpaper” to consumers 
– simply background noise that lacks credibility and is unable to cut through the massive clutter of 
today’s fragmented media environment.  PR, on the other hand, uses third-party endorsement, which 
Ries & Ries assert, is the key to a brand’s credibility:  “Brand building takes place inside the 
prospect’s mind.  And only the media have the credibility to plant a new idea in the mind.”6 

While the message of this much-touted book was welcome news for PR practitioners and 
agencies, one might question the book’s underlying assumption in the midst of a major shift in 
today’s media environment.  Mitchell says that, as advertisers increase their messages tenfold, “for 
the consumer, the answer is not to turn up the volume, but to switch off.”7  Likewise, if media 
fragmentation and clutter are a big part of the problem, how can turning up the volume on media 
relations be the answer?  While consumers may be tuning out advertising, there is evidence that they 
are also tuning out “publicity” as well.  In his book Tuned Out:  Why Americans Under 40 Don’t 
Follow the News, David Mindich documents the decline in news consumption for people under 40.  
“It would be less troubling if the 80 percent of young people who do not read newspapers every day 
watched TV news or logged on to news Web sites,” Mindich says. “ Most don’t.”8 

In addition, the “credibility” of the media so sacred to the public relations profession has 
taken a major hit in the past few years, leaving one to wonder if “third-party endorsement” through 
the media is having the positive impact that it once did.  Mindich quotes a 2003 USA Today article 
when he says, “. . .trust in the media has declined to 36 percent from a high of 54 percent in 1989.”9  
Add to that the recent stories of journalists being “paid” to make endorsements, and the declining 
credibility of this relationship becomes even more of a concern. 

Furthermore, by so narrowly defining brand public relations as strictly “media relations,” Ries 
& Ries have boiled down the whole of public relations into merely a distribution tactic, rather than 
understanding the larger underlying strategies of brand public relations.  While media relations has 
always been a core tactic for gaining message credibility and awareness, it is by no means the full 
story of what brand PR can accomplish.   
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Yet we in the industry have also been guilty of so narrowly defining PR in “media relations” 
terms, touting “third-party endorsement” as the sole value of PR, and then equating “media” with 
“third-party endorsement.”  For example, in discussing Miller Brewing shifting some of its spend to 
PR, Mark Weiner goes on to explain how “to help Miller and other companies incorporate PR results 
into marketing mix models,” his company has developed new metrics to measure the “quality and 
tone of the placement,” including “reach and frequency.”10 

If the success of the “reach and frequency” equation in advertising is on the decline, the fact 
that we in the industry have just discovered how to measure PR in these advertising terms doesn’t 
mean that media relations can be any more effective at capturing the consumer’s attention in this 
overly-cluttered, media fragmented world.  Yes, media relations provides third-party endorsement 
that paid media does not, but if consumers are turning down the volume on mass media altogether, 
the strategy would seem to be flawed. 

Rather than being concerned about proving the value of media relations to corporate 
marketing executives, a tactic that may be too late in coming, this paper asserts that we should shift 
our attention to proving the value of the underlying strategies of Brand PR.  Rather than focusing on 
what is going on in the consumer’s mind in regard to the brand, PR has typically been more 
concerned with what is going on in the consumer’s culture – how they live their lives, raise their kids, 
form their opinions, interact with their communities, latch onto trends and exchange information.  In 
other words, Brand PR has taken a “cultural” approach to brand building, by interacting with 
consumer’s lives on a variety of levels beyond just media relations. 

It is in this sense that Brand PR is, and has always been, more organic than other marketing 
communications disciplines.  Yet, PR needs a new way of defining its value in brand marketing 
beyond “media relations.”  How do we organize these principles of “organic thinking” to improve our 
ability to interact with the consumer, while also increasing our value at the brand marketing table 
alongside advertising agencies?  Alan Mitchell’s view of this new media world, and how consumers 
want to be marketed to, may provide such a model. 
 

The “Right Side Up” Model 
A new kind of agent is developing in today’s marketing environment, asserts Alan Mitchell, 

UK marketing expert and author of Right Side Up:  Building Brands in the Age of the Organized 
Consumer.  With the Internet and other new technologies creating a more transparent market, buyers 
have wrested control away from sellers and have organized themselves around the things that matter 
most – getting the best deal, seeking out the most objective and relevant information, and enriching 
their lives through programs that save them time, entertain them or provide relevant experiences. 

The catalyst for change, Mitchell proposes, is the “agent” who can help organize this 
information and these experiences for the consumer, rather than for the buyer.  In other words, the 
win-win proposition is a consumer agent who will act on behalf of buyers, helping “buyers to buy, 
rather than helping sellers to sell.”11 

Mitchell provides the example of a UK company called HomePro.com, a web site that helps 
consumers find and select previously vetted homebuilders and contractors.  By organizing its site 
around only top-rated builders (rated so by consumers themselves and inspected by HomePro), the 
site assures consumers of getting a reputable builder – an experience that can often be a nightmare for 
homeowners.  The site includes advertising for related home-building products, and is “creating 
personal folders for each customer, which give those customers the tools to plan their work in detail, 
online, and transmit these details to the contractors concerned.”12  Lastly, because the site can collect 
rich data on the transactions occurring in the home-building field, Home Pro can also serve as a 
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buying agent for contractors, negotiating bulk discounts with suppliers.  This is what Mitchell calls a 
“win-win” situation for both homeowners and reputable contractors. 

One of the keys of such a consumer agent is that information doesn’t just travel down from 
the seller to the buyer.  Instead, “flows of information rise upwards from buyer to seller and burst 
sideways from consumer to consumer.”13  This connection between and among consumers is a key 
component of how technology allows consumers to organize themselves around their needs, while 
building social networks with others who share the same values.  It is also critical to note that much 
of the content in such an environment is generated by the consumer rather than the seller. 

Mitchell might just as easily have used the example of Amazon.com as a consumer agent of 
sorts.  More than just a seller of goods, Amazon “organizes” information on books, recordings, 
movies, beauty products and more for consumers, helps them get the best deal on those products, and 
provides relevant consumer-to-consumer reviews to share information side to side.  

What does this have to do with marketing communications?  Mitchell’s premise in outlining 
the advent of these “consumer agents” is to point out that we have surpassed the old marketing 
mentality of simply exchanging goods for money.  In the new market, the consumer has “a lot more 
to trade than just money.  He is also an investor and seller of other assets such as information, time, 
attention and commitment.”14  Marketers must move beyond “transaction-obsessed” marketing” and 
focus more on the “human exchange” of marketing.   
Mitchell’s Model as it Relates to Brand PR 

Moving from discussing strict marketing principles to discussing marketing communications 
principles, Mitchell has several points of relevancy for Brand PR practitioners. 

First is the idea of transparency, a catchphrase of which we have seen a great deal in relation 
to new technologies such as blogs and “citizen journalists.”  These, according to Mitchell, are an 
integral part of the new “consumer-centric” environment and part of the new media, a media that is 
more transparent than the traditional brand marketing media.  “Marketers like to think that they are 
using the media to connect with – and get close to – their customers.  In some ways that may be true.  
But their very dependence on the media underlies the reality of their situation.  The media is by 
definition a medium.  It comes in between the parties.  It creates and reinforces their separation.”15 

Consumers are onto us.  They know marketers are using the media to manipulate them and 
can now spot a contrived media pitch from a mile away.  What’s more, they are developing 
resistance.  In some sense, Mitchell is giving us permission to go directly to the consumer, but to do 
so, not in the traditional “transaction-based” model, but by the “human exchange” model – 
“broadening the exchange between buyer and seller beyond the narrow exchange of money for goods 
to include new dimensions such as information, insight and expertise, shared values and more.”16 

It is this form of “human exchange” that has always been at the strategic core of Brand Public 
Relations.  From coordinating conferences on issues of relevance (from health and dietary issues to 
fashion and beauty), to developing Internet communities, to organizing school programs, to creating 
entertaining in-market events, public relations has gone beyond the “message” to connect consumers 
with each other and with key decision-makers and opinion leaders.  In essence, public relations has 
taken a brand’s positioning and found ways to bring it to life for the consumer. 

Second in Mitchell’s model is the idea of moving from “seller push” to “consumer pull” in 
marketing communications.  It’s here that he directs his attention to the campaign itself.  Mitchell 
suggests that we treat every campaign as a product in its own right.  But, instead of looking at our 
campaign in the old “money for goods exchange” model, we should look at it in terms of what the 
consumer needs to exchange to engage in our campaign – time and attention.  His key question for 
marketing communications professionals is this -- Does the campaign offer “value for time and return 
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on attention”?17  Unless you can offer some value for the exchange of the minutes or hours needed to 
engage in the campaign, consumers will be unlikely to pay attention.  

Along these lines, an equally important campaign question proposed by Mitchell is: “Does it 
pass the test of consumer value?  Given a choice, would consumers buy it?”18  Again, Mitchell is 
asking if consumers will buy the campaign itself, not necessarily the product.  Remember, we are in 
“human exchange” mode, not “goods-money exchange” mode.  Under this new type of thinking, 
“earning the consumer’s attention rather than using it becomes the new marketing imperative.”19  
Mitchell asks:  “How can companies use their skills, knowledge and information to help buyers 
obtain maximum value from the category and achieve their desired outcomes, saving them time, 
relieving stress, easing workloads and giving them more control along the way.  Or else, how can 
they enrich people’s lives via relevant events, entertainment and experiences?”20 

Mitchell asserts that, in the age of media fragmentation and clutter, where “turning up the 
volume” results only in consumers “switching off,” attention has become the commodity that 
marketers are fighting for, perhaps equally or even more so than the sale itself.  Earning the 
consumer’s attention through “human exchange” then, rather than selling goods, becomes the main 
imperative of marketing. 

Lastly is the issue of trust.  In the HomePro case, Mitchell concludes that trust was the real 
source of income for the site.21  In the new age of “human exchange,” trust becomes more than just 
trust in the product.  It becomes trust of who you are as a company, the practices you engage in (or 
don’t engage in) and whether I, as the consumer, feel you are truly on my side.  According to 
Mitchell, it’s a shift from trusting that a product will perform the benefits it touts, to a more “human” 
form of trust.  It also becomes an issue, again, of transparency.  I can now peek behind the curtain 
and see the inner-workings of the company.  I know what you are up to, and I know that you are 
working on your behalf to “sell” me, therefore, I don’t trust you.  Thus, I turn to a consumer agent, 
whom I know is working on my behalf, rather than on behalf of the seller. 
Cases:  Applying Right Side Up to Marketing Communications Campaigns 
 While public relations has a long way to go to become the “consumer agent” in the true sense 
of Mitchell’s definition, there is evidence that public relations campaigns may be closer to this model 
than we think.  It is PR that has always understood, at least to some extent, the value of human 
exchange and social networks, and their importance in gaining the attention and trust of the 
consumer.  By looking at two different PR campaigns, we can begin to deconstruct how PR has used 
the principles advocated by Mitchell.  In addition, by looking at a third integrated brand campaign, 
we can see how the lines between advertising and public relations are blurring, and how marketers 
are now using “human exchange” strategies without concern for which discipline applies.  

As Mitchell would ask of these campaigns:  Have we gone beyond the brand message to 
foster human exchange of information and expertise?  Have we developed campaigns that have 
enriched consumers’ lives, saved them time, relieved stress or eased workloads?  Have we provided 
relevant events, entertainment and experiences that are worthy of their time and attention? 

 
Campbell Labels for Education 

If you are in your late-30s or younger, chances are you collected soup labels for school 
equipment at some point during your primary education years.  The Campbell Labels for Education 
program has been around for 32 years, and is still going strong – and growing.  In fact, the program 
was a breakthrough of sorts, pioneering a community model that has been parroted by many other 
consumer brands. 

Starting as a “social minded” school community program in 1973, the program now offers 
everything from “library books and musical instruments, to computers and minivans.”22  A 
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coordinator at each school promotes the program through students, teachers, the PTA and the 
community.  Parents and community members collect selected Campbell labels and the school sends 
them into Campbell for points toward school equipment. 

In applying Mitchell’s model to the program, we might first see that Campbell is a consumer 
agent of sorts.  While it is not helping “buyers buy” per se, it is doing something even more 
significant --  it is helping educators educate. Perhaps it most matches Mitchell’s model when we 
look at the “organizing principle” behind the program.  It is, in some sense, a buying club.  By 
organizing consumers around their schools, the program pools consumer resources to provide a 
beneficial result for both the buyer and the seller.  In other words, it is the “win-win” that Mitchell 
outlines.  In this case, it could be considered a win-win-win – students win, Campbell wins and the 
school board wins by finding needed cash for school supplies (a need that has grown over time as 
school budgets have become slimmer). 

Secondly, the program provides consumer value in “human exchange” terms, beyond the 
product itself.  Rather than simply exchanging money for goods, the program focuses on what is 
important to the community – its children and their education.  As evidenced by the length of the 
program and the number of schools participating, this value seems to be well worth the consumer’s 
time and attention.  Over the years Campbell has distributed $105 million worth of merchandise to 
participating schools, with 75,000 schools currently enrolled in the program, benefiting 42 million 
school children.23 

Third, it is significant to look at the “viral” nature of the program.  While Campbell certainly 
utilizes media relations, the program does not solely rely on it.  Instead, the program relies more on 
teachers and educators to serve as “consumer agents” in their own right, organizing children and their 
parents around the concept of collecting labels. Mitchell talks about media coming in between 
parties, setting up a “mask” of sorts between the buyer and seller.  In Campbell’s case the company is 
transparent, communicating directly with teachers and schools.  Take away media relations and this 
program would live on.  In addition, Campbell has recently utilized newer, non-traditional media 
sources such as the Internet and inclusion of the program in the script of ABCs “Seventh Heaven” to 
solidify the program even further. 

The credibility gained by this program is also significant.  Campbell has certainly enriched 
people’s lives with the program, saved school boards time and money, relieving their stress as well as 
their budgets.  One teacher writes, “I love the program.  I am a small in-home daycare and my parents 
love collecting the labels for me and then they are always pleased to see what we bought for the 
daycare with those labels!”  Another writes, “Thank you for the wonderful opportunity you give 
schools that need or want items they cannot fit into their budget.  You have no idea how very much it 
helps!!!”24 

Lastly, as Mitchell states, the campaign is treated as a product in its own right, and is 
promoted as such.  Labels for Education has essentially become a brand, with its own administration 
system, including a director who oversees the program.  The time and money Campbell puts into the 
program insures that the program is taken seriously and succeeds the test of time and attention. 
 

Kimberly Clark – Scott Tissue “Common Sense Community” 
In 2003, Kimberly Clark developed a program for Scott toilet paper and paper towels that tied 

in with its brand positioning of “Common Sense on a Roll.”  A joint program created by Ketchum 
public relations and GMR marketing, an event marketing agency, the first year of the program 
included a nationwide search for the first Chief Common Sense Officer (CCSO).  Strictly a consumer 
contest, consumers entered by developing a video of themselves in the common sense role.  The 
chosen winner would receive a $25,000 “salary” to serve as the company’s CCSO for one year, 
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offering common sense advice and sharing her common sense tips with consumers on an Internet site 
– scottcommonsense.com.  Scott received 20,000 videos from consumers – an unprecedented amount 
for a consumer contest. 

While the first year of the program was a typical PR contest tied to publicity, in-store 
programs and other consumer events, there was a key difference:  the company was selecting a 
consumer to represent common sense, rather than trying to represent common sense itself.  While 
this is a new twist on the old “spokesperson” tradition, it is significant that the spokesperson was 
serving as an organizing agent for the consumer in a sense, while at the same time serving as a 
visibility agent for the brand.  In Mitchell’s terms, this could be construed as a win-win situation for 
both the buyer and the seller.  In addition, it illustrates the trend toward consumer-generated content 
rather than seller-generated content. 

The second year of the program then took the concept to the next level – creating a “common 
sense community” on the Internet.  On the web site scottcommonsense.com, consumers share 
information, not about the product, but about relevant common sense tips on everything from how to 
use a dryer sheet to ward away mosquitoes to how to remove bubble gum on your glasses with peanut 
butter.  Again, looking at Mitchell’s “organizing principle,” the Scott brand is using its resources to 
serve as an agent,  organizing relevant information around the consumer’s life.  In essence, the site 
serves as a catalyst for information to “rise upwards from buyer to seller and burst sideways from 
consumer to consumer” --  a key component of Mitchell’s new paradigm.  It is fostering the “human 
exchange” of information and expertise.   

Applying Mitchell’s test for consumer relevant campaigns, the Scott web site would certainly 
seem to fulfill his proposal that a campaign should help consumers “achieve desired outcomes, saving 
them time, relieving stress, easing workloads and giving them control along the way.”25  It is 
organizing information about the consumer, for the consumer.   

Of course, Scott’s point in doing so is to capture the consumer’s attention so the company can 
also share information about the brand.  This brings us to Mitchell’s second test:  Does the campaign 
provide a fair exchange for the consumer’s time and attention? The numbers would seem to show that 
it has.  In addition to the amount of consumer videos received, thousands of consumers have logged 
on to scottcommonsense.com to read and share information and experiences.  Many of them have 
also signed up to receive an ongoing newsletter from the site as well as new information on the brand. 

In addition, the program has generated a fair amount of media attention.  Starting as a “push” 
program that relied on media relations to promote the contest, it would seem that now, much like the 
Labels for Education program, Scott has moved into both a “push” and “pull” realm of marketing 
where publicity and word-of mouth from consumer to consumer are working together to fuel the 
program.   

In its third year in 2005, Scott took the program on the road, creating a 15-market tour of The 
House that Common Sense Built, – “an interactive common-sense exhibit and think tank. ”  
According to the company’s press release, “The House that Common Sense built is a traveling home 
that brings the every day common-sense solutions from the online community to life.  Just like the 
Common Sense Community, people can discover and share useful common-sense solutions that will 
improve their everyday life.”26  The house includes a living room, bedroom, kitchen and bathroom, 
each room providing a “sharing space” where tips are viewed and exchanged.  In addition, Scott has 
enlisted a psychology, education and management professor at Yale University to discuss his 
research in the area of “practical intelligence,” and is also making contributions to Habitat for 
Humanity homes in every community the tour visits. 

In adding such a spokesperson to its campaign, Scott is organizing relevant information and 
expertise for the consumer, beyond simply the brand messages.  In all, while the campaign provides a 
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healthy dose of branded messaging and “push” marketing, it would also seem to be providing the 
relevancy of experience that Mitchell proposes. 

Turner South --  This is My South 
Turner South started as a small, regional network in 2003.  After gaining national ratings in 

2004, the network found the need to develop a strong brand definition.  It was Trumpet advertising, a 
small New Orleans based agency, that helped Turner focus in on the fact that it was “about the 
South,” and led to its brand positioning as “the only network dedicated to providing viewers with an 
entertaining environment reflecting the evolving South.”27 

In its broadcast campaign launched in 2004, Turner South featured real people from the South 
telling their stories about what the New South means to them.  Turner was able to organize this 
content because it had taken the network “on tour” in several southern cities, building awareness for 
its programming, conducting show tapings, and sponsoring rock concerts and cooking events to gain 
awareness for the brand.  What the network found was an untapped wellspring of Southern stories, 
just waiting to be told.  “Southerners have always been defined by outsiders, and usually in 
unflattering ways,” said Pat Smith, vice president and creative director for Turner South.  “We 
realized that there was a demand for an outlet to define Southerners, and we offered that 
opportunity.”28 

As part of the tour, the network launched “My South Speaks” -- a series of spoken-word 
competitions in major Southern cities such as Atlanta, Birmingham, Memphis and Charlotte, where 
spoken-word artists had the opportunity to present their own stories. The spoken-word essays started 
with the line “My South is . . .” and ended with the orator’s name -- for example, “I am Michael 
Evans and this is my South.” 

The best of these stories is collected in a book and DVD titled My South:  A People, A Place, 
A World of Its Own, released in 2005 and currently sold in bookstores and through online sites such 
as Amazon.  The stories are often funny and poignant renditions of what is it like being born and bred 
in the South, or, for newcomers, what it is like to be immersed in this environment.  For example, 
Sierra Fitzgerald writes, “My South is educated by trial and errors of our ancestors, and refined in 
universities.  It is talk about good and evil in small towns that want to be big cities and concrete 
jungles that feel like small towns.”29  Lines from essayist Chuck DeVarennes include:  “We’re still 
good neighbors in my South.  If you go away for a couple of weeks, we’ll pick up your mail for you, 
feed your dogs and cats, water your garden, and when the kudzu swallows your house, we’ll all pitch 
in to pull away the vines . . . soon as you come home.”30  

Other extensions of the campaign have included “interstitials” for Black History month from 
performers such as Angela Bassett, Samuel L. Jackson and Morgan Freeman, as well as an extension 
of the My South Speaks spoken-word competitions into school classrooms where students can earn 
scholarship money and teachers can receive educational curriculums and lesson plans. 

Because Turner South has positioned itself so closely to the Southern experience, telling 
stories about the South means also telling stories about the brand.  And Turner has found the stories 
everywhere:  a Japanese banjo player in Burmingham, an African American artist’s group in Atlanta, 
a marching band from middle Tennessee, and a Jewish man from the North now transplanted in the 
region.  “We keep finding new avenues for doing this,” says Smith.  “We love the things we find that 
bust the stereotypes.  It’s a truthful light”31  The brand and the region became synonymous as Turner 
became the “organizing agent” for the content.  As Smith says, “One of our aspirational goals is for 
‘My South’ to become a lexicon.”32 

This campaign provides evidence of how the consumer is driving marketing communications 
content, exemplifying the new language of “human exchange” marketing.  As Smith puts it, “It 
resonates because it give them the chance to voice their stories, or connect with others who are.”33  



IPRRC - 77 

 

The brand campaign brilliantly captures the essence of a proud region (and, via real people rather 
than actors), and in turn, captures the consumer’s attention and response.  By extending the program 
into communities and classrooms, the campaign became an outlet for information to travel upward 
from buyer to seller and sideways from consumer to consumer. 

In Mitchell’s model, the campaign has become a product in its own right, as evidenced by the 
campaign titles:  My South Speaks, My South on Tour, My South Rocks, My South Cooks.  The 
brand is able to “enrich people’s lives via relevant events, entertainment and experiences.”34  In 
essence, Turner South became the “consumer agent” for the South.  It followed Mitchell’s organizing 
principles by creating a social network for the South, becoming the “oral historian” for consumers 
living in the region. 

It is significant to note that, not only the campaign, but also Turner South itself could be 
considered a “consumer agent” for the South.  Because of the nature of Turner South’s product – a 
regional television network – Turner uses its programming to represent the tastes, desires and needs 
of the region.  In true Mitchell fashion, the network organizes information and experiences for 
consumers through programs on southern gardening, travel and events, food, arts, sports and music.  
It is essentially the HGTV for the South – and more.  This is significant to note because this, too, is 
part of what Mitchell proposes when he talks of the emergence of consumer agents.  Both the 
network and its campaign are helping consumers organize themselves around the things that are most 
important to them – sharing information and expertise, getting the best deal, saving time, being 
entertained, etc.  In addition, through My South on Tour, consumers can interact with the gardening, 
travel and entertainment experts from the shows, providing a live interactive element for the 
programming. 

One might conclude that this is an easier task for Turner to accomplish because it owns the 
channel of distribution.  Yet, I would argue that it is not the medium per se that has assured success in 
this instance – it is the strategy of organizing information around what matters most to the consumer.  
Had Turner South taken a different route, the strategy might not have been so successful.  In fact, 
Smith says that, in its first year, Turner South witnessed a 300% awareness increase in the markets 
where it was carrying out its events, and the network experiences a spike in its ratings immediately 
following any of its in-market events.35  This shows that it is the in-market events that are driving 
consumers to the network to view the content, while the broadcast campaign using the content then 
solidifies the brand positioning further.  It is both “push” and “pull” working together. 

One could argue that this could be accomplished just as easily via the Internet (such as the 
Scott case), or via relevant community programs (such as Labels for Education).  But indeed, having 
the network outlet for exposing consumers to their own content has no doubt helped the popularity of 
the campaign. 

In fact, moving My South Speaks onto the Internet in a major way would seem to be the next 
logical next step for the network.  While the Turner South web site offers message boards for 
consumers to discuss specific TV programming and share southern experiences, Mitchell’s assertion 
that we have entered a new technological age of information-sharing would call for a separate, and 
more substantial, forum for consumers to share their stories about the South, download the spoken 
word DVD and view “This is My South” commercials.  This would seem to be the logical next step 
for Turner South – to organize an online social network for the region. 

Most significantly to note for PR practitioners is that, when Turner South refers to the PR 
portion of the campaign, it refers only to the media relations support and “publicity” generated by the 
campaign.  While many in the industry would view the spoken-word essay competitions and school 
program as classic Brand PR, Turner simply refers to them as part of the “ad campaign.”  The idea 
for the essays did not come from public relations; it came from the marketing department along with 
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the other campaign elements.  While Smith says that there is sharing of ideas across the disciplines 
and that, with any campaign, Turner asks the question -- “Is there PR value” in it?36 -- this would 
seem to point to public relations being viewed as an awareness-building tactic for the campaign, 
rather than as an integral part of the strategic development of the campaign itself.   

Again, this highlights how narrowly we have defined ourselves in the industry, making it easy 
for marketing executives to equate public relations with “publicity,” but making it much harder for 
them to understand the underlying strategy of public relations as an integral part of the campaign 
development process.  This is a problem that public relations has long had to confront – being 
relegated to publicizing the ad campaign – and one we must work harder to change. 

It also highlights how the lines have been blurred between once-distinct marketing 
communications disciplines.  Had the My South campaign only have been a broadcast campaign, it 
would not have had the legs that it did. Yet what do you call events like My South on Tour and My 
South Speaks?  While many of us would consider them part of Brand Public Relations, the fact that 
the client doesn’t emphasizes how little it matters.  To marketers, whether it be P&G or Turner South, 
relevance to the consumer is the key to campaign success, rather than relevance to the discipline. 

The key for public relations practitioners, then, is to do a better job of selling Brand PR’s role 
in the development of such “human exchange” strategies.   
 
Conclusion and Implications 
 As brand marketers search for alternatives to obsolete marketing models, public relations 
provides a valuable solution.  Not just because it provides “ink” through media relations, but because 
of the strategic strength of public relations and its practitioners in understanding the “human 
exchange” model that Alan Mitchell proposes.   

As the Campbell and Scott cases show, Brand Public Relations is strategically based on 
understanding the cultural context in which the consumer lives out his or her life.  While advertising 
focused on “burning” a brand into the mind of the consumer, PR focused on building relationships 
and consumer trust by tapping into what was going on in communities and the culture.  Rather than 
simply being a persuader for product messages, PR has traditionally gone deeper by being a 
participant in consumers’ lives. 

For example, while advertising was telling consumers that Campbell soup was “Mmm Mmm 
Good,” public relations was working to make Campbell an integral part of consumer communities 
through the “Labels for Education” program – a program that still lives on 32 years later (and perhaps 
may be even more relevant today). While Scott advertising was promoting the common sense brand 
positioning of “1,000 sheets per roll,” PR was building a “common sense community” via the 
Internet, where thousands of consumers have gone to share common sense tips with others.  And, 
while advertising was, very effectively, connecting with consumers through the campaign “This is 
My South,” a deeper portion of the campaign was tapping into consumer’s desire to share their own 
stories by going into several southern communities and schools to interact directly with consumers 
and record their own stories of the region. 

These “grassroots” brand-building programs are evidence of the “viral marketing” that 
marketers are now scrambling to latch onto.  Yet PR has always been at the forefront of word-of-
mouth marketing, whether using media relations as one of its tools or not.  In each of the discussed 
cases, media relations was a credible distribution tactic, but not the sole strategy.  Instead, the 
strategy was in building campaigns that were organized around deeper human needs and desires.  
 The question one supposes Mitchell would ask of PR practitioners – and all marketing 
communications practitioners -- is this:  Are you truly acting on behalf of the buyer or on behalf of 
the seller.  The answer, of course, is that we are acting on behalf of the seller.  As long as the seller 
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pays our bills, practitioners can never really be true consumer agents in Mitchell’s sense of the term.  
Yet, as the three cases illustrate, we can meet the consumer half way.  We can develop a win-win 
situation for both the buyer and the seller by organizing our campaigns around the things that matter 
most to consumers, rather than what matters most to the brand.  Or, more accurately, we can organize 
campaigns around where the needs of both the brand and the consumer meet, creating win-win 
situations. 
 Indeed, the creators of each of the three previous campaigns may not have known they were 
acting on behalf of the consumer at all.  Yet, what the creators did know was that they were tapping 
into a more human need that was fuelling their campaign’s success. 
 As media becomes even more fragmented and technologies move from “mass” to “me,” this 
type of human exchange becomes even more critical.  In a world of “social networking software,” PR 
can only survive if it becomes, or continues to be, one of the facilitators of the social network.  This 
requires that we understand what’s going on in the culture, how consumers exchange information and 
ideas, where they go to fulfill their needs, what those needs are and, ultimately, what consumers 
expect and want in exchange for their time and attention.  This type of understanding goes far beyond 
coming up with a media pitch.  It is a strategic approach to brand building that PR practitioners have 
long understood, and would do well to define more concretely. 
 Under Mitchell’s model, perhaps one of the biggest shifts in public relations thinking will 
come in the understanding that it is now safe, and even encouraged, to go directly to the consumer 
rather than solely through a third-party.  While we have always done this to a certain extent – through 
in-market events, school programs, the Internet, etc. – it is now an option that we need to investigate 
more thoroughly.   Furthermore, as transparency leads to the questioning of traditional tactics such as 
VNR’s (which some now see as “tricking” the consumer into thinking it’s a real news story), going 
directly to the consumer may eliminate ethical concerns and ensure that a corporation’s intentions are 
completely transparent as well. 

As Mitchell points out, transparency makes corporate credibility that much more important.  
Before we can go directly to the consumer, we need to make sure our corporate houses are in order.  
Are we practicing ethical accounting principles?  Are we treating our employees fairly?  Do we give 
back to society through environmental and community programs?   In essence, are we the kind of 
corporate citizen that consumers can trust?  This is where PR can also excel by integrating Brand 
Public Relations with Corporate Public Relations – a systems approach that PR has always 
understood and an area in which advertising agencies have had little experience. 

This does not mean that reaching influencers is not still important.  In fact, now that the 
traditional gatekeepers are being eliminated, Mitchell asserts that “consumer agents” will become the 
new gatekeepers.  But he is also asserting that marketers themselves can become consumer agents.  
The question is:  How can we facilitate the human exchange of ideas, information and expertise?  In 
some instances, marketers can organize influencers to help consumers get what they want out of 
campaigns.  

In many aspects, Mitchell’s “human exchange” model provides a new way for PR 
practitioners to define and analyze their traditional strategies, and indeed, a new way for practitioners 
to sell the value of these strategies to marketers.  This becomes even more important as the 
disciplines become further integrated, and the question of where the brand-defining idea comes from 
becomes the key issue of the day.  Like the Turner South case, this new model of marketing is 
ultimately eliminating the boundaries and the distinctions between the disciplines altogether.  In order 
for PR practitioners to earn their seat at the table, we must stop selling the tactic of media relations 
and gain confidence in the strategy of human exchange. 



IPRRC - 80 

 

It is this human exchange strategy that I assert PR practitioners understand quite well; partly 
because we understand the relationship between all of a corporation’s publics, not just the consumer, 
and partly because we understand how to be participants in the culture and the community rather 
than just persuaders.  Rather than callously believing we can change consumer behavior solely 
through the message, we have concentrated on organizing and facilitating the consumer experience 
by participating in the cultural context.  We have tapped into the culture, not by simply playing it 
back on film, but by getting “into” the culture – organizing events, providing information, offering 
expertise and sharing common values. 
 The next question for PR practitioners is:  Are we doing it enough?  Are we organizing our 
programs around product messages or around the things that matter most to consumers?  As 
consumers become more powerful, technologies become more personal and gatekeepers become 
more public, it is in understanding the value of PR as the facilitator of human exchange that we will 
gain our rightful seat at the marketing table. 
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Research in brand familiarity has been extensive in the areas of advertising and marketing. Well-
known brands have been found to exhibit multi-dimensional brand associations, such as brand image, 
perceived quality, and brand attitude compared to less familiar brands (Low & Lamb, 2000). 
However, research investigating the effects of corporate familiarity, or how well-known a corporation 
is, on corporate image or reputation has been less frequent. In fact few, if any, studies exist in the area 
of public relations that address the influences of corporate familiarity. Many individuals recognize 
companies, such as Proctor and Gamble, but they may be less familiar with their diverse products, 
such as Prell shampoo or Comet cleanser. Since creating awareness in various aspects relating to 
public relations, such as community relations and employee communication is vital, this research is 
important.  

There has been a shift from companies doing business from a pure transaction focus to one of 
building long-term strategic relationships, which is the basis of public relations (Webster, 1992). This 
research will analyze the influences of familiarity on aspects including reputation, citizenship, and 
personality and how it mediates or affects willingness to engage in certain behaviors, such as 
recommending, products, services, or stock. 

Does familiarity breed contempt? Familiarity has been the subject of intensive study in 
several disciplines, including advertising, marketing, and branding. However, the influence of 
familiarity on public relations’ practices, such as reputation, has largely been ignored. Public 
relations practitioners are responsible for not only protecting and enhancing a company’s reputation, 
but also for helping management create new business models (Marken, 2002). According to Sinickas 
(2004), financial analysts place financial values on a company’s reputation, but unfortunately it has 
not always been based on solid evidence. This is because reputation is an intangible that needs to be 
measured using tangibles (Budd, Jr., 1994/1995; Lloyd, 1990). 

Recently, the public relations discipline has made headway in tying its efforts to the 
organization’s bottom line (Jack & Neff, 2005; Kim, 2000; Woods, 2004). Metrics, reputation 
measures, and even models have been developed to measure the impact of public relations efforts. 
Kim (2000), for instance, used econometric models to demonstrate a positive relationship between 
reputation and revenue. However, the findings do not translate well to all industries.  

Publics expect companies to be good corporate citizens and to be trustworthy, which are 
perceptions that result from public relations’ efforts that contribute to enhancing and building 
reputation. However, these are not the only concerns. “Word-of-mouth” communication plays a 
significant role in this process. Interpersonal networks help people form opinions about other people, 
issues, and products and, in fact, are often “more believable than any formal communications” (Budd, 
Jr., 1994/1995, p. 12). Therefore, it is important to study the influence of familiarity on reputation 
behaviors to determine its impact on “word-of-mouth” communications.  

The following review of literature will define and discuss aspects of familiarity, citizenship, 
reputation, personality, and equity (word-of-mouth communications). In addition, theoretical 
considerations will be explored including theories of social and interpersonal influence, word-of-
mouth, and two-step flow.  
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Familiarity 
Zimbardo and Leippe (1991, p. 171) contend that social psychologists have “amassed a great 

deal of evidence” suggesting that the more exposed individuals are to an object, the more they are 
prone to like it. The influence of repeated exposure is one of the foundations of advertising.  
Little research, if any, has considered the effects of publics’ familiarity with a company and, instead, 
has focused on the familiarity of its brands. Familiarity is defined as the degree to which an 
individual understands the company in question. Luce et al. (2001) defined familiarity with a firm as 
“a general overall level of acquaintance with the firm, most likely without reference to a specific, 
identifiable source of information” (p. 401). Fombrun (1996) suggests that the familiarity and 
visibility of a company informs stakeholders about the credibility and reliability of a company and its 
products.   

One of the few studies that looked at corporate familiarity examined its relationship with 
company image. Brooks, Highhouse, Russell, and Mohr (2003) contend that past research on 
company familiarity and reputation shows that the relationship is fuzzy and confusing. They 
investigated whether familiarity can lead to both positive and negative views of corporations and 
whether that view is dependent on the type of elicitation. They suggest a positive relationship 
between firm familiarity and reputation, so companies that are better known are associated more with 
positive features than negative ones. However, it should be noted that these “enriched” companies 
were generally associated with more negative features than the authors expected. 
Reputation 
 From a public relations standpoint, familiarity encompasses more than just a product.  In fact, 
a company can have a strong and “winning” reputation without necessarily having a strong brand 
(Bergstrom, Blumenthal, & Crothers, 2002). A company, however, does not necessarily have an 
image or a reputation; instead, individuals hold images or perceive the reputation of a company 
(Dowling, 1986). Reputation, then, is “a collective term referring to all stakeholders’ views of 
corporate reputation” (Davies, Chun, da Silva, & Roper, 2001, p. 34).  

Fombrun (1996) suggests corporate reputation “delineates the uniqueness of a company to 
outside observers” (p. 25). An analysis of corporate reputation literature found three dominant and 
two less dominant streams of thought. Dominant themes were identified as social expectations 
(“citizenship”), corporate personality, and trust. The two less dominant themes were stakeholder 
needs and information sources (Berens & van Riel, 2004).  Therefore, there is much diversity in the 
corporate reputation literature. 

According to Fombrun (1996), several factors predict corporate reputation. These include 
profitability, company size, advertising, charitable contributions, visibility in the media, volatility, 
and profitability. In many cases, the image of an organization is positively related to the availability 
of information about it, specifically in the form of exposure to advertisements, use of products or 
services, and so forth (Gatewood et al., 1993). Fombrun (1998) compared reputation rankings and 
ratings published in the media, and criticized some organizations and publications, such as Fortune, 
which typically use public companies, survey analysts, and managers who stress financial indicators, 
neglecting other stakeholders and social criteria.  

Reputation plays an important role in consumers’ willingness to purchase a company’s 
products. Chaudhuri (2002) proposed that brand reputation is a separate construct from brand 
attitudes and that it plays a crucial intervening role in relationship to brand equity outcomes, defined 
as “the profit potential of a brand” (p. 34). Further, in a model of brand equity outcomes, he argued 
that brand familiarity was antecedent to brand reputation, which in turn affects sales, market share, 
and relative price. The final model was successful in supporting a hypothesis that there is an indirect 
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relationship between familiarity and brand equity outcomes, with brand reputation as a moderating 
variable.  
Citizenship 

Companies that earn their reputation from their community involvement generally appear to 
“make more charitable contributions, encourage more employee volunteer programs, and have 
greater local economic impact (tax revenues, jobs, and investments)” (Fombrun, 1998, p. 335). 
According to the World Economic Forum’s Global Corporate Citizenship Initiative (2003), corporate 
citizenship is defined as “the contribution a company makes to society through its core business 
activities, its social investment and philanthropy programs, and its engagement in public policy” (¶ 
1). Social responsibility is a common term used to describe corporate citizenship. Carroll (1999), who 
traced the evolution of corporate social responsibility (CSR), remarked that in the 1990s the concept 
of CSR transitioned to other themes, including corporate citizenship. Carroll also suggested in 1991 
that “the CSR firm should strive to make a profit, obey the law, be ethical and be a good corporate 
citizen” (p. 43). In addition, the challenge of CSR is how to define various responsibilities, including 
economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic, that companies have to stakeholders with whom they 
interact on a regular basis.  

People more and more expect that organizations will be responsible citizens in the 
community. In some cases, companies have stepped in to help where the government has failed, in 
areas such as the environment and education (Fombrun, 1996). Also, how good of a corporate citizen 
a company is often depends on its media exposure. According to Lloyd (1990), the “nice company” is 
in demand since changes in perceptions of corporations “favour the emergence of strategies, internal 
as well as external, that are ‘nicer’” (p. xv).  
Personality 

Metaphors have been used in marketing and reputation research to give attributes to an 
organization (Berens & van Riel, 2004). Metaphors are also used to improve comprehension of 
complex phenomena. One metaphor that has been used is brand personality, which ascribes human 
characteristics of behavior to a brand (Davies et al., 2001). Brand personality can also link to a 
brand’s emotional and self-expressive benefits to consumer (Aaker, 1996). However, the same 
descriptions can also be used to give personality traits to a corporation.  

Olins (1978) defines corporate personality as “the soul, the persona, the spirit, and the culture 
of the organisation manifested in some way” (p. 212). While he uses the terms corporate identity and 
personality interchangeably, identity is a tangible that reflects the reality of the personality. 
Balestrini, Gilbert, and Gamble (2003) define brand identity as “the essence and the expression of a 
brand as it is communicated to the marketplace” (p. 127). Rarely does a single factor reflect the 
personality of the organization. Instead, several characteristics comprise its personality (Dowling, 
1986). Personality traits often take the form of the imagery of the brand, the company’s employees, 
and the CEO of the company (Aaker, 1997).  

To date, no research has examined the relationship between an individual’s level of 
familiarity toward an organization and public relations components. This study will investigate the 
relationship of familiarity and its relationship with three public relations components, specifically 
reputation, citizenship, and personality. 
Equity 

Very little research exists has investigated the effects of public relations components to 
purchasing products/services or investments in an organization. Previous research has dealt 
specifically with brand equity, neglecting corporate equity. 

Keller (1993) suggests that a distinctive brand personality can create favorable associations, 
which in turn build and improve brand equity.  Most research in this area has focused on brand 
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equity, but in many cases, the same characteristics can apply to companies as well. How to build and 
maintain dominant brands is of strategic importance to corporations (Baldinger, 1990).  

Defining brand equity is difficult and depends on the goals and objectives of the organization. 
In fact, there is a lack of agreement on a definition or even the basic components of brand equity. 
Aaker and Biel (1993) define brand equity as “the value added to the functional product or service by 
associating it with a brand name” (p. 2). They also associate it with a set of assets, which include 
brand awareness, brand loyalty, perceived quality, and brand associations that are related to the brand 
name. Biel (1993) contends that brand equity goes beyond the physical assets of a brand, but is 
defined rather as a type of value. He proposes that brand image drives brand equity. 

Measurement of brand equity has been examined in two areas: behavioral measurement of 
sales/ profits, and attitudinal measurement. Attitudinal methods measure brand equity using positive 
evaluations of brands, accessible attitudes toward the brand, and the consistency of the brand image 
(Farquhar & Ijiri, 1991). On the other hand, Smith (1991) suggests brand equity does not focus on 
attitudes since they are transaction-specific and brand equity must be measured financially.  In some 
cases, sales and profits are not long-term measures and may not adequately measure branding. Brand 
strength, a component of brand equity, has been related to the consumer’s predispositions toward the 
brand (Smith & Park, 1992). Based on this line of thought, Aaker (1996) defined five categories of 
brand equity: loyalty measures (price premium, satisfaction), perceived quality/leadership measures, 
associations/differentiation measures (perceived value, brand personality, organizational 
associations), awareness measures, and market behavior measures (market share, price, and 
distribution indices). Price premium, or the amount a customer will pay for a brand in comparison to 
another brand, may be the best indicator of brand equity (Aaker, 1996). 

According to Bello and Holbrook (1995), brand equity is present when consumers will pay a 
higher rate for one product over another with the same level of quality because of the product’s brand 
name. They also suggest that mega-brands will only survive if the “quality of its design” is in line 
with its image (p. 130). Keller (1993) contends that a familiar brand name and a positive brand image 
are essential for building brand equity. He defines brand equity as “the differential effect of brand 
knowledge on consumer response to marketing of the brand” (p. 2). 

The term “corporate” can be substituted in most of the aforementioned examples and the same 
characteristics should apply. For instance, a familiar corporate name and corporate image is essential 
for building corporate equity. Fombrun (1996) suggests equity is “reputational capital” which gains a 
competitive advantage against competitors (p. 9). Public relations plays a significant role in the 
development of brand and corporate equity. According to Chay and Tellis (1991), positive public 
relations makes corporate and brand equity inseparable in times of crisis. 
Hypotheses 

Although studies have investigated the effects of familiarity, little research exists that 
addresses the relationship between familiarity and public relations components. In addition, no 
studies exist that investigate the mediating effects of these public relations components, specifically 
reputation, citizenship, and personality, on corporate equity.  

This study is important because it posits that public relations’ efforts to improve company 
personality, company citizenship, and company reputation may be influenced by mere knowledge of 
an organization. In turn, these behaviors may impact “word-of-mouth” communications or 
willingness to recommend products, services, and stock to others, thereby demonstrating the 
contribution of public relations to the bottom line.   

Based on the preceding studies, this study hypothesizes that the more familiar an individual is 
with a company, the better that person’s perception will be of a company’s personality, citizenship, 
and reputation. Luce et al. (2001) contend that regardless of whether a socially-oriented activity is 
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deemed positive or negative, drawing attention to a company increases familiarity. Therefore, “there 
may, in fact, be no such thing as bad publicity in this context” (p. 411).  

There are also important indirect relationships between company familiarity and  willingness 
to recommend stock and willingness to recommend purchase of the product. In addition, there are 
relationships between perception of company personality (good, bad), perception of company 
citizenship (excellent, poor), perception of company reputation (favorable, unfavorable), and 
willingness to recommend the purchase of a product or willingness to recommend stock. Based on 
these relationships, the following hypotheses are posited (see Figure 2.1): 

H1: When familiarity of a brand increases (vs. less familiarity) 
a. perception of company citizenship increases  
b. perception of company personality increases 
c. perception of company reputation increases 

H2: When perception of company citizenship is more “excellent,” then  
the perception of corporate equity is higher (likelihood to recommend purchasing  
products or services and likelihood to recommend purchasing stock) 

H3: When perception of company personality is better, then the  
perception of corporate equity is higher (likelihood to recommend purchasing products or 
services and likelihood to recommend purchasing stock) 

H4: When perception of company reputation is more favorable then the  
        perception of corporate equity is higher (likelihood to recommend purchasing  
         products or services and likelihood to recommend purchasing stock) 

 

Figure 2.1. Hypothesized structural equation model for each industry  
 

Methodology 
 This study proposed that respondents’ level of company familiarity would impact their 
perceptions of a company’s personality, reputation, and citizenship. In other words, the more familiar 
respondents are with an organization, the more this will predict their perception of the company to be 
a responsible citizen, have a trustworthy personality, and have a positive reputation. These variables 
will then affect the respondents’ willingness to recommend products, services, and stocks to others, 
therefore contributing to the bottom line of the organization. The following section discusses the 
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structural equation model used to tests the hypotheses posed, the survey instrument, including 
demographics and psychographics and measures including their validity and reliability. 
Structural Equation Model 
 Structural equation modeling (SEM) is a “statistical methodology that takes a confirmatory 
(i.e., hypothesis-testing) approach to the analysis of a structural theory bearing on some 
phenomenon” (Byrne, 2001, p. 3). This entails a series of structural or regression equations that 
describe the causal processes and a model pictorially conceptualizing the variables under study.  

SEM is the methodology best-suited for this study to investigate the directional relationships 
and influences among variables, as well as appropriately test the hypotheses. In addition, SEM has 
several advantages over multiple regression in that it reduces measurement error, it tests the overall 
model instead of individual coefficients, it tests mediating variables, and it can be used to handle 
difficult data (Garson, 2005).   

Participants and Procedures 
This study employed a between-subjects design with familiarity to determine its influences on 

personality, citizenship, and reputation, and how the latter variables influenced corporate equity.  In 
addition, six industries (automotive, consumer packaged goods (CPG), pharmaceutical, 
entertainment, technology, financial services) were analyzed independently. The data were obtained 
from the 2004 Roper Corporate Reputation Scorecard™ study of Bellwether companies and have 
been provided on behalf of Roper/NopWorld. In 2003 and 2004, the Roper Public Affairs unit of 
NOP World conducted online quantitative research among 1500 Americans to measure the 
reputations of 30 companies. Approval to conduct this study was obtained from both Roper Public 
Affairs and the University of Miami’s Institutional Review Board. 

Roper selected companies from the 2002 Advertising Age list of Leading Global Advertisers.  
The top four to six companies in each of the 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.  
 One thousand five hundred people were surveyed regarding their impression of four 
bellwether companies from six different industries on four measures of corporate reputation. Analysis 
of the Roper Corporate Reputation Scorecard citizenship variable produced a highly reliable one-
factor solution for five of the six industries for the citizenship variable, and a two-factor solution for 
the auto industry. The company personality variable was not as reliable. The remaining variables, 
company reputation and corporate equity, only contained a single measure so their reliability and 
their validity could not be determined. 
 
Results 

People expect companies to be good citizens who are trustworthy, all of which are enhanced 
by efforts of public relations. These factors contribute to enhancing and building the reputation, 
which in turn may influence product and stock purchase. This study was designed to investigate the 
influences of familiarity on public relations’ efforts, such as enhancing company reputation, 
personality and citizenship. These variables are predicted to impact corporate equity, or word-of-
mouth communications, which involves recommending products, services, and stock to others. If 
familiarity impacts company characteristics, which in turn affect behaviors, then this supports the 
notion of public relations’ efforts increasing knowledge or awareness of a company to impact its 
bottom line. 
Demographics 
 As previously stated, most identifiers had been stripped by Roper before being provided to the 
researcher. Therefore, the demographics reported were limited. Concerning education, the majority of 
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the respondents had some college/university education (35.0%), followed by respondents who 
graduated from a 4-year college or university (21.7%). Almost 75% of the respondents were married 
(58.7%) or single (15.1%). Most of the respondents (69.6%) did not own stock in a publicly-owned 
corporation. Demographic questions were also asked regarding activities the respondents had 
engaged in during the previous year (see Table 4.2). The most frequent answers were as follows: 
signed a petition (49.1%); stopped buying the products or services of a company because you 
disagreed with the company’s policies (38.4%); written or called any politician at the state, local, or 
national level (34.0%); attended a public meeting on town or school affairs (23.0%); written a letter 
to the editor of a newspaper or magazine or called a live radio or TV show (18.1%). served on a 
committee for some local organization (15.0%); and served as an officer for some club or 
organization (14.8%). 
SEM Models 

Auto Industry. While the other five models contained the same set of variables, the auto 
industry varied slightly in that there were two factors for the company citizenship variable: one with 
four items (organizational strategy) and the other with five items (community relations).  The 
predicted AMOS model was not a perfect fit Χ2 (182, N = 42096) = 18236.05, p = .000 (see Figure 
4.2. However, other fit indices should be used to evaluate model fit, since large samples affect the 
significance of the Chi-square statistic. Based on the overall analysis of the model, however, the null 
should be rejected.  

All of the 23 critical ratios were above σ  > +1.96, indicating significance between each 
relationship or path.  The Comparative Fit Index (CFI) was .78, less than the .95 criteria suggested by 
Hu and Bentler (1999) and the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) was .72. PRATIO, which is a parsimony 
adjustment measure, was .79, lower than the .90 cutoff suggested by Bentler (1992). However the 
PNFI was .61 which is slightly above the minimum recommended .60 criterion, indicating the model 
was a parsimonious fit. 

The Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) value of .049 was a good fit based 
on Hu and Bentler’s (1999) approximation of less than .05 indicating a “good fit.”  Employing 
Hoetler statistics, the predicted auto industry model would have been accepted at the p = .05 level 
with a sample of 496 respondents. Therefore, the model may have fit had the sample size been 
significantly smaller. 

Regarding the hypothesized relationships among the variables, the indicator and mediating 
variables were found to be significant and positively associated with corporate equity. Some of the 
standardized regression coefficients did not explain much variance even though significance was 
found. For instance, the effect of familiarity on personality (β = .11, z = .03, p < .05) only accounted 
for 1.21% of the variance. Based on the two factors of the corporate citizenship variable, 
organizational strategy (β = .38, z = .49, p < .05) accounted for 14.44% of the variance compared to 
the community relations (β = .06, z = .09, p < .05), which accounted for only .36% of variance. While 
the community relations factor was positive and significant, this does not explain much about the 
relationship of this variable on corporate equity. However, this is the contribution of the community 
relations variable after controlling for the other predictor variables. 
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Figure 4.2. Standardized Regression Weights of the Structural Equation Model for the Auto Industry. 
 
Consumer Packaged Goods (CPG) Industry. The AMOS analysis found that the model was 

not an adequate fit Χ2 (247, N = 175400) = 73598.54, p = .000 and therefore the null should be 
rejected (see Figure 4.3 and Table 4.7). The PRATIO was .82, slightly less than the .90 cutoff 
suggested by Bentler (1992).  

The Comparative Fit Index (CFI) was .77, less than the .95 criteria suggested by Hu and 
Bentler (1999) and the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) was .73. However the PNFI is .64, slightly above 
the minimum .60 criterion. 

The 23 critical ratios were all greater than σ  > +1.96. The Root Mean Square Error of 
Approximation (RMSEA) value of .041 indicated a “good fit.”   Concerning the Hoetler statistics, the 
CPG model would have been accepted at the p = .05 level with a sample of 679 respondents. 

Concerning the hypothesized relationships among variables, the standardized regression 
coefficients indicate that familiarity is positively associated with the mediator variables which in turn 
affect corporate equity. The relationship of familiarity on reputation (β = .72, z = .91, p < .05) 
explained the most variance at 18.49%, followed by the effects of reputation on corporate equity (β = 
.40, z = .51, p < .05) at 18.49%. The least amount of variance was explained by the effect of 
personality on equity β = .24, z = 2.00, p < .05) which only accounted for 5.76%. 
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Figure 4.3. Standardized Regression Weights of the Structural Equation Model for the CPG Industry. 
 
Entertainment Industry.  The AMOS analysis found that the model was not an adequate fit Χ2 

(247, N = 35080) = 18139.09, p = .000. Based on the overall analysis of the model, the null should be 
rejected (see Figure 4.4 and Table 4.8).  

The 23 critical ratios were all greater than σ  > +1.96. The Comparative Fit Index (CFI) was 
.78 and the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) was .73. The PRATIO was .82, slightly less than the .90. 
However the PNFI was .64. 

The Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) value of .045 indicated a “good 
fit.”  Concerning the Hoetler statistic, 551 would be the sample size needed for a model fit at the .05 
confidence level. Therefore, less respondents would be needed for the model to be accepted. 

All hypothesized relationships were significant indicating a positive direction between 
variables. The best predictor of corporate equity was the effect of familiarity on corporate reputation 
(β = .57, z = .88, p < .05) which explained 32.49% of the variance. The relationship that explained the 
least amount of variance was the effect of personality on equity (β = .26, z = 2.14, p < .05), which 
accounted for only 6.76%. 
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Figure 4.4. Standardized Regression Weights of the Structural Equation Model for the Entertainment 
Industry. 
 

Financial Industry.  The AMOS analysis found that the model was not an adequate fit Χ2 

(247, N = 28064) = 14609.15, p = .000. Based on the overall analysis of the model, the null should be 
rejected (see Figure 4.5).  

One of the paths, effect of familiarity on personality (C.R. = -.919) fell below  the suggested σ  
> +1.96. Even though the path depicted a negative relationship between the two variables (β = -.017, 
z = -.002, p = .36), it was not significant indicating it does not contribute to the model. The 
Comparative Fit Index (CFI) was .78 and the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) was .73. PRATIO was .82, 
lower than the .90 cutoff. However the PNFI is .64 which is slightly above the minimum .60 
criterion. 

The Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) value of .046 indicated a good fit. 
Concerning the Hoetler statistics, the CPG model would have been accepted at the p = .05 level with 
a sample of 547 respondents. 

While the paths were predicted to be all positive, the relationship between familiarity and 
personality was negative, indicating that when familiarity increased, perception of personality 
decreased. Therefore, the hypothesis that familiarity positively affects company personality was not 
supported for this industry. However, the regression weight was nonsignificant and did not explain 
much about the relationship between the variables (.04%). The remainder of the hypotheses were 
supported. On the other hand, reputation did explain the most variance, both with the effect of 
familiarity on reputation (26.01%) and its effect on corporate equity (21.16%). 
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Pharmaceutical Industry.  The AMOS analysis found that the model was not an adequate fit 
Χ2 (247, N = 35080) = 18347.38, p = .000. Based on the overall analysis of the model, the null should 
be rejected (see Figure 4.6 and Table 4.10).  

All 23 critical ratios was greater than σ  > +1.96, so all paths remained in the analyses.   The 
Comparative Fit Index (CFI) was .76 and the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) was .71. The PRATIO was 
.82, lower than the .90 cutoff. In addition, the PNFI was .62 which is slightly above the minimum .60 
criterion. 

The Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) value of .046 was a good fit, 
according to Hu and Bentler’s (1999) approximation of .05 and less indicating a “good fit,” while 
scores closer to .08 indicate a “mediocre fit.”  Concerning the Hoetler statistics, the CPG model 
would have been accepted at the p = .05 level with a sample of 545. 

All relationships between variables were found to be positively associated for the 
pharmaceutical industry. Compared to the other industries, the regression coefficients of the variables 
overall explained the most variance.  Consistent with the other industries, the effect of familiarity on 
reputation explained the most variance (42.26%). The relationship of personality on equity accounted 
for the least variance (7.29%).  
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Figure 4.6. Standardized Regression Weights of the Structural Equation Model for the 
Pharmaceutical Industry. 
 

Technology Industry.  The AMOS analysis found that the model was not an adequate fit based 
on the significance of the Chi-square statistic Χ2 (247, N = 35080) = 20010.74, p = .000. Based on the 
overall analysis of the model, the null should be rejected (see Figure 4.7).  

All 23 critical ratios were higher than σ  > +1.96. The Comparative Fit Index (CFI) was .74 
and the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) was .69. The PRATIO was .82, lower than the .90 cutoff. The PNFI 
was .61 which is slightly above the minimum .60 criterion. 

The Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) value of .048 was a good fit based 
on Hu and Bentler’s (1999) approximation of less than .05 and indicating a “good fit.”  Concerning 
the Hoetler statistics, the CPG model would have been accepted at the p = .05 level with a sample of 
500. 

Finally, all relationships among variables were significant and positively associated. 
Personality, overall, explained the least amount of variance both with the effect of familiarity on 
personality (2.56%) and its effect on equity (4.41%). Again, the relationship that explained the most 
variance was familiarity on reputation (28.09%). 

Based on the above analysis, all six industries had similar results concerning the fit of the 
model, and the influence of the variables within the model. Most of the regression weights were 
found to be significant at p < .05, and will be discussed in more detail. 
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Figure 4.7. Standardized Regression Weights of the Structural Equation Model for the Technology 
Industry. 
 

Hypotheses Testing 
Hypothesis one. Hypothesis one predicted that when familiarity of a company increased: 
a. perception of company citizenship increased 
b. perception of a company personality increased 
c. perception of company reputation increased 

The first part of the hypothesis predicting that when the familiarity of a company increased, 
then the perception of company citizenship would increase was found to be supported for all 
industries: CPG (β = .58, z = .48, p < .05), entertainment (β = .34, z = .45, p < .05), financial (β = .23, 
z = .24, p < .05), pharmaceutical (β = .43, z = .53, p < .05), and technology (β = .29, z = .41, p < .05). 
The auto industry had two factors of company citizenship: strategy (β = .27, z = .54, p < .05), and 
community relations (β = .22, z = .42, p < .05), which were supported as well. 

The second part of the first hypothesis that predicted when familiarity of a company 
increased, then perception of a company personality increased was partially supported. Most 
industries found support for this hypothesis: auto (β = .11, z = .03, p < .05), CPG (β = .71, z = .13, p 
< .05),  entertainment (β = .31, z = .09, p < .05), pharmaceutical (β = .40, z = .13, p < .05), and 
technology (β = .16, z = .06, p < .05). The hypothesis was not supported for the financial industry, 
and in fact indicated an inverse relationship (β = -.017, z = -.002, p = .36). However, this relationship 
was not significant. Therefore, this hypothesis is partially supported. 

The last part of the first hypothesis predicting that when familiarity of a company increased, 
then perception of a company reputation increased was supported for all industries: auto (β = .43, z = 
.70, p < .05), CPG (β = .72, z = .91, p < .05), entertainment (β = .57, z = .88, p < .05), financial (β = 
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.51, z = .69, p < .05), pharmaceutical (β = .65, z =1.011, p < .05), and technology (β = .53, z = .72, p 
< .05). 

Hypothesis Two. The remainder of the hypotheses investigated the effects of the mediator 
variables on corporate equity. The second hypothesis that posited when perception of company 
citizenship is more “excellent,” — rated higher — then the more likely respondents would be willing 
to engage in behaviors that support the organization was supported in all industries. The auto industry 
had two factors within company citizenship: strategy (β = .38, z = .49, p < .05) and community 
relations (β = .06, z = .09, p < .05), which were both supported. The remaining supported industries 
included: CPG (β = .57, z = .88, p < .05), entertainment (β = .57, z = .88, p < .05), financial (β = .40, 
z = .89, p < .05), pharmaceutical (β = .40, z = .76, p < .05), and technology (β = .54, z = .90, p < .05). 

Hypothesis Three. The third hypothesis predicting that when perception of company 
personality is better, then the more likely the respondent would be to engage in supportive behaviors 
was supported in all industries: auto (β = .34, z = 3.10, p < .05), CPG (β = .24, z = 2.00, p < .05), 
entertainment (β = .26, z = 2.14, p < .05), financial (β = .23, z = 3.65, p < .05), pharmaceutical (β = 
.27, z = 1.87, p < .05) and technology (β = .21, z = 1.48, p < .05).  

Hypothesis Four. The fourth and final hypothesis predicted that when the reputation of a 
company is more favorable, then the more likely the respondent would be to engage in supportive 
behaviors. This was supported for all industries: auto (β = .43, z = .67, p < .05), CPG (β = .40, z = 
.51, p < .05), entertainment (β = .40, z = .62, p < .05), financial (β = .46, z = .79, p < .05), 
pharmaceutical (β = .42, z = .63, p < .05), and technology (β = .37, z = .65, p < .05). 
Indirect effects of familiarity on corporate equity 
 The model predicted an indirect effect of familiarity on corporate equity, mediated by 
citizenship, personality, and reputation. Indirect effects are measured by taking the product of the 
path coefficients and summing the products over all indirect paths (Singleton, Jr., & Straits, 2005). 
Therefore, the total effect of familiarity on corporate equity is the sum of direct and indirect effects. 
The indirect effects for each industry are as follows: auto (β = .38), CPG (β = .72), entertainment (β = 
.47), financial (β = .29), pharmaceutical (β = .56), technology (β = .39). Using the auto industry as an 
example, this indicates that corporate equity is estimated to increase by a .38 standard deviation for 
every standard deviation increase in familiarity. 
 
Discussion 
 Previous studies in public relations have not investigated how knowledge or perceptions of an 
organization’s qualities affect behaviors such as contributing to the organization’s bottom line or 
investing in the company. The purpose of this study was to investigate an individual’s familiarity 
toward a company and how it impacts several variables including their perceptions of company 
citizenship, reputation, and personality, largely public relations and advertising functions. The 
variables of citizenship, reputation, and personality were then tested to determine whether they 
mediate the effects thereby affecting the corporate equity function, which is vital to the success of an 
organization.  

In this study, respondents were asked the likelihood of whether they would engage in 
behaviors that would support or financially enhance an organization such as recommending its 
products and services to others and recommending stocks to others, defined as corporate equity. 
Demonstrating the contribution of public relations to the bottom line is a challenge for public 
relations professionals and research contributing to how public relations functions add to this is 
important to the public relations field. Thus, the implications of these findings are significant. 
 This study obtained support for the four hypotheses demonstrating the overall effect of 
familiarity with a company to that company’s bottom line. Measuring the impact of familiarity is 
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important because it demonstrates that in order for publics to have more positive perceptions about an 
organization, they must be aware of the organization. In addition, this study focused on overall 
familiarity, omitting whether individuals had a positive or negative perception of a company. In most 
instances, merely being familiar affected their perception of an organization’s reputation.   
 While the statistical models obtained did not demonstrate “perfect fits,” most of the 
relationships were significant and had substantial standardized regression weights, indicating 
moderate to strong relationships between variables. However, if the sample size was smaller, then the 
model may have “fit”. Larger sample sizes typically increase the likelihood of finding statistical 
significance, thereby encouraging rejection of the model.  Findings among the industries were very 
similar in terms of model fit. All six industries had “good model fits” according to the RMSEA 
statistic, and were parsimonious as evidenced by the PNFI measure. However, other statistical 
indices of fit were not supported by the models. 
Influence of Familiarity on Citizenship 
 Respondents were asked about their perception of how they believed certain companies 
behaved both internally and externally in the community. Hypothesis 1a was supported. As Fombrun 
(1998, p. 335) noted, companies that have more community involvement than others generally appear 
to “make more charitable contributions, encourage more employee volunteer programs, and have 
greater local economic impact (tax revenues, jobs, and investments).” 

Regardless of the industry, there was a significant effect of familiarity on perceptions of 
company citizenship. This indicates that the more familiar respondents were with a company, the 
more positively they rated the citizenship behaviors of the organization. The industry on which 
familiarity had the highest impact on company citizenship was consumer packaged goods (CPG). The 
familiarity toward the companies within the financial industries had the smallest yet still significant 
impact on perception of corporate citizenship. 
 Similar to company personality, future studies should investigate what other variables 
influence the perception of company citizenship, or even differences between good and bad company 
citizens. Also, development of a corporate citizenship scale would be beneficial to the field of public 
relations. 
Influence of Familiarity on Personality 
 For all the relationships, except financial, familiarity had a significant positive impact on the 
perceptions of company personality. Therefore, Hypothesis 1b was partially supported. Interestingly, 
the financial industry model yielded a negative regression weight, indicating that when familiarity 
increased, then perception of company personality decreased. However, the critical ratio of the path 
was less than the two standard deviation minimum yielding a nonsignificant contribution to the 
relationship. The reason it was not significant may be the personality variable itself. Due to the nature 
of the industry, respondents may not see these financial organizations as trustworthy, but perceive 
them to be “greedier, duller, more deceitful, and arrogant” when compared to other industries. This 
may be because many finance companies are credit card companies and lenders so people associate 
them directly with money. 
 Among the other industries, there was a wide range in differences between the relationships of 
the impact of the familiarity variable on the personality variable. However for all industries, except 
financial, the more familiar respondents were with an organization, the more positively they rated the 
personality variable. Further studies should investigate how company personalities are created. 
According to Aaker (1997), several influences may include imagery of the brand, the company’s 
employees, and the CEO of the organization (Aaker, 1997). However, further research should 
continue to look at the overall organization, and not solely focus on the brand itself. 
Influence of Familiarity on Reputation 
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 Hypothesis 1c posited a positive relationship between familiarity and reputation. Reputation 
was measured by asking respondents their impressions about a company. Companies may have a 
strong reputation regardless of the image of the brands they sell (Bergstrom, Blumenthal, & Crothers, 
2002). The reputation of the company is not created by the company itself, but rather by how it is 
perceived by the many publics involved.  
 Compared to citizenship and personality, familiarity had the largest impact on reputation. In 
fact, all industries were found to be moderately affected by reputation at a statistically significant 
level based on the standardized regression weights. This indicates that familiarity about an 
organization positively impacts the reputation of the organization. Therefore, increasing a publics’ 
familiarity of an organization will increase the perceived reputation. 

Reputation continues to be an important topic in public relations. In fact, reputation is one of 
the most important assets to an organization (Lloyd, 1990). Previous studies have found several 
variables that predict or influence reputation including profitability, company size, advertising, 
charitable contributions, visibility in the media, volatility, and profitability (Fombrun, 1996). Now, 
this study has demonstrated that familiarity has an impact on reputation as well. 
Influence of Citizenship on Corporate Equity 

Hypothesis 2 posited the perception of company citizenship would have a positive 
relationship with corporate equity. In all cases, citizenship was found to have a significant and 
positive relationship with corporate equity.  Publics expect companies to be good corporate citizens, 
which directly impact their willingness to recommend company products, stocks, and services to 
others.  This supports the notion by Verschoor (2002) who contends that companies that act as good 
corporate citizens attract investors who want companies that deliver better performance, including 
financial performance. 

The concept of corporate citizenship does not apply to only publics within the local 
community. In fact as these findings demonstrate, similarly with Hemphill (2004), the concept of 
corporate citizenship is a perception held by internal publics and consumers, as well as the external 
community. Therefore, companies that are good company citizens affect their own bottom lines 
(Carroll, 1999). 
Influence of Personality on Corporate Equity 

Hypothesis 3 posited positive relationships between company personality and corporate 
equity. The hypothesis was supported. Word of mouth has a significant impact on the behaviors of 
others, as expressed in theories regarding social influence. Katz (1955), after testing his two-step flow 
model, concluded that personal influence had a significant effect on the behaviors of others. The 
current study asked respondents whether they would be likely to recommend to others products, 
services, and stock of a company based on their knowledge or familiarity with a company. This 
variable is unique compared to other studies because it introduced the concept of corporate equity. 
Regardless of personal situations or lifestyles, recommendations to others is an important variable 
relating to behavior. The reason for this is some people may not personally use a product because of 
other issues unrelated to their perception of their product, such as compatibility with current lifestyle.  
However, individuals may be more likely to recommend products or investments to others than 
personally purchase products or stocks. 

Recommending stock also may influence perceptions of an organization’s longevity. 
Individuals who recommend products or stocks may have more faith in the long-term strategies and 
goals of the organization. This relationship needs to be investigated further. 

The personality of a company is developed when typically “human” characteristics are given 
to a company. This is appropriate since humans are what comprise companies and influence the 
perception of the company, both internally and externally. The findings in this study demonstrate that 
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the perception of company personality as a mediator variable contributes to whether people would 
recommend products, services, or stocks to others. Therefore, companies must appear to be 
“trustworthy, friendly, fun and strong” without being “greedy, dull, arrogant, or deceitful.” Future 
studies should integrate existing personality scales such as Aaker’s (1997), and further investigate the 
concept of “character” which is a relatively new variable in the corporate reputation literature (Davies 
et al., 2004). However, more research must explore personality in the context of a company and not 
merely a brand. 
Influence of Reputation on Corporate Equity 

Hypothesis 4 posited a positive relationship between company reputation and corporate 
equity, which was supported. Of the three mediator variables, reputation had the strongest impact on 
corporate equity. In fact, all industries had a strong impact within this variable. Consistent with 
Chaudhuri’s model (2001), it appears that reputation does impact corporate equity. The reason for 
this may be supported by Fombrun (1996), who suggested reputation defines the uniqueness of a 
company to external publics.  Since companies may have a strong reputation without having a strong 
brand, the relationship between brand reputation and company reputation should be researched 
further (Bergstrom et al., 2002). 

These findings also support the notion that a company’s reputation may attract investors and 
consumers to its products because they know the company and will be more confident in the 
performance of the products or the company itself. Therefore, consistent with Fombrun and Shanley 
(1990), investors will signal to constituents the value of the firm’s activities. Reputation then does 
influence investments in the company and should be an important consideration for public relations 
practitioners. Taking the step to attempt to increase various publics’ perceptions of reputation will 
positively affect the organization’s bottom line. 
Limitations of the present research 
 The major limitation of this study is the use of secondary data. Secondary data restricts 
researchers’ ability to pose their own questions. Using an existing reputation measure, in addition to 
Roper’s existing measure, would have been beneficial, and also would have allowed the researcher 
the ability to enhance or adapt a scale using measures of validity and reliability.  
 Therefore, the scales and data obtained are a weakness. For example, the measures of 
corporate citizenship could have been evaluated on a smaller scale with a true neutral point, instead 
of a 1 to 10 scale. In addition, reputation was measured using a single item, and should have been a 
multi-item measure. Company personality was evaluated using nominal measures; it would have been 
much better if it was evaluated using interval or ratio measures. Finally, another weakness is the 
measure of familiarity; it was a self-report measure regarding how much an individual thinks she/he 
knows about the organization. 
 Ironically, a second limitation was the large sample size because it encouraged findings of 
significant Chi-squares when testing models when, in fact, there may not have been one. This 
promotes Type II error. Had the sample size been smaller, the model may have “fit” better. The large 
number of missing data did not allow for model modification or improvement, thus one advantage of 
using an SEM model was lost. 

Since data used were secondary, most respondents’ identifiers and demographics were 
stripped. Therefore, an examination of the differences between demographic groups could not be 
conducted. Further, each participant evaluated only one company within an industry so comparisons 
within industry groups could not be made. Nevertheless, this study contributes significantly to 
research about company perceptions and reputation. 
Recommendations for Further Research 
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 Further research should be conducted regarding how people become familiar with 
organizations. While previous research has investigated how people develop brand loyalty and their 
knowledge of brands, research has not addressed much in relation to the overall company, which is 
increasingly important considering many brands fall under the umbrella of a single organization. 
Future research can determine how individuals become knowledgeable about organizations, and even 
whether corporate citizenship practices or reputation enhance that knowledge, which would impact 
the study of public relations. Also, is there such a thing as bad publicity? To answer this question, 
there needs to be further investigation of the differences between positive and negatives perceptions 
of organizations and how they are developed. Hopefully, these findings will lay the groundwork for 
future studies to further investigate this important avenue of research. 

The implications of this study’s findings are twofold. First, familiarity, was found to 
positively affect the perception of company citizenship, reputation, and personality. This is 
significant considering this study only investigated familiarity and not positive or negative 
perceptions resulting from familiarity. This suggests public relations practitioners should focus on 
building awareness and knowledge about an organization, which in turn will affect perceptions of 
public relations functions. Regardless of the individual’s positive or negative perceptions of the 
organization, individuals who were more familiar with the company rated the perceptions of these 
three public relations influences higher compared to individuals who were less familiar with the 
company. Second, because these variables have demonstrated a direct and significant impact on 
behavior, companies must be willing to invest in public relations to increase familiarity to their 
stakeholders. Thus, this study lends more credence to public relations and how important it is to build 
a long-term, positive and well-known reputation. 

So, does familiarity really breed contempt? No, it doesn’t. In fact, familiarity enhances scores 
on positive organizational perceptions, such as citizenship, reputation, and personality.  In turn, these 
variables influence actual behaviors. While other factors may impact the variables investigated, this 
study provides great insight into how public relations characteristics impact corporate equity.  
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The Blurred Line Between Public Relations and Advertising: 
Branded Product Placement in Entertainment Media 
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A survey research study is proposed that attempts to identify branded product 
placement in entertainment media as either an advertising or public relations function. 
By examining the academic literature and asking business leaders to define this 
increasingly popular business practice, consistent concepts about branded product 
placement should begin to emerge. 
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Based on extensive literature reviews in the field of risk perception and risk decision 
making, the present paper proposes an essential variable that has impacts on how 
publics perceive risk (e.g., high risk vs. low risk).  The role of emotions in risk 
perception and decision choice is discussed as a key element to better communicate 
with publics in risk situations. A series of testable propositions are provided for 
future empirical studies.  

 
In late August 2005, a Hurricane Katrina hit Louisiana and Southern Mississippi resulting in over 
1,000 lives lost and massive financial damage.  Katrina, the most destructive natural disaster in the 
history of the United States, attracted many people’s attention to the importance of risk 
communications. Sandman (2005), for example, argued with a more successful risk communication 
effort, the tragedy would have been better managed.  Many blamed the government for not enabling 
sick and poor people without cars to leave. Few, however, raised a question why risk communication 
did not work for those who are healthy, have cars and money. Sandman wrote, “many able-bodied 
people who lived close enough to walk to high ground (or at least to a shelter) chose not to do so [not 
to leave].”  

The current study attempts to address those issues. Our particular interest lies in risk 
communication when targeting different ethnic groups. Based on extensive literature reviews in the 
field of risk perception, risk decision making, and health risk communication, we propose an essential 
variable that has impacts on how publics perceive risk (e.g., high risk vs. low risk). The key variable 
we propose here is affective outcomes from risk message processing.  Slovic (2002) argued that 
affects play a significant role in risk perception and risk decision making. A growing body of 
research has suggested “emotions trigger changes in cognition, physiology, and action” (Lerner & 
Keltner, 2000, 2001, p. 146). In other words, affective outcomes from risk message processing will 
determine how individuals perceive and react to the risk messages.   Lerner and Keltner (2001), for 
example, found that while fearful people demonstrated pessimistic risk estimates and risk-averse 
choices, angry people showed optimistic risk perception and risk-seeking choices. Raghunathan and 
Pham (1999) also reported that sad individuals favored a high risk and high return choice, whereas 
anxious people preferred a low risk and low reward option. Affective outcomes may not be the same 
when different ethnic groups are exposed to the same risk prevention messages. Therefore, 
knowledge in this area will be of great help for public relations professionals better develop risk 
prevention messages when targeting different ethnicities.  

 
Risk Perception: Experts vs. Laypersons 

People react to risks according to the way they perceive the risks.  A growing body of 
research has found that the public’s risk perceptions and risk concerns are not always similar to those 
of the experts (Roberts, 1990).   In the past, risk perception and decision-making have been largely 
studied within the cognitive perspective where risk decision-making is assumed to be essentially a 
cognitive activity (e.g., probabilities, expected outcomes).  In this line of research, researchers have 
predicted people’s risk perception and decision choice based on expected utility theory and prospect 
theory (See Harlees & Camerer, 1994; Starmer, 2000).  Recent research, however, found that 
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emotions play a significant role in risk perception and risk decision-making (Slovic, 2002), implying 
that emotions may better explain how general publics perceive risks.    

It is a critical matter for public policy makers and risk communicators to understand what 
makes publics perceive risks, why publics perceive a risk in a way that is different from the experts, 
and how they will ultimately make a risk decision. We will further discuss this issue by exploring the 
role of emotion in risk perception and risk decision-making.  
Risk & Emotion 

In an effort to better understand how publics perceive risks and make a risk decision,  
researchers have explored the role of emotions that has been largely ignored in risk perception and 
risk decision-making process (see Holtgrave & Weber, 1993; Loewenstein & Lerner, 2002; 
Loewenstein, Weber, Hsee, & Welch, 2001; Mellers, Schwartz, & Ritov, 1999; Schwarz & Clore, 
1996; Slovic, Finucane, Peters, & MacGregor, 2002).  There are three theories explaining how 
emotions may influence risk perceptions and decision making under risk. First, affect-as-information 
hypothesis (Clore, Schwarz, & Conway, 1994; Schwarz & Clore, 1983) is a model explaining how 
feelings influence judgments.  The hypothesis suggests that affect has a direct effect as opposed to 
indirect effect on people’s risk judgments, and predicts that feelings during the decision process 
affect people’s judgments or choices.   Slovic and colleagues (e.g., Finucane et al., 2000; Slovic, 
Flynn, & Layman, 1991; Slovic et al., 1991) proposed an affect heuristic to highlight the importance 
of affect for risk perceptions and risk-related behavior. They found that people’s perceptions of the 
risks are influenced by risk dimensions that are not related to cognitive aspects (e.g., expected 
outcomes, probabilities).  Rather, they found that feelings of dread, perceived lack of control, and the 
extent to which the hazard is judged to be unknown seemed to affect people’s risk perception and 
subsequent decisions.   Slovic and colleagues (2004) explained if people’s feelings toward an activity 
or a specific hazard are favorable, they are likely to judge the risks as low and the benefits as high; if 
people’s feelings toward it are not favorable, the opposite results will occur (high risk and low 
benefit). In this model, affect directs risk perception and risk choice. Lastly, Loewenstein et al. 
(2001) proposed the risk-as-feeling hypothesis. This hypothesis suggests that feelings play a much 
more prominent role in decision making under risk than they are given credit for by the cognitive 
research tradition.  The risk-as –feeling hypothesis is based on the earlier findings from Damasio 
(1994).  Damasio (1994) argued effective decision making is facilitated by emotional reactions in the 
form of somatic markers which guide deliberations about choices and offer important information 
about their relative appeal.  Empirical evidence for the somatic marker hypothesis has been 
documented from brain-damaged patients who showed a deleterious effect on their risk-related 
judgment (Damasio, 1994; Bechara et al., 1997).  Researchers in this stream further argued emotional 
reactions to risky situations often diverge from cognitive assessments of those risks and when such 
divergence occurs, emotional reactions often drive behavior.  Based on the review of literature, we 
propose the following proposition. 
 

Proposition 1: Emotions will play a significant role in general publics’ risk perception and 
risk decision making. 
 

Risk Decision Making and Emotions  
In risk decision context, emotions have been discussed in two ways: anticipatory vs. 

anticipated emotions. Anticipated emotions are concerned with how one may feel after making a 
decision (e.g., regret), whereas anticipatory emotions deal with immediate visceral emotional 
reactions to risks and uncertainty at the time of making a decision (e.g., fear, worry).  Previous study 
in the role of affect in decision making focused on anticipated emotions rather than anticipatory 
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emotions (e.g., Isen & Geva, 1987; Nygren, Isen, Taylor, & Dulin, 1996). However, in fields outside 
of decision making, such as neuroscience and social psychology, researchers have focused on the role 
of anticipatory emotions in decision making and emphasized the importance of anticipatory emotions 
in risk perception and decision choice in risk.  A group of researchers (Bargh, 1984; Ledoux, 1996; 
Zajonc, 1980), for example, argued that affective responses (i.e., anticipatory emotions) to risk 
messages are faster than cognitive evaluations. Such rapid affective responses, they argued, make 
people to take a rapid action under risk. A growing body of studies further found that these rapid and 
basic emotional responses play a role as a mechanism to redirect cognitive processing in risk decision 
making (Armony, Servan-Schreiber, Cohen, & Ledoux, 1995).   

Recently, Lerner and Keltner (2000) extended this argument and pointed out that most of 
theories of affective influences on risk judgment and choice take a valence-based approach (i.e., 
positive vs. negative emotions), paying little attention to how distinct emotions of the same valence 
(e.g., sadness, anger, fear) have different effects on risk decisions. They further argued that valence-
based approach “is also out of step with current research on emotion” (p. 475).  In their study, Lerner 
and Keltner (2000) found that two distinct emotions of the same valence (i.e., anger, fear) differently 
influence risk perception and decision making.  While fearful people demonstrated pessimistic risk 
estimates and risk-averse choices, angry people showed optimistic risk perception and risk-seeking 
choices. They explained their findings within the appraisal-tendency perspective where it is assumed 
that emotions trigger changes in cognition and action by predisposing individuals to appraise the 
environment in specific ways (Lazarus, 1991; Smith & Ellsworth, 1985).  Lerner and Keltner (2001) 
argued that the appraisals reflect the essential meaning of the event that elicits each emotion and 
determine the influence of specific emotions on social judgment.  According to the perspective, fear 
arises from appraisals of profound uncertainty and appraisals of situational control, whereas anger 
arises from appraisals of certainty and individual control.  Raghunathan and Pham (1999) looked at 
sadness and anxiousness and reported that sad individuals favored a high risk and high return choice, 
whereas anxious people preferred a low risk and low reward option.  Based on this review, we 
believe that it is essential to measure emotional outcomes from risk message processing in order to 
better predict publics’ risk perception and decision under risk. With the knowledge we have so far, 
we propose the following proposition. 

 
Proposition 2-1:  If risk messages induce fear, publics’s perception of risk will be high and 

they will make a subsequent risk-averse decision (i.e., low risk and low reward)  
 
Proposition 2-2: If risk messages induce anger, publics’ perception of risk will be low and 

they will make a subsequent risk-seeking decision (i.e., high risk and high reward) 
 
Proposition 2-3: If risk messages induce anxiety, publics’ perception of risk will be high and 

they will make a subsequent risk-averse decision (i.e., low risk and low reward)  
 
Proposition 2-4: If risk messages induce sadness, publics’ perception of risk will be low and 

they will make a subsequent risk-seeking decision (i.e., high risk and high reward)  
 

Risk, Emotions, and Cultural Difference 
A growing body of studies has found that individual and cultural differences have impacts on 

emotional outcomes and risk perceptions. One of such variables discussed in previous studies is 
worldviews.  According to Dake (1991), worldviews, conceptualized as general attitudes toward the 
world and its social organization, are “orienting dispositions,” serving to guide people’s responses in 
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various situations.  He further argued that two persons can witness the same events but evaluate them 
quite differently due to individual or cultural differences. As a consequence, qualitatively different 
emotions will be generated and will result in different risk attitude and risk perceptions.  When 
applied to emotions, risk perceptions of people in different cultures (e.g., African Americans vs. 
Caucasian Americans), it is expected that different ethnicities may react to risks differently by 
inducing different emotional outcomes from risk message processing and by perceiving risks 
differently.    Few studies have been conducted to explore how emotions and risk perception may 
differ in different cultures.  With the limited knowledge we have at this point, we propose the 
following proposition. 

Proposition 3: There will be a difference in emotional outcomes and risk perceptions among 
different ethnic groups.  

Conclusion 

In this paper, we emphasized the role of emotion in risk perceptions and decision making. 
Further, we discussed the importance of cultural and individual difference variables to better 
understand publics’ risk perception and decision choice.  Based on our literature reviews, we 
identified the following research questions for future research agenda. First, it is critical to measure 
emotional outcomes from risk message processing. This will help us to accurately predict general 
publics’ risk perceptions and decision choices.  Second, in an attempt to understand the role of 
emotions in risk decision making, recent emotion studies in risk perceptions suggest it is important to 
explore how mixed emotions (e.g., fear and sadness, anxiety and angry, etc.) influence risk 
perceptions. To our knowledge, no studies exist in this area. This seems a promising avenue for 
future research. Third, more research is also needed to explore how emotions and risk perceptions 
differ in different ethnic groups.  Without this knowledge, it seems difficult to accurately understand 
how publics perceive and evaluate risks, and further to effectively communicate with publics.  
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Crisis communication represents a rapidly growing line of research.  Unfortunately, 
most research consists of simple case studies that do not test the recommendations that 
researchers are providing practitioners.  As a result, speculation becomes treated as 
recommendations.  This study evaluates the effects of different response strategies and 
media on respondents.  The purpose is to test recommendations for crisis responses 
and to determine what role media might play in effective crisis responses. 
The study used a 3 (crisis response) x  2 (media) design.  The three crisis response 
conditions were sympathy, compensation, and full apology.  These three were selected 
because the crisis communication literature often treats them as being distinct.  The 
three do have different financial implications.   
The three response conditions did not affect reputation scores.  However, sympathy 
produced the lowest anger scores and strongest purchase intention scores.  This 
affirms recommendations that organizations should express concern/sympathy 
immediately for victims of the crisis.  The minimal difference between video and print 
suggests either can work effectively to deliver a crisis response. 

 
Following a crisis, organizations need to convey messages to stakeholders.  These messages begin by 
telling stakeholders what to do to protect themselves from the crisis (instructing information) and 
help them cope psychologically with the crisis (adjusting information). The next step is to address the 
reputational threat posed by the crisis (Sturges, 1994).  Following calls in the literature on crisis 
communication (Ahluwalia, Burnkrant, & Unnava, 2000; Dawar & Pillutla, 2000; Dean, 2004), 
research has moved beyond case studies to experiments designed to assess systematically how people 
perceive crisis response strategies. Experimental research has begun to explore how crisis response 
strategies affect stakeholder perceptions and responses to the organization (Arpan & Rosko-
Ewoldsen, 2005; Coombs & Holladay, 1996; Dean, 2004; Huang, Lin, & Su, 2005).   
 The experimental crisis response research has used print media almost exclusively for the 
crisis response stimuli. Many people do receive their news in print form.  However, more people 
receive their news from television than from print (Public, 2005).  This raises the question of whether 
or not the research has missed a channel effect.  Video presentation of information may have a 
different effect on stakeholders than print.  One purpose of this study is to test if people respond to 
the same crisis response strategy differently in print verses video delivery conditions. This paper 
discusses the rationale, execution, and results of the video and print crisis response study. 

Research Questions 
 A number of questions still remain to be answered about stakeholder reactions to crisis 
response strategies. This study examines two concerns:  the supposed superiority of apology and the 
possible difference between print and video delivery of a crisis response strategy. 
 Research has shown that crisis response strategies – what an organization says and does after 
a crisis – serve to protect its reputation after a crisis (e.g., Coombs & Holladay, 1996). Researchers 
have over-emphasized the use of apology. An apology is marked by the organization accepting 
responsibility for the crisis. Accepting responsibility makes apology the most expensive response 
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financially for an organization (Fuchs-Burnett, 2002; Patel & Reinsch, 2003; Tyler, 1997). However, 
some evidence indicates that less expensive strategies – compensation and sympathy – are as 
effective as apology in shaping people’s perceptions of the organization taking responsibility because 
they focus on victims’ needs (Coombs, in press). If these two response strategies are as effective as 
apology in protecting reputation, then this has important implications for the options organizations 
might pursue in protecting their reputations after a crisis. 
RQ1: Is there a difference in perceptions of the organization’s post-crisis reputation between 
respondents in the compensation, apology, and sympathy conditions? 
 In addition to reputation, crisis response strategy can affect two other important post-crisis 
factors:  anger and negative word-of-mouth. Crises produce affective responses along with 
attributions (Coombs & Holladay, 2005). Anger can be harmful to an organization because it can 
damage relationships or even cause stakeholders to end a relationship with an organization 
(Jorgensen, 1996; Stockmyer, 1996). Anger can also lead to stakeholders to say bad things about the 
organization to people they know—negative word-of-mouth. Word-of-mouth is very important to 
organizations and the desire is to build positive word-of-mouth and avoid negative word-of-mouth 
(Herr, Kardes, & Kim, 1991; Laczniak, DeCarlo, & Ramaswami, 2001).  Crisis response strategies 
should affect the anger and negative word-of-mouth created by a crisis.  If the three strategies have 
different effects, it could appear in reports of anger and negative word-of-mouth. 
RQ2: Are there differences in reports of the anger and negative word-of-mouth associated with a 
crisis between respondents in the compensation, apology, and sympathy conditions? 
 One way that responses can differ is in account acceptance, how respondents feel about the 
crisis response. Greater account acceptance indicates respondents feel others will find the response 
appropriate. Any difference in how crisis response strategies affect reputation could be a result of 
differing levels of account acceptance. 
RQ3: Is there a difference in account acceptance between respondents in the compensation, apology, 
and sympathy conditions? 
 Previous research on people’s perceptions of crisis response strategies has relied exclusively 
on printed stimuli for presenting information about the crisis (e.g., Arpan & Rosko-Ewoldsen, 2005; 
Coombs & Holladay, 1996; Dean, 2004; Huang et al., 2005).  Many people receive their news about 
crises from video news reports (Publics, 2005).  However, videotaped stimuli simulating televised 
news reports have not been used in previous investigations.  Presenting a crisis story in a televised 
news report, surrounded by other news stories, would present an important methodological extension 
to this line of work. 
RQ4: Is there a difference between how respondents perceive crisis responsibility, anger, negative 
word-of-mouth, or account acceptance in the print vs. the video news report conditions? 
 The examination of these research questions will help us understand the impact of the three 
crisis response strategies on stakeholders and the extent to which this may vary depending upon the 
media from which people receive the information about the crisis. 

 
Methods 

Participants 
 Participants in the study were 258 undergraduate students from a Midwestern university. The 
ages ranged from 17 to 56 (M = 20, SD = 3.38). The participants were 58% female (n = 150) and 42% 
male (n = 108).   
Design and Materials 
  This study used a 2 (media: print and video news report) by 3 (response strategy: apology, 
compensation, sympathy) design.  Participants either: (1) read a series of three printed news stories 
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and completed the research instrument or (2) viewed the videotaped version of the news stories and 
completed the instrument.  Participants experienced only one of the six possible research conditions.  
  Only one news story, the report of a chemical explosion, was of interest to this investigation 
and contained the manipulation of crisis response. The other two stories were presented before and 
after the explosion story and served as distractors. The crisis was an actual chemical explosion at 
Marcus Oil. Marcus Oil was selected because respondents were very unlikely to be familiar with this 
company or to have any strong feelings about this obscure wax manufacturer.  In the print condition 
the three news stories were reported as coming from the Reuters News Service. 
  Participants in the print condition read the three brief news stories. In the crisis story the crisis 
response was manipulated by including a quote from a company spokesperson.  In the videotape 
condition, a news anchor presented the same three news stories.  In the crisis story a video clip from a 
company spokesperson was inserted to report the crisis response. The news videos were filmed and 
edited at the local student television station.  The on-air news anchor and company spokesperson 
were both professional newscasters. Appendix A contains the news stories and crisis response 
strategies used in the study. 
Procedures 

The research was conducted in a classroom setting. Participants in the print conditions 
received a packet containing a consent form, cover page with directions, prior crisis reputation items, 
a set of three news stories including the stimulus crisis story, and a three-page questionnaire. They 
also were verbally instructed to carefully read the news stories and then respond to the questions that 
followed. In the video condition, participants completed the consent form and prior crisis reputation 
item. They then watched the videotape. After viewing, participants were given the three-page survey 
and verbal and written directions for completing it.  The entire process, including explanation of the 
informed consent, reading or viewing the news reports, completing the survey, and de-briefing 
required about 20-25 minutes. 
Measures 
 Prior reputation was assessed with a one item, global evaluation. The cover page asked 
participants to rate four different organizations, including Marcus Oil, on the item “Overall, my 
impression of ‘x’ is...”  Responses were recorded on seven-point scales ranging from “very 
unfavorable” to “very favorable.”  While crude, the global measure provided a general idea of how 
participants viewed each organizational reputation. Participants completed these global assessments 
along with the demographic information before reading or viewing the news stories.     
 The post-crisis organizational reputation was measured using the 5-item version of Coombs 
and Holladay’s Organizational Reputation Scale (2002) and the same one item, global evaluation of 
reputation. These measures were completed for the organization depicted in the news report. Crisis 
responsibility was measured with two items from the personal control dimension of McAuley, 
Duncan, and Russell’s (1992) attribution scale and three items adapted from Griffin, Babin, and 
Darden’s (1992) responsibility measure. Account analysis was assessed with six items from 
Blumstein et al. (1974). Anger was assessed with a three-item scale from Jorgensen (1996).  Negative 
word-of-mouth was measured using three items: “I would encourage friends or relative NOT to buy 
products from Marcus Oil,” “I would say negative things about Marcus Oil and its products to other 
people,” and “I would recommend Marcus Oil products to someone who asked my advice.” All items 
were assessed on seven-point scalse ranging from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree.” 
 The survey included three manipulation check items pertaining to the crisis response 
strategies used by the company spokesperson: “Marcus Oil expressed concern for those affected by 
the crisis” (sympathy), “Marcus Oil accepted responsibility for the incident” (apology), and “Marcus 
Oil gave money to and provided housing for those affected by the incident” (compensation). 
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 Results 
Reliabilities 
 The reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha) were .85, .86, .88, and .75 for the  Organization 
Reputation Scale, the anger scale, the account analysis scale, and the negative word-of-mouth scale, 
respectively.  All represented acceptable reliability scores. 
Manipulation Checks  
 The study involved a manipulation of crisis response strategy. Three crisis responses were 
used:  sympathy, compensation, and apology. A series of one-way ANOVAs were run to check the 
response manipulation. The three responses should produce similar perceptions of accepting 
responsibility for the crisis. The three were rated the same for the items “Marcus Oil accepted 
responsibility for the incident” (F(2, 243) = 1.75, p =.18). For the item “Marcus Oil gave money and 
provided housing,” the compensation condition (M = 5.82) was rated significantly higher than the 
sympathy (M = 3.59) or apology (M = 3.65) conditions (F(2, 243) = 102.4, p < .001). This showed 
the response manipulation for compensation was successful.  There was no significant difference 
between the sympathy and apology conditions. For the item “Marcus Oil expressed concern,” the 
apology condition (M = 4.27) was rated significantly lower than either the sympathy (M = 5.15) or 
the compensation (M = 5.00) conditions (F(2, 243) = 8.49, p< .001).  There was no difference 
between the sympathy and compensation conditions.  The manipulations were successful.  
Participants saw compensation as the condition where money and housing was provided and did not 
see sympathy expressed in the apology.  Ideally, sympathy should have rated higher than 
compensation for expression of concern but respondents in other studies also have viewed 
compensation as an expression of concern (e.g., Coombs, in press). 
 The six conditions were compared to determine if they differed on their initial assessments of 
Marcus Oil’s reputation. An ANOVA was run using the initial one-item reputation measure as the 
dependent variable and response and condition as the independent variables. There was no main 
effect with media (F(1,251) = 2.62, p =.11), no a main effect with response (F( 2, 251) = .35, p = .73) 
nor an interaction effect (F(2, 251) = .85, p =.43). The six conditions started with similar prior 
reputation scores. 
Research Questions 
 A 2 x 3 MANOVA was conducted to evaluate the effects of the two media conditions and 
three response conditions on reputation, anger, account acceptance, and negative word-of-mouth.  
The results of the MANOVA revealed significant main effect for media type for reputation (F(1, 
240)= 17.49, p < .001, eta2 = .07), negative word of mouth (F (1, 240)= 4.13, p <.05, eta2 = .02), and 
account acceptance (F(2, 240) = 10.43, p < .001, eta2 = 04).  Respondents in the print condition 
reported more favorable reputation scores (M = 4.83, SD = 1.04) than those in the video condition (M 
= 4.28, SD = 1.07) and lower negative word of mouth scores (M = 3.28, SD = .98) than those in the 
video condition (M = 3.56, SD = 1.18).  The results showed a significant main effect for response 
condition for anger (F(2, 240) = 3.43, p < .04, eta2 = .03) and account acceptance (F(2, 240) =  6.09, 
p < .005, eta2 = .05). There was a significant interaction effect between media type and response 
condition for anger (F(2, 240) = 3.62, p < .03, eta2 = .03) and account acceptance (F(2, 240) = 6.93, p 
< .001, eta2 = .06).   

 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
Table 1 about here 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

 Because of the interaction between media type and response, we choose to ignore the main 
effects for anger and account acceptance and instead examined the method simple effects.  Table 1 
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provides the number of subjects, the mean, and standard deviations for anger and account acceptance 
for each cell.  For anger, simple effects analyses revealed that in the apology condition, respondents 
reported greater anger in the video condition than in the print condition, t(240) = -2.55, p =.011).  
Simple effects for the other conditions were not significant, indicating that the anger created by the 
two media were similar.  For account acceptance, simple effects analyses revealed that in the apology 
condition, respondents reported greater account acceptance in the print condition than in the video 
condition, t(241) = 4.71, p <.001).  Simple effects for the other conditions were not significant, 
indicating that the account acceptance created by the two media were similar. 

 
Discussion 

 In general, respondents had similar reactions to sympathy, compensation, and apology 
response strategies.  There was no main effect for condition for reputation, anger, account 
acceptance, or negative word-of-mouth.  Contrary to advice that favors apology, sympathy and 
compensation will be just as effective in producing a favorable reaction from stakeholders.  This is 
important if you consider the cost factor.  Compensation costs an organization more than an 
expression of sympathy and an apology costs an organization more than compensation due to the 
legal liability incurred.  Crisis managers do have viable options other than an apology (acceptance of 
responsibility). 
 The comparison of video and print media produced some significant results but each finding 
demonstrated a small effects size.  Thus, while these were statistically significant, the results are not 
that important because they are able to account for only a small percent of the variance.  Print did 
produce stronger reputation scores and lower negative word-of-mouth scores.  This would give a 
slight edge to print media in delivering a crisis response.  Apology interacted with media in an 
unusual way.  The video apology was less accepted as an account and generated greater anger than its 
print counterpart.  This is unusual because the texts of the messages are identical and no other 
condition reported such a difference.  Further research is needed to determine if this result is an 
anomaly resulting from the video stimuli or an indicator that print is a superior delivery channel for 
apologies. 
 Crises are largely a mediated experience for the vast majority of stakeholders.  People in the 
United States still receive more news from television than from print, although the numbers are not 
that far apart.  It is cause for concern that crisis response research has not determined if the media 
used to convey a crisis response has an effect on stakeholders.  The results of this experiment found 
little meaningful difference between print and video delivery of a crisis response message.  There 
seems to be a slight benefit to print as a delivery channel.  However, there is nothing to warrant a 
claim to privilege print over video.  Crisis coverage will remain a mix of both print and video, even 
when the Internet is used as a news source.  It is important for organizations to deliver their messages 
in a variety of media as a means of reaching more people and to not worry about the specific type of 
media being used. 
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Appendix 
NEWS STORIES  
(News story 1) 
State health officials report a hunter in Michigan was diagnosed with a rare human case of an animal lung disease called 
bovine tuberculosis after he cut his hand while gutting an infected deer.  A spokesman for the Michigan Department of 
Community Health reported that the hunter, whose name is not being released, is in good condition and is being treated 
with antibiotics. 
 
The hunter is the first living person diagnosed with the strain of bovine tuberculosis that has been found in some northern 
Michigan deer and cattle in recent years.  The disease is difficult for humans to get but is highly contagious in animals.  
The disease has saddled farmers with costly testing requirements and limits to how they market their cattle in neighboring 
states. 
 
The Michigan hunter sought medical attention after cutting his hand while removing the innards of the deer and noticing 
lesions in the animal’s chest cavity.  The rare human cases usually are caused by breathing barn air infected by a sick cow 
or drinking unpasteurized milk from an infected cow. 
 
Janet Olsen, state community health director, said that the appearance of bovine TB in a human underscores the human 
health risk of the disease in free-ranging deer.  She said that people should not consume wild animals that appear to be 
sick or are confirmed to be sick, regardless of the circumstance. 
 
(News story 2) 
A southwest Houston Texas wax plant was the site of numerous explosions last night.  The incident sparked a 3-alarm fire 
and shot flames into the sky that could be seen for miles.  The explosion could be heard 20 miles away. 
 
Firefighters were sent to Marcus Oil and Chemical Company in southwest Houston at 5:50 pm last evening.  Marcus Oil 
and Chemical Company specializes in melting chemicals to make wax.  Polyethylene was believed to be the burning 
material. 
   
Five people were working in the warehouse at the time of the explosion.  Two workers received minor injuries from the 
blast. 
 
The Houston fire department went door-to-door to evacuate residents in a four-block area east of the plant.  Others were 
asked to shelter-in-place as a precaution. 
 
Explosions were still erupting 90 minutes after the blaze began.  The fire went to 3 alarms at about 7:15pm.  
Approximately 120 fire fighters battled the blaze for hours.   
 
A Houston Fire Department captain and 1 Houston firefighter were injured.  The captain received burns to his hand while 
the firefighter injured his back, according to officials. 
 
Eight nearby residents also sought treatment at a nearby hospital for minor injuries.  Five of those injuries occurred at a 
church across the street from the plant, officials reported.  Some of the injuries were described as “emotional distress.” 
 
A spokesperson for Marcus Oil and Chemical Company had this to say: 
 
INSERT SPOKESPERSON COMMENTS (3 Different Versions – See Below) 
SPOKESPERSON COMMENTS for the Marcus Oil and Chemical Company story 
 
(Version 1 - Sympathy) 
We at Marcus Oil and Chemical Company are deeply saddened by this incident.  The safety of our employees, local 
emergency personnel, and those living by our facility is of the utmost importance to us.  Our thoughts and prayers go out 
to those affected by this incident.   
 
(Version 2 - Compensation) 
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We at Marcus Oil and Chemical Company will pay for housing and meals for those who had to evacuate their homes.  To 
compensate for the inconvenience, we’ll also give $200 dollars to each household that had to evacuate their homes or 
shelter-in-place. 

 
(Version 3 - Apology) 
We at Marcus Oil and Chemical Company accept responsibility for last night’s explosion.  We hope those who were 
affected by the incident can forgive us.   
 
(News story continues) 
The church and nearby homes were damaged in the blasts, mainly from broken windows. 
 
The cause of the explosions and the fire is not yet known.  The US Chemical Safety and Hazard Investigation Board is 
sending a team to the site for a preliminary investigation. 
 
(News story 3) 
Finally tonight, some words of warning win a consumer award.  Each year the Lawsuit Abuse Watch sponsors the Wacky 
Warning Label Contest.  This year’s winner?   The sign on a toilet brush that says, “Do not use for personal hygiene.” 
 
The sponsor of the contest, the Michigan Lawsuit Abuse Watch, says the goal of the contest is to reveal how lawsuits, and 
concerns about lawsuits, have created a need for common sense warnings on products.  The group’s president, Robert 
Jones, explains that “warning labels are a sign of our lawsuit-plagued times.  From the moment we raise our heads in the 
morning off pillows that bear those famous Do Not Remove warnings to when we drop back in bed at night, we are 
overwhelmed with product warnings.” 
 
The second-place winner submitted the warning label on a children’s scooter that said, “This product moves when used.” 
 
The Wacky Warning Label contest is in its eighth year. 
 
And that’s our news for this evening. 
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Table 1: 
Means, Standard Deviation, and n for Anger and Account Acceptance as a function response 
condition and media. 

 
  
Anger 
     Print               Video    Total 
 
 
Response  n M SD      n M SD  n  M SD 
Condition 
 
Sympathy  47 3.20 1.20      38 2.89 1.01  85 3.06 1.13 
   
Compensation 39 3.23 1.25      51 3.57 1.26  90 3.42 1.26 
   
Apology  37 3.17 1.35      34 3.93 1.46  71 3.53 1.45 
   
 
 
 
Account Acceptance 
 
       
     Print   Video    Total 
 
 
 
Response  n M SD      n M SD  n  M SD 
Condition 
 
Sympathy  47 3.92 1.04      39 3.85   .94  86 3.89   .99 
 
Compensation 39 4.09 1.22      51 4.02 1.01  90 4.05 1.10 
   
Apology  37 4.08   .94      34 2.88 1.23  71 3.84 1.12 
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WSIS in the media – How print, online media and blogs around the world reported the World 
Summit on the Information Society 

Mike Daniels & Thomas Stoeckle 
Report International Ltd., London 

MikeDaniels@reportinternational.com 
 
Fieldwork period: 12th November -4th December 2005 
 
Background  
• From the 16th to 18th November 2005, the second phase of the World Summit on the Information 

Society (WSIS) was held in Tunis, Tunisia (the first phase was held in Geneva, Switzerland, from 
10th to 12th December 2003).  

• Key issues were internet governance and financial strategies and implementation mechanisms to 
further bridge the digital divide.  

• Controversy surrounded the role of ICANN (The Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and 
Numbers), a US non-profit organisation that operates as the internet domain naming authority. 
WSIS formed the backdrop for a tug of war between pro-US (i.e. pro free market and anti 
control) and anti-US (i.e. pro more international control of internet governance) positions.  

• The WSIS conference represents the largest gathering of opinion formers on internet governance 
issues from across the globe – North to South and developed & developing countries  

• The WSIS focused on the Digital Divide -a major issue being discussed by the United Nations, 
and a critical element of debates about sustainable development and inequality and poverty 
reduction  

• This study is a first step towards a better understanding of differences in visibility and topic 
“interest” about a single global event between different news channels and geographies  

 
Research question 
The concept, design and execution of this study were led by the assumption that issues of critical 
importance to a global audience would be presented in differing ways by the media, depending on 
publication region and media type.  
 
The following criteria were used to assess this assumption:  
• Presentation of themes  

• By region / by media type  
• Level of controversy  

• By region / by media type 
 
Data collection & analysis 
Print  

• from the defined reading list (see slides 23 to 27), all articles mentioning WSIS, between the 
12th November and 4th December 2005 (using electronic sources where appropriate)  

Online  
• From an online newswire dedicated to WSIS (www.wsis.wire.net), every second online article 

and blog post published between 12th November and 4th December was selected  
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• Content analysis undertaken by RI in-country trained analysts, in native-language, to ensure 
accurate capture of tone  

• Very detailed coding to minimise subjectivity of quantified results, improve data volumes to 
provide better statistical reliability  

 
Coding methodology  
Detailed coding  
• Every article in the sample was coded, within each paragraph, for all stakeholders and themes 

mentioned (themes determined by an initial “cluster” analysis). Every association of stakeholder, 
theme and the assessment of support or opposition with regard to the theme is logged as a unique 
mention  

Stakeholders 
• Stakeholders include countries (and their representatives), institutions, NGOs and other pressure 

and interest groups, businesses, plus the media  
Themes  
• Key themes found in the WSIS coverage included the future of internet governance, the future of 

the information society, and the interests of developed versus developing countries; the list in the 
side bar contains all the major categories used to map the debates  

Support / opposition  
• For every code string (i.e. mention, see above), the analyst assesses whether coverage supported 

or opposed the theme, or was a neutral/factual statement; the ratio of supportive to oppositional to 
neutral mentions creates a support index, identifying the degree of controversy in the coverage  

 
Glossary of themes:  
• Access and costs: managing the bridging of the digital divide  
• Intergovernmental model: shared responsibility between governments  
• Multi-stakeholder model: internet governance to be shared between politics, enterprise, 

grassroots, academic groups etc.  
• Need for a new model: general discussion of changing the current system of internet governance  
• Principles: global information society themes, incl. Human rights, education, equal access, 

democracy, livelihood options etc.  
• Private model: keeping the status quo of ICANN rule 
• Technical /managerial issues: internet governance in practice, incl. Cybercrime, consumer rights 

etc.  
• Tunisia as host: critical discussion of human rights record  
• UN involvement: call for putting ICANN under UN control  
 
Fieldwork results 
• Fieldwork spanned three weeks, starting Monday, 14th November, and ending Sunday, 4th 

December  
• We tracked media in 51 countries, plus regional titles: Global, Middle East, Pan-Africa, Pan-Asia 

and Pan-Europe  
• 786 articles in total were found and analysed. Europe provided the lion's share of articles 

(289/36.7%), followed by the US and Canada (91/11.5%), the Middle East (87/11%), Africa 
(85/11%), Latin America (84/10.6%), Global titles (65/8.2%) and Australia / New Zealand 
(8/1%)  

• Distribution by media channel:  
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• 405 articles from 135 print titles (3 per title)  
• 211 articles from 121 online sites (1.74/title) 
• 170 posts from 99 blogs (1.71/title) 

• Both region and media type are discriminating factors in WSIS reporting  
• Regional differences are based on interest in different WSIS debate issues – on content  
• Media channel differences seem structural, supporting other findings (e.g. the non-adherence to 

professional journalistic standards in blog posts) about blogs containing more controversy  
• Print media allow greater story space, with lower levels of controversy, than online media  
• Website articles show stronger support for the discussed themes, than print articles or blog posts  
• Blog posts show stronger opposition to the discussed themes, than print or website articles  
• European media are the most neutral, and the most balanced overall  
• Media in the Middle East show the strongest support for the discussed themes  
 
 
 
Distribution of coverage by media types 

 
• Within the analysed sample, print articles had more WSIS content than web articles or blogs: on average, print 
contained about 9 relevant mentions, against 6 mentions in web articles and 4 mentions in blog posts.  
• We also found regional differences within the media types: for print articles, the average per article varied between 20 
mentions (US press) and 6 mentions (African press). US titles also had the highest number of mentions for web articles 
(8), and African titles again had the lowest number (4). Blog posts had the lowest average mentions in all regions, with 
little variation (5 in Europe, 4 in US, 4 in Global blogs).  
• Conclusion: the print media generated more in-depth coverage than online media. Blog posts deliver rather brief 
comments.  
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Tonality by media types 

 
• The European media has the highest share of analysed print coverage (about a third), and the highest percentage of 
neutral or whether the statement comment. All other regions show a higher percentage of 'controversy', with supportive 
mentions outweighing critical ones. was purely factual.  
• US websites show an almost equal balance of supportive and critical mentions. In all other regions, supportive mentions 
outweigh critical mentions by at least two to one. 
• Most blog posts originated from European, US or global sites. US and global blogs express more support than European 
blogs.  

 
 
Balance of coverage by media types 

 
• The most prominently discussed themes in print media titles were the so-called principles (21% share of all mentions in 
print articles), the intergovernmental model (19%) and access and costs (18%). The principles had a higher share of 
mentions in website articles (31%) and in blog posts (24%).  
• Blog posts discussed the role of Tunisia as the WSIS host particularly prominently and critically.  
• In general, the print media have a higher share of neutral/factual mentions (48%), than online media (20% on websites, 
34% on blog posts). Somewhat contrary to expectations, blog posts are showing a higher degree of 'factuality', than online 
editorial.  
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Stakeholder visibility & tone 

 
• The tracked media discussed US positions on WSIS predominately in the context of establishing an intergovernmental 
model (of internet governance), and the continuation of a model of private control (run by ICANN). The US position is 
largely associated with support of the private model and opposition against a change of the current structure. The print 
media, in particular the tracked titles in theMidEast and Asia, focused more on issues that the US position opposes, 
resulting in a negative score on the Support Index.  
•Consequently, stakeholders promoting a change of the current system show positive scores. The anti-US lobby, i.e. 
representatives of Brazil, China, Cuba an Iran, shows the strongest support for a change of the status quo, towards a 
system of international / UN control. Coverage of that position is particularly strong in the LatAm and MidEast regions.  

 
 
Key stakeholders by media type 

 
 
• Fieldwork period: 12th November to 4th December 2005 Key Stakeholders - Print Media 
• Findings based on 439 articles (2604 mentions), discussing one or more of the above stakeholders. Print media articles: 
291 (1921 mentions); web media articles: 89 (460 mentions); blog posts: 59 (223 mentions)  
• Pie slices indicate % share of mentions, with the colour scheme indicating support (green), neutral assessment (yellow) 
or opposition (red) to the WSIS theme discussed in the article  
 



IPRRC - 123 

 

 
Share of visibility by themes & regions 

 
• African media report prominently and unfavourably on Tunisia as the host of WSIS. In particular the news agency All 
Africa and the websites www.africatime.com and www.emarrakech.info had critical coverage.  
• European media accounted for about a third of all tracked WSIS coverage. It is thus not surprising that the European 
media are highly visible against all tracked themes. The consistently high share of voice across all themes is an indication 
of the comprehensive and overall largely unbiased reporting of WSIS issues.  
• Global media – one third web articles, two third blog posts – focused coverage on the discussion of principles and 
access and costs with regard to the future of the internet, and came out strongly in favour of a multi-stakeholder model of 
internet governance.  
• The discussion of a direct UN involvement is led by the European media (with a balanced reporting of supportive and 
opposing views) and by US media (reporting largely opposing views). African and Latin-American media are in favour of 
UN involvement, but coverage volumes are low.  
 
 
Themes coverage by media type 

 
• In general, the print media report WSIS themes more neutrally, whereas website articles express stronger support for the 
discussed themes and blog posts are often more critical of the subjects they pick up. Bloggers write about issues 'close to 
heart', thus further accentuating an already emotive theme (e.g. the criticism of Tunisia as the host of the WSIS).  
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Stakeholder coverage by media type 

 
 
• Broken out by mentions for the key stakeholders, there is less discrimination between print, web articles and blog posts 
(compared with the findings by theme, see previous slide).  
• The discussion in the analysed blog posts showed a lower degree of support for both pro-US and anti-US positions, than 
print or web media. Where blog posts discuss the role of the UN in 'running the internet', there is generally strong support 
for UN involvement.  
 
 
 
Regional coverage by media type 

 
 
• Print media coverage is overall most balanced in Europe. European blogs also show a balance between support and 
opposition with regard to the discussed themes, unlike blogs tracked in Africa or Asia.  
• The website coverage shows a stronger leaning towards supportive reporting, than blog posts.  
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US coverage by theme 

 
 
• Both the pro-and the anti-US position are reported mainly in print titles: 78% of pro-US mentions, and 83% of anti-US 
mentions appeared in print articles. Both had 15% of mentions in website articles, while 7% of pro-US mentions came 
from blog posts, against only 2% of anti-US mentions.  
• Pro-US issues had their highest share of coverage in the European media (40%), followed by Latin America (20%), 
US/Canada (14%), Middle East (12%) and Asia (11%).  
•Anti-US issues were most prominently reported in Latin America (43% of mentions), Europe (30%), the Middle East 
(13%) and Asia (8%).  
 
 
Support/opposition by media type/region 

 
 
• Overall, the European media show the lowest level of controversy in their coverage of WSIS themes. They are also the 
most balanced when it comes to reporting supportive and opposing views. The tracked media in Latin America hardly 
reported any critical views, while the Middle East and US/Canada showed the highest levels of controversy.  
• The print media are generally reporting lower levels of bias, than websites or blogs.  
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Ratio of support vs criticism by region 

 
 
 
 
 
 
"What have we learned…" 
• WSIS was presented in differing ways by the media, depending on publication region and media 

type  
• Regional media differences focus more on themes, rather than tone 
• Media type differences focus more on tone, rather than themes 
• Print articles are richer in content, and more balanced, than either website articles or blog posts 
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Countries / Reading List I  

  
 
Countries / Reading List II  
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Countries / Reading List III  

 
 
Countries/Reading List IV 
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Countries/Reading List V 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Report International 
• 20 years active content analysis experience  
• Global in-country reading and analysis infrastructure  
• Accurate and precise methodology – based on market research quality and rigour  
• Commercial and institutional experience  
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Navy Public Affairs: 
Developing Strategic Counselors Toward Minimizing Encroachment 

Brook DeWalt 
San Diego State University  
brookdewalt@yahoo.com 

 
This paper explores elements of U.S. Navy public affairs personnel, practices, and 
leadership, as related to successfully minimizing encroachment while maximizing the 
ability to effect organizational change as members of the dominant coalition, leading 
to the enactment of public relations ‘best practices’ within the military structure.  
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Behind Barbed Wire: 
Volunteerism, Hospice Care, and Internal Public Relations at Angola State Prison 

Leah Patlan Dishong & Sandra C. Duhé 
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This study investigates the organizational benefits of volunteerism in a prison setting 
through survey and interview methodologies. By providing opportunities for inmates 
to become involved in constructive activities that enhance self-worth, purpose, and 
personal fulfillment, prison administration is able to reduce violence that, in turn, 
benefits inmates and personnel alike.   
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Framing Corporate America: 
How Wikipedia and Encyclopaedia Britannica Portray Fortune 500 Companies 
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The rising popularity of Wikipedia has alerted public relations practitioners. Any 
individual has access to the online encyclopedia and can frame the portrayal of major 
corporations. This study analyzed the framing of content about Fortune 500 
companies in Wikipedia and compared it to the traditional Encyclopædia Britannica. 

 
Wikipedia is an Internet-based, user contributed encyclopedia that is collaboratively edited, and 
utilizes the wiki concept – the idea that any Internet user can change content on any page within the 
Web site, even anonymously.  Paradoxically, this seemingly chaotic process has created an Internet 
reference that is gaining credibility.   Stemming from the word “wiki,” the Hawaiian word for quick, 
Wikipedia employs the communication advantage often sought in society today – fast, up to date, and 
informative (PR Week).  This is why Wikipedia is growing in popularity.   

Wikipedia was formally launched on Janurary 15, 2001 as a single English-language edition 
at wikipedia.com.  Today, there is around 100 active language editions of Wikipedia and the English 
version hit the 1 million article mark on March 1, 2006.  Overall, Wikipedia claims a total of 2.5 
million articles with 600,000 users (wikipediafaq.com). 

According to alexa.com, a Web traffic monitor, Wikipedia reaches a daily average of about 30 
million and is the twentieth most popular Web site in the world.   For comparison, Yahoo, MSN, and 
Google are currently the top three and AOL is the 23rd while the New York Times is 50th. 

The benefit of Wikipedia allowing anyone to edit anything has led to its’ popularity and 
expansion while opening it to criticism and misuse.  For example, in February 2006, members of 
Capitol Hill were found to be “playing Wikipolitics” by editing profiles of congressmen and senators 
on Wikipedia on various issues ranging from personal attributes to political views.  For example, 
Senator Robert C. Byrd (D-W. Va.) was listed to be 180 years old (he is 88); and Senator Tom 
Coburn (R-Okla.) had an erroneous entry claming that he “was voted the most annoying senator by 
his peers in Congress” (Noguchi, 2006).   In November 2005, John Seigenthaler, the founding 
editorial director of USA Today, was falsely linked with the assassination of President John F. 
Kennedy in his biography on Wikipedia (Lamb, 2006).  Former MTV veejay and podcasting 
entrepreneur Adam Curry was caught anonymously editing the podcasting entry on Wikipedia to 
remove credit from other people and inflate his role in its creation (Nuttal, 2006).  During the 2004 
presidential campaign, supporters of President George W. Bush and his challenger John Kerry started 
a Wikipedia war by editing and re-editing candidate entries minute by minute.  At one time, the 
picture of the President was replaced by one of Adolf Hitler (Boxer, 2004). 

Although at times abused, Wikiprdia does have rules.  According to their Web site:  
As anyone can edit any article, it is of course possible for biased, out of date, or incorrect 
information to be posted. However, because there are so many other people reading the 
articles and monitoring contributions using the Recent Changes page, incorrect information is 
usually corrected quickly. Thus, the overall accuracy of the encyclopedia is improving all the 
time as it attracts more and more contributors. You are encouraged to help by correcting 
articles, validating content, and providing useful references. (wikipediafaq.org) 
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Additionally, Wikipedia encourages people to create a login and requires this registration to create a 
new article (Note – an entry or Web page in both Wikipedia and Encyclopaedia is called an 
“article.”).  To guard against abuse, when edits to existing pages are made without a login the user’s 
IP address is recorded. 

Wikipedia recently received some positive press with the release of “an expert-led 
investigation carried out by Nature – the first to use peer review to compare Wikipedia and 
Britannica’s coverage of science – suggests that such high-profile examples are the exception rather 
than the rule” (Giles, 2005, p. 900).  Their study revealed numerous errors in both encyclopedias, but 
among the 42 entries tested, the difference in accuracy was not particularly great: the average science 
entry in Wikipedia contained around four inaccuracies; Britannica, about three. 

Essentially, the difference between Wikipedia and Encyclopaedia Britannica is that Wikipedia 
circumvents the gatekeeping process.  Wikipedia’s creation is bottom up where users contribute and 
edit information thereby adapting and changing to meet the needs of readers.  How an article is 
framed can influence a reader’s perception of that topic.  The framing of issues determines whether 
the issues climb or fall from agendas.  The selection of certain aspects of an issue can make it 
important because issues are the bases around which publics are organized and public opinion is 
formed (J. E. Grunig & Hunt, 1984).  

In Wikipedia, users are encouraged to maintain a neutral point of view by presenting the facts 
in a manner that that supporters and opponents can agree upon (Lih, 2004).  Contentious topics are at 
times debated between users and can sometimes lead to “editing wars” (Lipczynska, 2005).  A benefit 
to this format is that current events and news are constantly up to date.  Breaking stories are added 
and updated as events unfold.  As one supporter commented, “the criticisms that have been leveled at 
Wikipedia are, in fact, the very sources of its strength” (p. 7). 

In contrast, Encyclopaedia Britannica claims to be “one of the world’s most trusted sources of 
information on every topic imaginable,” and they aspire to “take all human knowledge, organize it, 
summarize it, and publish it in a form that people find useful” through assistance from “the very best 
minds” (britannica.com).  In the past this included Albert Einstein, Sigmund Freud, and Marie Curie.  
Today, Encyclopaedia Britannica contributors are a collection of Nobel laureates, Pulitzer Prize 
winners, leading scholars, writers, artists, public servants, and activists who are at the top of their 
fields. 

While Wikipedia is mentioned more and more often in the press, there is currently little, if 
any, scholarly research on the subject.  As its popularity grows, the need for a better understanding of 
Wikipedia increases.  In public relations, content related to corporate pages is especially important.   
The purpose of this study will be to examine the differences between Wikipedia and Encyclopaedia 
Britannica for corporate content.   Specifically, the following question will be explored: 
 RQ:  Are articles about companies in Wikipedia and Encyclopaedia Britannica framed 
differently, and if so how? 

 
Methodology 

The premise of this study is that framing theory provides a useful umbrella for examining 
Wikipedia and Encyclopaedia Britannica.  It is important to understand what attributes are selected 
and presented to the public because this selection and presentation can influence the public’s 
perception of a company.   

The goal of this study was to examine articles in Wikipedia and Encyclopaedia Britannica to 
see if they are framing companies differently.  Content analysis was conducted because it is a 
quantitative technique that draws inferences from data by systematically identifying characteristics 
within the data (Jones & Shoemaker, 1994).  This study followed the content analysis guidelines 
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established by Hocking, Stacks, and McDermott (2003) for replicatability and validity.  The first step, 
after conducting the thorough literature review and determining the hypotheses, was to define the 
universe and population.   

Although the researchers were interested in identifying trends in all Wikipedia and 
Encyclopaedia Britannica articles about companies (the universe), for the purpose of this study, the 
population consisted of the top ten companies identified on the 2005 Fortune500 list.   

Each year, since 1997, the Hay Group has created this list for Fortune by surveying 
executives, directors, and securities analysts to determine how companies rate in terms of eight 
reputation categories.  These categories include innovation, employee talent, use of corporate assets, 
social responsibility, quality of management, financial soundness, long-term investment value, and 
quality of products or services.  This population was chosen for this study because it includes 
companies that by virtue of their membership in this list are the largest and most widely followed 
companies in the investment world.  From this list, the researchers selected the top 40 companies to 
create the sample.   

The unit of analysis was a sentence and each of the 19 articles were reviewed sentence by 
sentence.  This included ten articles from Wikipedia (one for each of the ten companies) and nine 
articles from Encyclopaedia Britannica (American International Group did not have an entry).   
Procedure 

Each sentence was coded for tonality.  According to Michaelson and Griffin (2005), “tonality 
is an analysis that uses a subjective assessment to determine if content is either favorable or 
unfavorable to the person, company, organization or product discussed in the text” (p. 4).  To obtain 
tonality, each sentence was coded as positive, negative, both positive and negative, or neutral.  For 
example a statement that was coded positively is “In 2004, GE was named number one company for 
employers and employees on the Forbes 500 Global Player list.”  A negative statement was 
“Citigroup has been involved in many scandals.”  An example of a sentence that was coded as both 
positive and negative is “GM has also committed itself to pay ongoing wages to non-working 
employees displaced through automation.”  A neutral statement was “Exxon Mobile headquarters are 
in Irving, a suburb of Dallas, Texas.”   

Along with tone, the topic of each sentence was recorded by indicating the presence or 
absence of the following predetermined topics:  corporate, historical, performance, employees, 
financial, competition, community efforts/social responsibility, legal concerns/scandals, international, 
and other. Therefore, it was possible and common for a sentence to contain more than one topic. 

Additionally, sources and additional information offset with the references at the end of an 
article, referred to as “See Also” “Reverences” and “External Links,” were coded for type (corporate 
Web site, press Web site, activist organization Web site, financial Web site, research Web site, 
customer site Web site, and other Web site) and tone (positive, negative, both positive and negative, 
or neutral).  

All articles were independently analyzed buy two coders and intercoder reliability was 
calculated as ranging from 81 percent to 100 percent with an overall intercoder reliability of 87 
percent.  
 

Results 
Before examining the differences between Wikipedia and Encyclopaedia Britannica for 

corporate content, the researchers explored their prominence in search engines.  As Table 1 shows, 
Wikipedia is a top Web site that comes up in using the most common search engines when looking 
for corporate information.  On average, the researchers found that 70 percent of the time Wikipedia 
was listed on the first page of search results (within the top ten Web sites listed) (n=21).  Thirty seven 
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percent of the time the Wikipedia article was in the top five (n=11), with the IBM Wikipedia article 
link consistently in the top five.  Encyclopaedia Britannica, on the other hand, was not even in the top 
100 sites listed 83 percent of the time. 
 

Table 1:  Fortune 10 Web Hits 
 W 

Yahoo 
EB 

Yahoo 
W 

MSN 
EB 

MSN 
W 

Google 
EB 

Google 
Wal-Mart Stores 9 >100 17 >100 12 >100 
Exxon Mobile 4 >100 8 >100 12 >100 
General Motors 5 78 4 >100 17 >100 
Ford Motor 13 >100 13 >100 10 >100 
General Electric 11 >100 5 >100 14 >100 
Chevron Texaco 8 >100 10 >100 14 >100 
ConocoPhillips 10 62 5 >100 3 >100 
Citigroup 5 >100 6 >100 7 >100 
American Intl. Group 5 49 8 >100 4 >100 
Intl. Business Machines 3 6 5 >100 2 35 

 
As mentioned previously, all ten companies had an article in Wikipedia but American 

International Group (AIG) did not have an article in Encyclopaedia Britannica so the averages were 
adjusted accordingly.  

Encyclopaedia Britannica had an average of 13 sentences (maximum of 25 and minimum of 
1; n=119).  There were a total of seven positive sentences (6%), five negative sentences (4%), no 
“both” statements, and the remainder 107 sentences were neutral (90%).  

The Wikipedia articles were quite longer with an average of 88 sentences (maximum of 168 
and minimum of 6; n=884).  There were a total of 109 positive sentences (12%), 155 negative 
sentences (18%), 64 sentences that were both positive and negative (7%), and 556 neutral sentences 
(63%).   
 
Topics 
The most frequent topics for the positive content in the Encyclopaedia Britannica were: 

• Corporate statements such as “In 1995 IMB purchased Lotus Development Corporation, a 
major software manufacturer” (n=6; 43%). 

• Financial statements such as “In 1982 and 1983, Citigroup made three major 
acquisitions…which increased its assets by more than $8.5 billion and expanded its interstate 
banking operations significantly” (n=5; 36%). 

The most frequent topics for the positive content in the Wikipedia articles were: 
• Corporate statements such as “In the United States, AIG companies are the largest 

underwriters of commercial and industrial insurance and AIG American General is a top-
ranked life insurer” (n=31; 26%) 

• Financial statements such as GE’s “Each “business” is itself a vast enterprise, any of which 
would, even as a standalone company, rank in the Fortune 500” (n=23; 20%) 

• Community efforts/social responsibility statements such “After the 2005 Hurricane Katrina 
disaster on the United States Gulf Coast, Wal-Mart donated $2 million to the Salvation Army 
and American Red Cross…” (n=23; 20%). 

The most frequent negative topic in the Encyclopaedia Britannica was: 
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• Employees such as “IBM’s enormous size hindered it from responding rapidly to these 
accelerating rates of technological change, and by the 1990s the company had downsized 
considerably” (n=3; 50%). 

The most frequent negative topics in the Wikipedia articles were: 
• Legal concerns/scandals such as “In May 2004 the company [Citigroup] agreed to pay $2.65 

billion, or $1064 billion after tax, to settle a class action lawsuit brought on behalf of 
purchasers of WorldCom securities” (n=53; 24%). 

• Employees such as “In 1992, 777 women filed a class action suit against Chevron for 
discrimination and tolerating sexual harassment at Chevron Information Technology 
Company in San Ramon” (n=40; 20%) 

• Historical such as “However in 2003, Ford announced that competitive market conditions and 
technological challenges, would prevent the company from achieving this goal” (n=38; 17%). 

Table 2 provides a breakdown of all topics for both Encyclopaedia Britannica and Wikipedia.  
Encyclopaedia Britannica was largely focused on topics pertaining to historical (n=80; 48%) and 
corporate (n=60; 36%); explaining 84 percent of the variance.   Wikipedia was more diversified with 
corporate statements as the most common topic (n=334; 29%) then historical (n=309; 27%) 
explaining only 56 percent. 
 

Table 2:  Sentence Topic Breakdowns 
 Britannica Wikipedia 
Corporate 60  334   
Historical 80  309  
Performance 0 9   
Employees 4   105   
Financial 11   119   
Competition 1  36  
Community Efforts/Social Responsibility 0 71   
Legal Concerns/Scandals 0 69  
International 11   106  
Other 0 4  

*Note – Each sentence was coded for the absence or presence of each topic so many sentences 
contained multiple topics. 

 
Supplemental Content  

Additionally, with exception to the Ford article (that contained a picture of a 1913 Ford plant), 
Encyclopaedia Britannica did not use pictures, charts, tables, references, or additional links of any 
sort.  Wikipedia on the other hand had pictures in seven articles, tables or charts in nine articles, and 
references and/or additional links in all ten articles. 

The findings for the identified sources and links referred to as “See Also” “Reverences” and 
“External Links” are presented in Table 3.   There was an average of 21 links per company (N=207).    
Links to the sections or divisions of the corporate Web site were the most common (n=65; 31%), 
followed by press articles (n=48; 23%), and then activist organizations (n=35; 17%). 
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Table 3:  Link Type Breakdowns 

Corporate Web Site 65 
Press 48 
Activist Organizations 35 
Book 19 
Financial 19 
Research 7 
Customer Sites 6 
Other 8 

 
Edits  

Encyclopaedia Britannica edits the content before it is published and then the articles remain 
unchanged.  In contrast, each of the company Wikipedia articles contained edits.  The average 
number of edits for the ten companies was 6165, with a high of 2567 for Wal-Mart and a low of 48 
for ConocoPhillips.  There were 7 edits per sentence based on the total of 884 sentences for all of the 
companies, with a high of 28 for Wal-Mart and a low of two for Citigroup.  There was a total of 2385 
edits made by anonymous users for an average of 239 per company, with a high of 920 for Wal-Mart 
and a low of 18 for ConocoPhillips.  The combined total of registered users was 1474 with a high of 
418 for Wal-Mart and a low of 25 for ConocoPhillips.  Table 4 provides breakdowns by company.    

 
Table 4:  Edits 

 # of Edits Edits/sentence # Anonymous  # of Users 
Wal-Mart Stores 2567 28 920 418 
Exxon Mobile 397 4 162 128 
General Motors 503 4 229 153 
Ford Motor 1071 6 456 258 
General Electric 300 5 98 98 
Chevron Texaco 109 3 31 46 
ConocoPhillips 48 8 18 25 
Citigroup 368 2 106 90 
American Intl. Group 118 3 61 37 
Intl. Business Machines 684 6 304 221 

 
 

Discussion and Conclusions 
The purpose of this study was to examine the differences between Wikipedia and 

Encyclopaedia Britannica for corporate content.   The detailed analysis identified the difference 
between Wikipedia and Encyclopaedia Britannica.  Of greatest concern are the extremes of positive 
and negative statements and Encyclopaedia Britannica contained a lower ratio of both compared to 
Wikipedia.  However, the findings indicate that both formats are primarily adhering to representing 
the neutral point of view.  The 90 percent of neutrality in Encyclopaedia Britannica has probably 
been what has allowed this format to successfully exist for many years.  On the other hand, with only 
63 percent neutrality, Wikipedia should be of concern for both public figures and organizations. 

Not only is the tone important, but knowing the topics of discussion in the articles provides 
companies with a better understanding of information easily available about companies. Although 
unavoidable, negative content, such as legal issues and scandals, is one area that companies may not 
want to highlight.  Both formats contained negative information, but Wikipedia contained 14 percent 
more negative content than Encyclopaedia Britannica.  While none of the Encyclopaedia Britannica 
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articles contained information about legal issues or scandals, the 6 percent of Wikipedia articles 
focused on these issues specifically.    Similarly, they also contained 6 percent more positive content.  
This indicates that the activists both for and against a company are actively contributing to the 
corporate content in Wikipedia.   

At the end of the Encyclopaedia Britannica a reader is instructed how to cite the article in 
MLA style, APA style, and Britannica style.  Wikipedia provides references (to some of the content) 
and a list of additional links.  One third of the links and references are corporate Web sites.  This 
possibly provides the reader an impression that the Wikipedia is supported by or involves the 
company. 

One key element about Wikipedia is the concept that anyone can contribute to it.  An 
advantage for companies is the list of people that are active users making updates on a company’s 
article.  This list can be reviewed to identify who these people are thereby providing a way to identify 
an Internet community and a critical public relations public. 
 Finally, the findings of this study indicate a call to action for companies:  Monitoring 
Wikipedia should become a common practice while exploring the possibilities available with this 
identifiable active public.   
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This paper reports the preliminary findings of a case study exploring public disaster 
communication during five separate crises in Indonesia precipitated since 2002 by acts 
of terrorism in Bali and Jakarta and the tsunami in Aceh.  The concept of high 
reliability organizations (HRO) is applied to explore these crisis events.   
 

From 2002 to 2005, Indonesia suffered four terrorist attacks and a devastating tsunami. These events 
all came without warning and created chaos for citizens, tourists, first responders, and the 
government. The level of uncertainty generated by these events would leave one to wonder what type 
of organization could effectively respond under these circumstances. This paper utilizes  high 
reliability organizations (HRO), a theoretical concept developed in the organizational management 
sciences, to analyze the crisis communication efforts that took place during these events. HRO theory 
provides researchers with a different lens to analyze the routines, policies, procedures, and strategies 
behind the communication decisions (Horsley, Under Review).   The five events recounted in this 
paper include the Bali bombings of 2002 and 2005, the bombings of the Marriott Hotel in 2003 and 
the Australian Embassy in 2004, both of which took place in Jakarta, the national capital, and the 
2005 Tsunami in the province of Nanggroe Aceh Darussalam (Aceh).  

 
The Setting 

Located in the southern-most reaches of Asia and lying north of Australia, Indonesia is a 
democratic unitary republic comprising more than 17,000 islands and more than 225 million people, 
the majority of whom live on the islands of Sumatra and Java.  While this former Dutch colony 
boasts the world’s largest Muslim population, it is a nation characterized by ethnic, economic, 
religious and geographic diversity and often, divisiveness.  Indonesia’s many islands are also perched 
above and around some highly unstable tectonic plates, making it vulnerable to natural disaster 
including earthquakes and violent volcanic eruptions.  While the national language is Bahasa 
Indonesia, more than 300 local languages and dialects are used.     

Civil turmoil has been a fixture in Indonesia’s modern history, with the secession desired by 
two provinces annexed under questionable circumstances a recurring theme in the discourse between 
the central government and rebel forces in those provinces.  For example, after being annexed by 
Indonesia in a bloody and deadly conflict in 1974, East Timor became an independent nation in 1999, 
after 25 years of occupation. The United Nations-sponsored referendum that led to independence may 
have been supported by the international community, but was not greeted with unanimous support or 
equanimity within Indonesia.  Despite the grant of regional autonomy in 1999, the country continues 
to face security challenges as other restive regions make demands for independence, or sectarian 
interests make their presence felt.  Most notable among these are Aceh and Papua, although the 2005 
Helsinki Accord appears to have resolved Acehnese calls for independence,  

Militant Islamic groups have laid claim to acts of terrorism, the most devastating of which, in 
terms of the loss of human life, was the 2002 Bali bombing in which 202 tourists and locals were 
killed and many more extensively and permanently maimed.  In Ramakrishna and Seng Tan’s treatise 
on the region since the 2002 Bali bombing, they contend that it is little wonder that the international 
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media has pronounced Southeast Asia “a terrorist haven” thanks to the work of Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) 
and its sponsor, al-Qaeda  (2003, p. 1)  At the time of the 2002 Bali bombing, Aceh was one of the 
more troubled areas in which the struggle between nationalists and separatists took place. A relatively 
obscure but resource-rich province, Aceh had been under the repressive military rule of the Suharto 
administration for three decades. Consequently, with the exception of human rights activists and 
exiled separatists, the region was almost universally unknown outside of the Asia Pacific region until 
it was thrown onto the world stage by the 2005 tsunami.     

Founded in 1993, Indo Pacific Reputation Management Consultants in Jakarta is the region’s 
largest, and arguably most successful, PR firm.  Based in one of the toughest emerging regional 
markets in the world, Indo Pacific specializes in issues and crisis management, industrial relations, 
and change management.  Clients in the region have included Fortune 500 companies such as Coca-
Cola, Philip Morris, American Express, Unilever and Manulife, as well as government clients 
including the European Union, Australian Government, Government of Indonesia.  Prior to the first 
Bali Bombing in 2002, Indo Pacific had established a credible track record in crisis management 
dealing with typical national and international corporate crises—product recalls, industrial accidents, 
fraud—but the firm had no experience with large-scale public disaster communication.   

In September 2004, the Indonesian leadership changed relatively peacefully in the nation’s 
first direct presidential election from the hands of Megawati Sukarnoputri to former Indonesian Army 
General Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, or SBY, as he is popularly known.  The national Indonesian 
government comprises three coordinating ministries: the Ministry for Political, Legal and Security 
Affairs, the Ministry for Economic Affairs and the Ministry for People’s Welfare.  Ministries and 
departments include Home Affairs, Foreign Affairs, Defense, Justice and Human Rights, Health, 
Industry, Trade, and others.  The state ministry for Communication and Information—Kominfo—
essentially is responsible for the government’s public relations (as well as telecommunications).  
Since 2002, Indo Pacific has managed the government’s communication response to acts of terrorism 
and the Tsunami crisis in Aceh.   Indo Pacific initiated and pushed the need for the Indonesian 
government to establish a centralized emergency communication service in the midst of these crises.  

Having outlined the setting and major players, we now introduce the concept of high 
reliability organizations (HRO) as a theoretical framework.  Using this framework, we explore the 
case to identify the communication protocols, routines, structures, and strategies implemented by the 
government through the public relations agency in response to the five crises mentioned earlier. 

High Reliability Organizations 
 The concept of high reliability organizations offers a new tool for the study of crisis 
communication. HROs are organizations that operate in a highly complex environment where the 
consequences of failure are catastrophic and the activities are subject to intense scrutiny (Rochlin, 
1993). Organizational theorists Karl Weick (1987; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001) and Karlene Roberts 
(1990b; 2001) researched organizations that successfully operate under unpredictable and dangerous 
circumstances. Some examples of HROs include aircraft carriers (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001), the 
Federal Bureau of Prisons’ inmate transport division (Babb & Ammons, 1996), nuclear submarines 
(Bierly & Spender, 1995), the Transportation Security Administration’s airport security function 
(Frederickson & LaPorte, 2002), and an electrical company’s distribution system (Roberts, 1989). 
HRO theory has only recently been applied to crisis communication in government agencies 
(Horsley, Under Review). 
 These diverse organizations share attributes that enable them to function reliably.  The 
management structure of HROs is concurrently centralized and decentralized. Under routine 
conditions, there is a strong, central command with a clearly defined hierarchy. However, when 
problems begin to emerge, personnel at all levels of the chain of command have the authority to make 
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decisions. This empowers all members of an organization to ensure success in the face of adversity 
(Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001). 
 Roberts (1990a) found that an HRO bears responsibility for the consequence of its mistakes 
on the public’s safety and welfare, explaining, “Many organizations fail..., but their failures only 
show up on their balance sheets. HROs, however, must avoid errors or failure because the potential 
cost is unacceptable to society” (p. 112). Scott D. Sagan (1993) observed four traits that allow an 
HRO to effectively accomplish the organization’s primary goal of safety. He found a common 
understanding of organizational goals, redundancy in vital operations, a culture that promotes 
reliability, and continuous rehearsal and assessment. Additionally, operations are tightly coupled, 
meaning that units within the organization rely on other divisions to function successfully. For 
example, on aircraft carriers, the ship’s speed must match the wind and speed conditions that are 
required of the fighter jets as they take off and land (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001).  
 Mindfulness is another key element of HROs.  Weick and Sutcliffe (2001) found that aircraft 
carrier personnel were mindful if they “organize themselves in such a way that they are better able to 
notice the unexpected in the making and halt its development” (p. 3). HROs react to signals that 
indicate potential trouble, rather than wait until a crisis has escalated beyond repair. There are five 
characteristics of mindfulness: “preoccupation with failure,” “reluctance to simplify interpretations,” 
“sensitivity to operations,” “commitment to resilience,” and “deference to expertise” (p. 10). Weick 
and Sutcliffe’s description of mindfulness in aircraft carrier operations resembles the concept of 
issues management in public relations. Issues management involves anticipating problems and 
developing responses before they are needed  (Pratt, 2001) This proactive approach is an essential 
activity for public relations practitioners both before and after a crisis event (Seeger, Sellnow, & 
Ulmer, 2001).  
 HROs are unique organizations based on their primary goal of safety, a culture of reliability, 
redundancy of resources, tight coupling, and a commitment to mindfulness while operating in a 
volatile environment. To date, most HRO research has focused on the military, utilities industry, and 
air traffic controllers. This case study will demonstrate the application of HRO theory to 
organizations that must communicate with the public during crisis situations, including terrorism and 
natural disasters.  

 
The Crises 
Bali Bomb I 

On October 12, 2002, a typical balmy Saturday evening in Kuta, a popular tourist destination 
on the Indonesian island-province of Bali, two separate explosions devastated two popular 
nightclubs.  Most of the 202 victims were Australian and the suicide bombers responsible were part 
of the region-wide Islamic extremist group known as Jemaah Islamyiah, or JI (Ramakrishna & Seng 
Tan, 2003).  As news of this disaster made its way around the globe, the most deadly terrorist act 
since the September 11 attack on New York’s World Trade Center, representatives from the public 
relations firm Indo Pacific approached the Indonesian government to offer its services.  By 11 a.m. 
Sunday October 13, Indo Pacific’s team, headed by managing director Chadd McLisky, was 
presenting its crisis communication strategy to an emergency meeting of the Indonesian Cabinet.  The 
firm was appointed under the auspices of the Ministry of Tourism and had dispatched a team of five 
to Bali by 5 p.m. Sunday.  By 8 a.m. Monday, the Bali media center at Kuta’s Hard Rock Hotel was 
up and running and the satellite media center in Jakarta launched early the next day.  In the frantic 
days following the blasts, Bali was swamped with international media, relatives looking for their 
loved ones, national and international emergency health care workers, and, of course, police and 
security forces.  Approximately 1,200 media registered at the Bali center, which recorded around 
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300-350 media visits every day.  Indo Pacific immediately implemented a routine schedule for at 
least two media conferences daily, ensuring that the media would be able to count on an official 
update every morning and afternoon at a pre-determined time.  The media were notified of these and 
other media conferences via text messages.  While the agency’s client was the Indonesia government, 
the Indo Pacific team also coordinated communication and announcements from the local police and 
various other national and local government agencies through the media centers in Bali and Jakarta.  
To add to the complexity of the challenge, aid organizations, donors, NGOs, religious organizations 
also demanded attention and were often important contributors to the stream of public information 
being managed by the Indo Pacific team. 

 One of the early key messages developed by Indo Pacific for the 2002 Bali Bombing was that 
“the Balinese have become the latest victims of terror.”  A second message was, “The thousand year 
Balinese culture of spirituality, peace, and humanity cannot be wiped out by acts of violence.  The 
activities occurring now reflect the essence of Bali; the cooperation between local and international 
neighbors working together for the common good.”  While their extensive experience and training 
dictated placing a high priority on consistent messaging during crises, the Indo Pacific team quickly 
came to realize that it was difficult, if not impossible, to get all parties to talk consistently; everyone 
had their own agenda (McLisky, 2005).  In the midst of the chaotic aftermath of the bombing, it was 
difficult for Indo Pacific to prepare official government spokespeople who had limited, if any, media 
training, and would often appear at the media center without any prior notice.  Even the officials who 
were briefed by the consultants in relation to key messages and talking points quickly put these aside 
amidst the pressure of the news conferences and interviews.  It seemed that in this situation with 
multiple interests, it was almost impossible to consistently communicate one primary message, and 
three messages presented too complex a challenge.  They quickly realized that one message had to be 
enough, and that was the very simple “Bali has been the latest victim of terror.”  The value of this 
message lay in the depiction of the popular tourist resort as the victim of an unwanted and completely 
unexpected terrorist attack.  The Balinese economy depends on the tourist dollar, and one of the few 
common objectives of all the Indonesian and international stakeholders in this crisis was to mitigate 
the devastating economic aftershock of this crisis on the local people. 

Marriott Bombing - Jakarta 
In 2003, a series of smaller scale bomb attacks in the southern Philippines and Indonesia 

culminated in the car bombing of the American-owned J.W. Marriott Hotel in Jakarta on August 5.  
Once again, Indonesian police quickly revealed yet another suicide bomber “recruited, again, by JI,” 
(Ramakrishna & Seng Tan, 2003, p. 1). This time, 12 people were killed and about 150 injured 
(Quiano, 2005).  Had the bomber not panicked at the approach of security guards and prematurely 
detonated the bomb, the number of fatalities could have approached 200 (Ramakrishna & Seng Tan, 
2003, p. 1).  Within hours, Indo Pacific was called in to set up a crisis communication media center 
working for the city of Jakarta, headed by Governor Sutiyoso.  Indo Pacific’s experience at this time 
starkly contrasted with the bedlam of Bali.  Apart from the obvious difference in the scale of the 
crisis, Jakarta’s Governor Sutiyoso’s military background and local influence were critical as the 
consultants struggled to centralize communication.  This time, they were better positioned to craft 
and communicate critical messages, but once again, they limited content to just one or two points that 
were repeated over several days.  As with their Bali experience, messages requiring any level of 
complexity were simply impractical in this context.  The consultants’ job was easier, relative to their 
Bali experience, because the Governor Sutiyoso very clearly communicated to other government 
officials that Indo Pacific had been given a mandate to deal with the media; everyone was directed to 
deal through Indo Pacific and no one else.  Furthermore, the Governor would exercise his influence 
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in securing spokespeople and resources to put at Indo Pacific’s disposal in order to provide the best 
possible communication response.   

Australian Embassy Bombing, Jakarta 
On Thursday, September 9, 2004, a car bomb exploded outside the Australian embassy in 

Jakarta killing 11 Indonesians and wounding more than 160 in an attack that was again linked to al 
Qaeda militants (Palmer, 2004).  Governor Sutiyoso stepped in to make crisis communication 
management a priority, appointing Indo Pacific and insisting that all communication with the media 
and the Indonesian public be channeled though the central crisis communication center.  For the 
consultants, the Australian embassy bombing was a different experience precisely because of 
Governor Sutiyoso’s role and the wider experience of their government clients who had by then seen 
first-hand how well the communication was handled during the Marriott bombing.  Additional 
complications were, however, the norm.  On any given day the consultants were dealing with at least 
seven government ministries and other officials who came to the media center looking to set up their 
own communication desk.  This created the prerequisite for extensive coordination between various 
government stakeholders including tourism, foreign affairs, internal affairs, and so on.  This started to 
interfere with the center’s efficiency because they all wanted to get a part of the action and benefit 
from any resulting kudos. 

The Tsunami in Aceh 
While the corporate crisis manuals tell us that crises can be turning points for better or worse, 

it seems naive and somehow tasteless to trivialize in this way the utter devastation of the 2004 
tsunami, for which the death toll can still only be estimated at around 220,000.  There is no such 
ambiguity or possibility of upside in a catastrophic event of this magnitude that brings damage and 
loss on a large scale.   On Sunday, December 26, 2004, multiple earthquakes and tsunamis hit Asia, 
most seriously affecting Aceh.  Between December 27 and January 3, 2005, Indo Pacific held 
discussions with government officials regarding communications in Aceh.  On January 6, Indo 
Pacific assisted in communications for the World Donor Summit in Jakarta, chaired by Kofi Annan. 
The very next day Indo Pacific’s crisis team flew to Banda, Aceh, to set up the media center and 
information desk in the command center compound.  At that time, the province’s infrastructure was 
devastated, and the team faced the challenge of setting up communications in a location with little 
food and water, intermittent electricity, and not only no Internet, but no landline phone, fax, or 
mobile phone services.  

Because the province’s limited communications and transportation infrastructure was virtually 
decimated by the tsunami, this disaster presented a new set of challenges.  In dealing with the Bali 
and Jakarta bombings, the Indo Pacific team had hotels, a venue, power, water, and food.  After the 
tsunami, the team walked into an empty structure with nothing—no power, no food, and no 
accommodations.  Everything had to be shipped in from Jakarta including gas masks to help manage 
the stench of decay that pervaded everything.  The team set up the media center in the main town hall 
and for the first four days worked night and day, sleeping on the floor when they were too exhausted 
to do anything else.  The international media continued to arrive and were similarly challenged to 
find what they needed just to survive, let alone do their jobs.  The summer heat was oppressive, 
making the environment at times unbearable.  This time, the media center was much more 
rudimentary because of the many limitations.  It took more than a month for the power to be restored 
and for the communications center to be fully functional and responsive.  Members of the Indo 
Pacific team rotated every 10 days or less because of the intensity and hardships in a situation where, 
to keep pace with the information demands, members of the team would work in shifts that would 
sometimes balloon out to an unsustainable and unhealthy 30-40 hours. 
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While the Bali bombing and the two Jakarta bombings had seemed tough, the sweeping and 
disastrous impact of the tsunami was a new paradigm in crisis communication for the Indo Pacific 
team.  As demanding as their previous crisis experiences had been, nothing had prepared the Indo 
Pacific team for Aceh, and their understanding of crisis communication was forever redefined by 
their Aceh experience.  In Aceh there were many spokespeople—the President, Vice President (as 
head of disaster coordination), the Minister for Social Welfare (as deputy of disaster coordination), 
and the military because martial law had been in effect in Aceh for some time due to ongoing civil 
unrest.  There was collision not only between Indonesia and the West but also within context of Aceh 
and conflict with the rest of Indonesia.  Some of the issues that emerged in this crisis were 
symptomatic of religious and cultural differences, and others were a consequence of the separatist 
movement and military control by the Indonesian government.  For example, in the aftermath of the 
disaster, the predominately Muslim people were confronted with the arrival of around 30 different 
religious charity and aid groups,  

Bali Bomb II 
On Saturday, October 1, 2005, almost simultaneous explosions in three different restaurants in 

Kuta and Jimbaran Bay killed 22 people, including the three suspected suicide bombers. The blasts 
"were clearly the work of terrorists," according to Indonesian anti-terrorism official, Major General 
Ansyaad Mbai (Indonesian Media Online, 2005).  More than 100 people were injured.   Toughened 
perhaps by the much deadlier attack of October 2002, the Balinese seemed determined not to be 
cowed (‘Bali again,’ 2005). “Shopkeepers, restaurateurs and hoteliers insist that life will go on. 
Tourists, too, appear surprisingly stoical: on the morning after the blasts, more visitors were strolling 
along the waterfront than thronging the airport.” (‘Bali again,’ 2005). By 9 p.m. that same day, Indo 
Pacific was appointed by the Tourism Ministry to set up the central media center.  By 7 a.m. on 
Sunday, October 2, Indo Pacific’s team of 12 consultants was on a plane to Bali with the Minister of 
Tourism.  By noon, a fully operational media center was in place and by 3 p.m., President Susilo 
Bambang Yudhoyono convened his first media briefing of the crisis.  The Ministry for 
Communication and Information (Kominfo) showed up two days later to find that Indo Pacific had 
already set up the media center.  They were not aware that the consultants were already on the ground 
and running.  This time around, approximately 500 media registered at the media center and 70-100 
media attended each media conference.  Once again, there were some conflicting interests, especially 
in relation to the police and the hospitals.  The police had different objectives in managing the flow of 
information in relation to the bombing.  The hospitals were focused on caring for the injured and 
dealing with the influx of concerned friends and relatives as well as volunteers and the media.  
Medical personnel were simply over-stretched given the limited and modest resources of this 
relatively small-scale health system.  Underpinning this was a kind of rivalry between the local 
Balinese police and local authorities and the national authorities.  As could be readily anticipated, the 
Balinese wanted to handle the crisis in their own way, but the national government had an important 
stake because of the global attention being paid to this as an act of terrorism. 

Indo Pacific’s experience had grown exponentially through the experience with the first Bali 
bomb and the Jakarta bombings.   Furthermore, Indonesia had a new President, Susilo Bambang 
Yudhoyono (SBY), who clearly understood about the importance of managing the media and who 
seemed better equipped for the challenge.  Unlike his predecessor, SBY was willing to engage with 
the media.  He was very aware of the importance of the media and understood the need for 
professional and central management.  Former President Megawati Soekarnoputri was known to be a 
reticent public speaker and was reluctant to talk to the media even in her day-to-day management of 
the government.  In recognition of the significant loss of the lives of Australian nationals during the 
first bombing, the Australian Prime Minister, John Howard, was talking to the media within hours of 



IPRRC - 145 

 

the first Bali bombing, well before the Indonesian President Megawati Soekarnoputri.  In contrast, 
SBY was prominent in the news and on site in Bali throughout the 2005 bombing.  He was the first 
official to address the media from the crisis center and he delivered the first official government 
statement.   The president’s responsiveness was in part explained by the multiple demands of the 
world media, donors, and governments who were all looking closely to see how the new leader of the 
nation with the world’s largest Muslim population would handle this, the first major event of his 
presidency.   

However, while the second bombing was better managed than the first, Indo Pacific again 
tried and failed to implement the “text book” approach to developing and delivering key messages.  
Once again, those who were expected to follow a consistent approach to messaging, the government 
ministers and others, simply did not understand about the concept of messaging or centralized and 
consistent messages.  To some extent, their positions also were influenced by internally and 
externally driven demands for them to be seen at the bomb site and in the aftermath following.  Indo 
Pacific continued to attempt to manage the flow of spokespeople through the media center.  The 
influence and involvement of President SBY and his team ensured that the various government 
representatives looking to speak to the media would come to the media center where they would 
receive a 15 minute briefing in advance of any media conference.  In that time, the consultants would 
give them an overview and try to reinforce the central messages, but the success of this strategy was 
mixed.  In the end, Indo Pacific’s efforts in this area were in vain largely because these people had 
little or no media training, and under the pressure of the news conference could simply not manage 
the interaction well enough to communicate any key messages in the instinctive way that a practiced 
and trained spokesperson can.  Once again, this situation contrasts with the typical corporate crisis in 
which the central voices in the crisis are executives who are extensively briefed and trained. 

Overview of Indo Pacific’s Involvement 
Indo Pacific took responsibility for organizing daily (and regular) media events and provided 

a central communication platform throughout each crisis for everyone from international police 
forces to village leaders.  Media conferences were scheduled at least twice daily, and daily updates on 
the numbers of dead and missing, investigations, aid provided, logistics status, debris cleanup, and 
evacuations were issued throughout each day.  The media center was the primary point of contact not 
only for media, but also for representatives of governments and other organizations such as the 
United Nations, NGOs, and volunteer groups.  The constantly shifting tide of information on 
transportation, accommodation, translations, and telecommunications options was channeled through 
and managed by the center.  Information flowing through the center was prioritized; top priority was 
given to investigative and medical information while religion, business, and community impacts were 
given a lesser priority.   

During each crisis, members of the Indo Pacific team were stationed throughout the crises at 
key locations.   For example, in the Bali bombings their stations included Sanglah hospital, 
evacuation, police headquarters and the airport.  Every public statement had to be translated from 
Bahasa Indonesia into English.  Indo Pacific was responsible for writing the media statements for 
VIPs, setting up points of contact at the airport for arriving media, and daily registration for media 
who were constantly coming and going.  The Indo Pacific team applied a variety of tactics throughout 
the crises including: media conferences, media releases, daily fact sheet updates when necessary, 
translation of transcripts (multi-lingual), Web site development and maintenance, text messaging of 
announcements and updates, site visits and tours, interview opportunities, proactive media 
opportunities, and photo stories.   

In the midst of each crisis, the media were in a frenzy to secure their reports.  There was 
massive speculation about the causes and consequences of each disaster.  In such the prevailing 
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environment of frantic and fierce news competition, little time was allowed for the verification of 
information; the media reported anything and everything, no matter how exaggerated or unreal.  
Under great pressure, the media center team had to maintain the presence of mind to proactively plan 
media comments. Media analysis played a critical role in helping the Indo Pacific team to proactively 
revise and address the constant flow of misinformation.   

Some stakeholders attempted to avoid the centralized approach to media management and run 
their own media briefings, with no attempt at coordination.  Complicating this was the fact that many 
of these officials were untrained in dealing with media, especially Western media.  They expected the 
media to be satisfied with information provided and were often unwilling to field probing questions.  
For various reasons the police were both unable and at times unwilling to share information.  All of 
these factors contributed to the lack of clear, let alone consistent, messages.  Confusion would 
occasionally be followed by irritation when the news conferences were cancelled or postponed at the 
last minute by the spokesperson; gossip and rumor become rife.  One of the more disturbing issues in 
the case of the 2005 Bali bombing was the “recycling” of the much more dramatic 2002 bombing 
footage on newscasts by networks including CNN and the Australian Broadcasting Corporation.  
Shots of tourists making airport departures from 2002 were constantly replayed during the 2005 
crisis.   
 In each crisis, after the initial period of chaos and confusion, the media would typically start 
looking for new and different angles, and their coverage expanded beyond the specific incident to 
explore community, social, environmental, and financial impacts.  Questions about what went wrong 
and how things could have been handled better became the focus of media coverage.  Indo Pacific 
would then shift gears and proactively look for new angles and opportunities.  When the recovery 
process started, the media moved on to new story angles such as concrete signs of progress and the 
pursuit justice for the victims.  At this stage, the consultants’ role changed again as media asked for 
the “stories of the day,” and sought out feature stories and long-term perspectives on the crisis event.  
Indo Pacific responded with positive news and feature story ideas, offering, for example, in-depth 
interviews with key government officials. 

 
Discussion 

 The search for high reliability characteristics in these case studies provides a means of 
translating the HRO concept from organizational studies to crisis communication. The five 
Indonesian situations reveal organizational characteristics that were integral to the crisis 
communication responses made by both the government agencies and the public relations firm. The 
summary chart (see Table 1) identifies the HRO attributes that were or were not exhibited by the 
government and Indo Pacific during each crisis. 
 Tight coupling. This key characteristic of high reliability organizations is integral to the 
relationship between the government agencies and the consulting agency. The government relied on 
the agency to communicate with the media and the public immediately following each crisis. 
Alternately, the consultant relied on the government to provide authorized information, official 
spokespersons, and approval of news releases. This codependent relationship was both a benefit and 
an obstacle to getting tasks done in a quick and accurate manner. 
 Subject to government and public scrutiny. Government agencies are highly subject to 
scrutiny by the public, the media, and other governments during a major disaster. They are mandated 
with the responsibility to protect their citizens from a major crisis, whether it is caused by Mother 
Nature or a group of terrorists. Part of this responsibility involves communicating with the public 
about the crisis and giving them accurate and timely information about critical issues such as water 
quality, resumption of public services, continuing threats to public safety, or evacuation routes. Both 
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the Indonesian government agencies and the public relations firm were subject to intense scrutiny 
during this time. Because of tight coupling, criticisms from the media and the public had an effect on 
both the government and its consultant in each crisis. For example, when the media, especially the 
Western media, grew impatient with the government’s seemingly slow responses, or became 
confused by the inconsistent messages that were delivered by various officials, Indo Pacific had the 
responsibility to take corrective actions. The agency was in a position where it had to protect the 
reputation of its client as well as its own, compounded by the critical nature of these public disasters. 
 Autonomy:  HRO theory states that an organization that demonstrates autonomy within its 
hierarchy is better able to adapt to potential crises. Organizations that are confined by a rigid 
hierarchy and written response plans do not allow members to think creatively and act quickly to 
resolve or even prevent problems. During each of the five Indonesian crises, Indo Pacific was 
empowered by its client (the government) to develop and run an agenda on its behalf. The local and 
national governments did not exhibit this type of autonomy. Although the agency was in charge of 
the agenda, it was not able to successfully manage messages or control the distribution of 
information. This ineffectiveness on the part of Indo Pacific may in part be explained by the issue of 
tight coupling. Indo Pacific was in charge of the press conferences, but they still relied on their 
clients, the government agencies, to complete the mission.  
 Mindfulness: The case studies in this paper do not provide enough information about the 
government agencies to gauge their level of mindfulness, or issues management. However, the cases 
do illustrate examples of Indo Pacific practicing issues management. During each of the bombings, 
the agency anticipated issues, monitored media coverage, and corrected misinformation. Indo Pacific 
was not able to conduct issues management to the same degree during the tsunami because of a 
severe lack of communication resources (and infrastructure) while working in a difficult 
environment. The ideal level of mindfulness, at which an organization anticipates and prepares for a 
disaster before it happens, was not evident in these cases with the government or the agency. The 
government agencies were not prepared for large-scale terrorist attacks or a tsunami, and the 
consulting firm, accustomed to corporate crises, was not experienced in public crises prior to Bali I. 
 Redundancy: Another key HRO attribute, redundancy, was not apparent in these cases. By 
hiring Indo Pacific to set up and manage a crisis communications center, the Indonesian government 
officials were not duplicating any resources, personnel, or practices. Government officials were not 
trained to do media relations and were not accustomed to providing accurate and timely information 
to the media during a crisis situation. Rather than duplicating efforts and staff, Indo Pacific provided 
a level of communications reliability that was not inherent to the government agencies prior to the 
disasters.  
 Understanding of common goals: A clear understanding of common goals among all members 
of an organization was also lacking in these case studies. Indo Pacific attempted to achieve the basic 
goals of crisis communication: the release of clearly established messages and consistent, accurate 
information. Within its own organization, Indo Pacific exhibited an understanding of shared goals. 
However, tight coupling with the Indonesian government required that both Indo Pacific and its client 
share the goals of crisis communication. Government officials approached the crises with various 
goals, each reflecting differing agendas of various government ministries. While Indo Pacific prepped 
the officials and gave them key messages to deliver during press conferences and interviews, Indo 
Pacific ultimately had no control over what the officials said to the media. Key messages went 
unused and information that was reported varied from one official to the next. 
 Hierarchy that is concurrently centralized and decentralized: An organizational structure that 
adapts to new circumstances by adjusting resources, personnel, and strategies allows members to 
quickly and efficiently respond to potential or real problems. The Indonesian agencies were so rigidly 
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structured that no one particular agency was mandated to respond to a disaster such as the tsunami or 
to terrorist attacks. For example, during Bali Bomb II, Indo Pacific was appointed by the Tourism 
ministry to manage crisis communications. Kominfo arrived on the scene two days later, not knowing 
that Tourism had already hired consultants. Neither agency had the expertise or the versatility on its 
own to respond to this type of crisis. Indo Pacific filled the void by providing the skills, resources, 
and strategies to communicate with the media. In addition, Indo Pacific’s organizational structure was 
centralized internally but decentralized externally. In other words, the agency has its own hierarchy 
within the organization’s employees, but when they work for a client, they adapt and assume the level 
of autonomy and the respective duties that are required of that particular assignment. 
 Training and rehearsal: The Indonesian government officials did not have any training or 
preparation for the five disasters in terms of crisis communication. Once again, Indo Pacific filled this 
void by providing its own expertise and experience to resolve the crisis. Prior to Bali I, Indo Pacific’s 
primary crisis experience came from corporate clients, where time is not as much a factor as during a 
disaster. However, Indo Pacific staff used their communications experience and adapted to meet the 
needs of the Indonesian government after the bombing. 
 Evidence of organizational learning: These case studies clearly show that Indo Pacific learned 
from one crisis to the next. Bali I was the first terrorism event for which the agency had been hired to 
manage communications. By the time they arrived on the scene for Bali II, Indo Pacific had gained 
experience working through four terrorist attacks and one natural disaster. The agency used databases 
to catalog information from each event in Indonesia and retained records that could be used for the 
next crisis. They also developed templates that allowed them to set up a crisis communication center 
in record time after Bali II. It is more difficult to gauge the organizational learning achieved by the 
Indonesian agencies. The national leadership changed during this timeframe, conflicting agendas 
continued to plague the agencies’ ability to respond in unison, and by Bali II, there was still no 
agency mandated to manage crises for the government. However, the government appeared to learn 
how to work better with the PR consultants, as evidenced by President Yudhoyono’s order for 
officials to cooperate with Indo Pacific. As each crisis occurred, the government hired Indo Pacific to 
manage communications, suggesting that they valued the experience of the firm and its accumulated 
expertise on Indonesian matters. As in other cases where the government lacked an HRO attribute, 
Indo Pacific compensated for the lack of organizational learning on the behalf of government 
agencies. 

 
Conclusion 

When public disasters strike, more is at stake than a single organization’s reputation, and the 
communication challenge in the midst of widespread chaos and tragedy is exponentially more 
important and difficult.  The differences are more fundamental than just scale—taking the current 
crisis communication wisdom and “think bigger” is not the solution.  The challenge is far more 
complex and requires that we review the many lessons that the new millennium has already delivered 
using different theoretical lenses.  Using the concept of high reliability organizations, this paper 
provides one such contribution.  We have elaborated a set of organizational characteristics that 
permitted or prevented effective communication under harsh and chaotic conditions, revealing the 
communication successes and failures evident in five different crisis events connected by the one 
public relations firm.  
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Table 1  
High Reliability Organization Attributes and the Indonesian Crises 

HRO Attributes Bali Bomb I 
Marriott 

Bombing, 
Jakarta 

Australian 
Embassy 
Bombing, 
Jarkarta 

Tsunami Bali Bomb II 

           
 Gov’t IP Gov’t IP Gov’t IP Gov’t IP Gov’t IP 
Tight coupling X X X X X X X X X X 
Subject to scrutiny X X X X X X X X X X 
Autonomy/empowerment  X  X  X  X  X 
Mindfulness  X  X  X    X 
Redundancy           
Common goals           
Hierarchy concurrently centralized 
and decentralized 

 X  X  X  X  X 

Training/Rehearsal  X  X  X  X  X 
Evidence of Learning  X  X  X  X X X 
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As in many other professions, public relations has shown persistent patterns of income 
disparity between men and women practitioners. Previous public relations scholarship 
has analyzed the factors that contribute to income disparities. Factors previously 
identified as mediators of the relationship between income and gender include 
professional experience, participation in strategic decision-making, and manager role 
enactment. Nevertheless, gender differences in income persist even after controlling 
for the influence of these mediators. One possible explanation for on-going gender 
differences in income is that women are more likely than men to take “time out” from 
their careers to have children. Arguably, such mid-career interruption may result in 
less accumulation of human capital, depressed upward mobility, and differential 
suppression of salaries for women. To investigate this possibility, an online survey 
was conducted in 2004 of public relations practitioners who were members of PRSA. 
A systematic sample was drawn from the membership list of PRSA; 505 practitioners 
responded, for a 24% response rate. In the sample, men reported average annual 
salaries of $93,494 (median=$73,250); on average, women earned $66,467 
(median=$60,000). If women’s salaries were not depressed by career interruptions to 
have babies, their salaries would increase, on average, from $66,467 to $66,615. The 
$148 (0.2%) increase in annual income is not statistically or practically significant. 
Thus, career interruption to have a baby does not account for salary differences 
between men and women practitioners. 

 
Since the government began tracking household incomes in 1960, women have always made less 
than men. Census data show that, in 2004, the median for men's earnings was $40,798, compared to 
$31, 223 for women; in other words, women earned only 77 cents for every dollar earned by men 
(DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, & Lee, 2005). This national pattern of gender disparity in income is 
reflected in our field by data on public relations practitioners collected over the last quarter century 
(Aldoory & Toth, 2002; Broom, 1982; Dozier, 1988; Dozier & Broom, 1995; Serini, Toth, Wright & 
Emig, 1997; Toth & Aldoory, 2001; Toth & Cline, 1991; Toth, Serini, Wright & Emig, 1998; Wright, 
Grunig, Springston, & Toth, 1991).  

The present study focuses on this well-documented gap in income between men and women 
practitioners of public relations. Specifically, this study focuses on the role of mid-career 
interruptions, the intentional temporary exit from professional pursuits to do some other activity. 
Relevant, perhaps, to the income differences between men and women practitioners are mid-career 
interruptions to bear children. Whereas men may make brief career interruptions upon the birth of a 
child in the nuclear family, we posit that women make such career interruptions more frequently than 
men and that these interruptions are posited to be of longer duration.  
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After all, latest available data from the U.S. Census Bureau on people out of the labor force 
for more than four months show that women make up about 72% of nonworkers between the ages of 
25 and 44, with taking care of children or others cited most frequently as the reason for leaving the 
workforce. Furthermore, "taking care of children or others" was the most-cited reason among all 
women in the study for their being nonworkers. (Weismantle, 2001). 
 Career interruptions of a year or more are posited to exert a depressing effect on salaries. In a 
field like public relations, technological changes affect the practice. Cell phones, the Internet, and e-
mail have accelerated the pace of public relations, just as new technologies have transformed the 
media institutions that serve as conduits of communication between organizations and publics. 
Further, the public relations profession is a "people" business, where contacts and relationships 
within the organization, with clients, with the media, and with other publics are critical to effective 
practice. Practitioners "out of the loop" for an extended period of time may find fewer opportunities 
for advancement and salary increases when they return to the practice. 
 This study posits and tests seven hypotheses that move sequentially from what is already 
known about gender and salaries in public relations to hypotheses that test new relationships. 
 
Gender, Salaries, and Professional Experience 
  That men practitioners are paid more than women practitioners is well documented. In a 
secondary analysis of data from a 1979 survey of PRSA members, Broom (1982) found that men 
earned salaries of $38,840 on average; women in the same sample earned $22,620 on average. Men's 
income was 72% greater than women's income. In a 1991 follow-up survey of the same panel of 
now-mature PRSA members, Dozier and Broom (1995) found that men earned average annual 
salaries of $71,450; women earned average salaries of $$53,010. Men's income was 35% greater than 
women's income. In a survey reported in 1995 (Salary Survey of Public Relations Professionals, 
1995), PRSA's research firm found that men earned average annual salaries of $59,460; women 
earned average annual salaries of $41,110. Men's income was 45% greater than women's income. In a 
survey of practitioners by PR Reporter ("30th survey," 1998), men earned annual median salaries of 
$72,000; women earned annual median salaries of $56,000. Men's income was 29% greater than 
women's income. In a survey for PR Week, Leyland (2000) reported that men earned average annual 
salaries of $81,920; women earned average annual salaries of $59,026. Men's income was 39% 
greater than women's income. In a 2000 survey of PRSA members, Aldoory and Toth (2002) found 
that average annual income for male practitioners was $73,700; women earned $56,000 on average. 
Men's income was 32% greater than women's income. 
 Many other studies tell the same tale: Women make less than men in public relations (Dozier, 
1988; Serini, Toth, Wright & Emig, 1997; Toth & Aldoory, 2001; Toth & Cline, 1991; Toth, Serini, 
Wright & Emig, 1998; Wright, Grunig, Springston, & Toth, 1991). Furthermore, the future may not 
be getting brighter, in terms of eliminating gender disparities in income. Surveys of public relations 
students show that, even before they enter the field, men and women project unequal salary 
expectations, with male students consistently holding higher ones (DeRosa & Wilcox, 1989; Farmer 
& Waugh, 1999; Sha & Toth, 2004, 2005). The persistence of inequitable incomes in public relations 
should not be written off as merely reflective of national income trends; rather, this disturbing 
phenomenon deserves and requires serious consideration.  
 As noted by Aldoory and Toth (2002), research on income and gender is mostly "atheoretical" 
(p. 105), although we all have "working theories" to explain income disparities. One theoretical 
argument is that women earn lower incomes than men because they have fewer years of professional 
experience. Dozier and Broom (1995) reported the results of a national survey of public relations 
practitioners, systematically sampled from the current membership of the Public Relations Society of 
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America (PRSA). In that study, they tested a path model that indicated a negative relationship 
between being a woman practitioner and professional experience and a positive relationship between 
professional experience and income. Other components of the model included length of employment 
with current employer, education, number of employees in the public relations department, manager 
role enactment, and participation in management decision making. These other components were 
treated as intervening variables that mediated the relationship between gender and income. 
 Once all the intervening variables were controlled, no significant relationship between gender 
and income remained. However, in the sample, men earned average adjusted income that was 13% 
greater than the average adjusted income for women, once professional experience was controlled. 
Dozier and Broom concluded that the lack of opportunity to enact the manager role and to participate 
in management decision making may provide some explanation as to why income differences exist 
between women and men practitioners. However, as noted by Dozier and Broom, the loss of 
statistical significance also could be related to small sample size (N=207). 
 In contrast, Aldoory and Toth (2002) found in a more recent survey that income differences 
between men and women remained, after controlling for professional experience. That survey also 
sampled from the membership of PRSA, but the final sample (N=864) was larger than the one 
obtained by Dozier and Broom. Therefore, the Aldoory and Toth study had greater statistical power 
and was, therefore, less likely than the Dozier and Broom study to yield Type 2 error (falsely 
concluding no income differences exist in the population because of insignificant statistical 
differences in the sample). On average, women in the Aldoory and Toth (2002) survey earned 
$56,059 a year, whereas male respondents earned an average $73,706 a year. The researchers used 
regression analysis to test if the relationship between income and gender remained significant, after 
the influence of professional experience was removed. Indeed, the relationship between income and 
gender was significant at a 95% level of confidence, once professional experience was controlled. 
 Based on the later findings from the Dozier and Broom (1995) and the Aldoory and Toth 
(2002) surveys, the first four hypotheses are posed: 

H1: Women practitioners earn lower salaries than do men practitioners. 
H2: Women practitioners have fewer years of professional experience than do men 

practitioners. 
H3: Income is positively correlated with years of professional experience. 
H4: Women practitioners earn lower salaries than do men practitioners, after controlling 

for the influence of professional experience. 
 

Mid-Career Interruptions, Babies, and Income 
 As mentioned in the introduction to this paper, mid-career interruptions are posited to exert a 
negative impact on career advancement and income. Previous research in other fields, such as 
economics and sociology, consistently show a "family gap," i.e., that motherhood substantially 
affects women's career paths and salaries, with mothers making less than childless women (Beblo, 
Bender, & Wolf, 2004; Browning, 1992; Budig & England, 2001; Cramer, 1980; Dankmeyer, 1996; 
Joshi, Pierella, & Waldfogel, 1998; Waldfogel, 1998). In concrete terms, Miller (2005) found that 
women who chose to wait to have children gained in career earnings by 10% per year of delay and 
that these gains were greatest for women in professional and managerial occupations, as well as for 
women with college degrees. 

Other research suggests that, although women make more numerous career interruptions 
compared to men, the wage penalty for that break is less costly for women than for men to who take 
breaks (Schneer & Reitman, 1990; Spivey, 2005). Clearly, the question of mid-career interruptions is 
one that affects all members of the labor force, and not just women; this may become a particularly 
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important issue for future workers, as male members of Generation Y have shown increased 
willingness to take non-traditional career paths. 
 Currently, however, the career risks to women of taking time off from work to start a family 
are measurable and subject to statistical modeling. The phenomenon is global. In Japan, estimates 
suggest that women have an 18% chance of finding full-time work after a career interruption, and this 
figure drops to 12-13% for non-university-educated women (Ueda, 2004). A similar pattern is found 
among French women who exit the labor force to bear children (Grimm & Bonneuil, 2001). 

Analysis of British data showed that women who leave the workforce for even one family-
related "break tend to have a significantly lower prestige level across their whole work-life career. 
This effect becomes even larger for women without studies and for those who have stayed more time 
unemployed or inactive" (Malo & Muñoz-Bullón, 2004; p. 15). In the United States, from 1998 to 
2002, the labor force participation rates of women with infants dropped from 59% to the 1994 level 
of 55%; it was the first-ever drop in labor participation rates of mothers with infants since the Census 
Bureau began calculating this measure in 1976 (Downs, 2003).  

In public relations, our research has been admittedly less complex, in terms of the statistical 
measures used to investigate career interruptions and their impact on practitioners in our field. For 
example, the Aldoory and Toth study (2002) measured job interruption as a binary variable, i.e., 
whether respondents had ever interrupted their careers at some point. Respondents who selected 
"yes" could then check off as many reasons as applied from a list of reasons, with space provided to 
offer "other" options.  
 For the present study, we posited that women are more likely than men to make mid-career 
interruptions to have a baby and to take mid-career interruptions of longer duration. This, in turn, was 
posited to depress earnings. Two studies provide support for these hypotheses. In a 1997 interview 
survey of 4,883 women of working age in Queensland, Australia, Arun, Arun, and Borooah (2004) 
found that 3,273 of the respondents had been in the labor force for five years or more. Their statistical 
analysis was limited to this latter subsample. They discovered that the negative impact or "penalty" 
on income for these women was most pronounced when a mid-career interruption was of long 
duration and that the reason for the interruption was to have children. In their economic analysis of 
the data, Arun, Arun, and Borooah found that women suffered a 17% "penalty" on their income when 
they took long interruptions to have a baby. Arun, Arun, and Borooah posited that this economic 
penalty occurred because a mid-career break will "interrupt their accumulation of human capital" and, 
as a consequence, such women "pay a penalty in terms of lower earnings" (p. 80). They also posited 
that women with babies or small children at home who returned to the labor force faced 
discrimination from employers and were unable to secure their old jobs. The authors noted that 
"Women have to accept low quality employment because of their caring and household 
responsibilities" (Arun, Arun, and Borooah, p. 81). Findings of Arun, Arun, and Borooah are 
consistent with the research of Crompton (1977) on women and employment in Britain. 
 Therefore, based on prior research and logic, the following three hypotheses were posited and 
tested: 

H5: Women practitioners are more likely than men practitioners to take family leave on the 
occasion of the birth of a baby in the nuclear family. 

H6: Women practitioners have longer mid-career breaks from work than men practitioners. 
H7: Women practitioners earn salaries equivalent to men practitioners, after controlling for 

professional experience and taking time out in mid-career to have a baby. 
Method 

An online survey was conducted using a systematic sample of public relations practitioners in 
the United States. The questionnaire used in this study was pre-tested online with 20 respondents 
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from a southwest chapter of PRSA. Based on feedback from the pilot test respondents, a revised 
questionnaire was designed. 
Survey and Instrument Design 

This study employed a cross-sectional survey design, which allowed for a comparison and 
description of the relations among the variables. A web survey, which is one form of electronic 
surveys, was utilized to collect data in the present study. Data were collected from July 7, 2004 to 
September 4, 2004. 

The researchers expected an online survey to be the most effective method for collecting data 
from the target population for three reasons. First, an increasing number of public relations 
practitioners use online technology such as e-mail and the Internet for their daily work (Johnson, 
1997; Lordan, 2001; Sallot, Porter, & Acosta-Alzuru, 2004; Springton, 2001). Second, the 
penetration of online technology in the field of public relations supports the idea that practitioners can 
be contacted easily by e-mail; thus, an online survey provides a viable method for data collection. 
Third, electronic surveys have had advantages over traditional mail surveys in terms of speed and 
cost required for data collection (Sheehan, 2001; Sheehan & Hoy, 1999).  

Similar to the Aldoory and Toth (2002) study, we asked respondents "Since the beginning of 
your public relations career, have you ever taken time off from full-time public relations work (one 
year or more?)" That is, a mid-career interruption was operationalized as leaving public relations 
work for a year or more. If the respondent answered yes, he or she was asked several contingency 
questions, including the length of time that they did not work in public relations and a series of binary 
questions regarding their reasons for the mid-career interruption. 
Sample Selection 

The sample was drawn from the 2004 membership directory for the Public Relations Society 
of America (PRSA). Initial systematic sampling yielded 2,717 potential respondents. In order to meet 
the requirements of this study, several restrictions were placed on sample selection and disqualified 
initial sample elements were not included in the sample solicited by e-mail. PRSA members whose e-
mail addresses were not listed in the membership directory were disqualified (N = 107 or 3.9% of the 
initial systematic sample) because they could not be reached by e-mail. Since this study focused on 
practicing professionals employed by organizations (including corporations, nonprofits, educational 
institutions, government, and associations), members identified as educators (N = 64 or 2.8%) or 
freelance consultants (N = 11 or 0.4%) were excluded from the sample. In addition, those who had no 
organizational affiliation were disqualified (N = 120 or 4.4%) because it was not clear that they were 
currently employed by organizations as public relations practitioners. Furthermore, practitioners with 
international mailing addresses were disqualified (N = 10 or 0.4%) since their frequency in the 
sample was too small to permit meaningful statistical inferences to the population of international 
practitioners. In total, 2405 members were selected from the sample frame, after removing 
disqualified respondents. That is, 88.5% of the initial systematic sample of 2,717 was qualified to 
participate in the study (see Table 1). 



IPRRC - 156 

 

Table 1 
Breakdown of Initial Systematic Sample and Disqualified Respondents 
Disqualifiers Number Percentage 
Initial systematic sample 2717 100.0% 
International addresses 10 0.4% 
Freelancers 11 0.4% 
Educators 64 2.4% 
No email address listed 107 3.9% 
No organizational affiliation 120 4.4% 
Final sample solicited 2405 88.5% 

 
Overall, the survey yielded 505 usable responses for a 24.0% response rate. A total of 2,405 

e-mail invitations were sent; 301 (12.5%) email addresses were undeliverable, and 147 (6.1%) 
individuals who received the invitation declined to participate. In total, 598 responses were received 
from the respondents; however, 93 of these were incomplete. Therefore, the final valid sample size 
resulted in 505. Table 2 summarizes the outcomes of this survey, including completion, response, 
refusal, and non-contact rates. Data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences (SPSS). The 95% decision rule (alpha=.05) was used to test all hypotheses. Because the 
hypotheses specify the direction of the relationships between variables, a one-tailed test was used. 
 

Table 2 
Summary of Survey Outcomes 

Item Number / % 
  Undeliverable emails 301 
  Declines 147 
  No response 1359 
  Incomplete questionnaires 93 
  Complete questionnaires 505 
  Completion rate 21.0% 
  Response rate 24.0% 
  Refusal rate 11.4% 
  Non-contact rate 64.6% 

 
 At a theoretical level, gender salary discrimination was treated as the residual variance in 
income between men and women practitioners that could not be accounted for by the mediating 
variables of professional experience and mid-career interruption to have a baby. If gender differences 
in income disappear after controlling for the covariates, when we have discovered a mechanism 
where gendered roles in the home and gendered roles in the labor force interact to depress the salaries 
of women practitioners who interrupt their careers temporarily to have children. In other words, the 
present study cannot disprove the existence of gender income discrimination. This study may shed 
light on how such discrimination works 
 
Findings 
 Hypothesis 1 states that men earn lower salaries than women. This hypothesis was confirmed. 
On average, women in the sample earned $66,467 a year. Men in the sample earned $93,494. Men's 
income was 41% greater than women's income. The relationship between income and gender 
generalizes to the population of all PRSA members at a 95% level of confidence, F (1, 289) = 14.50, 
p < .01. The effect size is substantial, with gender accounting for approximately 5% of the variance in 
income, eta = .219, eta-squared = .048. 



IPRRC - 157 

 

 Hypothesis 2 states that women have fewer years of professional experience than men. This 
hypothesis was confirmed. Among men, average professional experience was 14.9 years. Among 
women, average professional experience was 13.3 years. The difference is statistically significant, 
according to the 95% decision rule, F (1, 440) = 3.17, p = .04. However, the effect size is small, with 
gender accounting for less than 1% of the variance in professional experience. 
 Hypothesis 3 states that professional experience (in years) is positively correlated with 
income. This hypothesis was confirmed. The Pearson correlation coefficient between income and 
gender was statistically significant, r (294) = .35, p < .01. The effect size was substantial, with 
professional experience accounting for over 12% of the variance in income. 
 Hypothesis 4 states that women practitioners make significantly less income than men, even 
after controlling for the influence of professional experience. This hypothesis was confirmed. Women 
earn lower salaries than men, after controlling for the influence of professional experience. The 
relationship can be seen best by comparing the unadjusted income of men and women practitioners 
(before controlling for professional experience) and adjusted income (after controlling for 
professional experience). Note that the unadjusted means differ slightly from those reported for 
hypothesis 1, because the introduction of professional experience as a covariate reduced the sample 
size somewhat, due to missing cases. Among women practitioners in the sample, annual income 
increases slightly from $66,600 to $66,910, once the influence of professional experience was 
controlled. Among men practitioners in the sample, income decreased slightly from $93,494 to 
$92,804, once the influence of professional experience is controlled. In other words, men's average 
adjusted income was 39% greater than women's average adjusted income. The $25,894 difference in 
adjusted annual income between men and women remains statistically significant, F (1, 287) = 15.16, 
p < .01. The relationship generalizes to the population of all PRSA members at a 95% level of 
confidence. 
 Hypothesis 5 states that women are more likely than men to take family leave to have a baby. 
A significant relationship between gender and taking leave from work to have a baby may seem 
obvious. Given the current science in organ transplants and the like, men are biologically incapable of 
actually giving birth. However, some men do take time off from their careers for family leave when a 
baby is born. Approximately 8% of women practitioners in the sample indicated that they had taken 
time off from their careers in public relations to have a baby. Among men, less than 1% indicated 
taking family leave upon the occasion of a birth in the family. The relationship is statistically 
significant and generalizes to the population of all PRSA members at a 95% level of confidence, χ2 
(1, N = 443) = 8.41, p < .01. 
 As a corollary to hypothesis 5, hypothesis 6 states that women practitioners have longer mid-
career breaks from work than do men practitioners. This hypothesis was disconfirmed. Among all 
women in the sample, mid-career interruptions (time off from work) averaged 0.88 years. Among all 
men in the sample, mid-career interruptions averaged 1.14 years. The difference is not statistically 
significant, F (1, 432) = 0.91, p = .34. Further, the direction of the relationship in the sample was 
counter to the hypothesis. Men in the sample took off more time from work than did women (for 
whatever reasons), but the difference was not significant.  
 Hypothesis 7 states that women practitioners earn salaries equivalent to men practitioners, 
after controlling for professional experience and taking time out in mid-career to have a baby. As 
with hypothesis 4, this hypothesis was tested by removing the influence of professional experience 
and having a baby (a binary variable) from the relationship between gender and income. That is, 
adjusted incomes were tested between men and women, after removing the variance accounted for by 
years of professional experience and having a baby. For women practitioners in the sample, average 
adjusted incomes increased from $66,600 to $67,271, a $672 increase in average annual income. For 
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men practitioners in the sample, average adjusted annual incomes decreased from $93,494 to 
$92,001, a $1,493 decrease in average annual income. However, the $24,729 difference in adjusted 
income between men and women remains statistically significant, F (1, 286) = 13.56, p < .01. 
 Further, when the impact of having a baby is introduced as a single covariate, the impact on a 
woman's income is trivial. The adjusted income for women increased from $66,467 to $66,615, after 
the influence of having a baby in mid-career is controlled. For women public relations practitioners 
as a whole, the average "cost" or "penalty" of having a baby in mid-career is $148 annually. 
 
Discussion and Limitations 
 The present study provides compelling evidence that aggregate income differences between 
men and women practitioners in public relations cannot be accounted for by women taking mid-
career interruptions to bear and rear children. Although women practitioners were significantly more 
likely than men to take a mid-career break to have children, men also take mid-career breaks for other 
reasons, mostly to pursue education, both in our study and according to government data 
(Weismantle, 2001).  
 Furthermore, we caution that our finding regarding the $148 cost to women of interrupting 
their careers for childbirth should be interpreted against the context of reality. Although the penalty 
for the interruption itself is relatively minimal, this amount cannot account for the wide variety of 
other factors affecting women's economic well-being over the course of their careers. For example, 
women in public relations may find, after paying the $148 annual penalty to interrupt their careers for 
childbirth, that they have difficulty getting back into the field, that they return to lower status 
positions or organizations, that their opportunities for career advancement are limited due to 
increased family responsibilities, that the frequency and percentage of their salary increases decline 
due to misperceptions about their dedication to their jobs, that the financial costs of childcare 
outweigh the monetary gain of re-employment, or that the emotional costs of work-family balance are 
unjustified by their levels of job satisfaction. All of these risks add up financially, and they may cost 
women (and men) in other ways as well. 
 Indeed, this study did not address the impact of women leaving the public relations profession 
altogether when they have children. In survey after survey, women practitioners tend to be younger 
and to have fewer years of professional experience than men. Some of this can be accounted for by 
the shift of the practice from male majority to female majority.  But some of the differences in 
aggregate professional experience of men and women practitioners might be accounted for by the 
phenomenon of women leaving public relations to bear and raise children, and then never returning to 
our fast-paced, high-stress, demanding field. After all, scholars have studied gender issues in public 
relations for nearly three decades; shouldn't women have caught up to the men by now in terms of 
years of professional experience? Where is the critical mass of senior-level women in public 
relations? Are they just too busy to respond to academic surveys? Clearly, the present study raises yet 
more questions to be investigated in future research. 
Conclusions and Directions for Research 
 This study confirmed previous research showing that (1) men make more money than women 
in public relations, (2) that this income difference remains after professional experience is controlled, 
and (3) that this income difference is also present after controlling for the influence of having a baby. 
Further, we found that, contrary to our expectations, (4) men in the sample took longer breaks from 
the practice than did women, although the difference was not statistically significant. 
 The logic of the elaboration model dictates that we continue to seek those missing variables 
that can account for the income differences between men and women practitioners. Similarly, we are 
obligated to build a theoretical understanding as to the mechanisms that shape and influence income 
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differences. As indicated over a decade ago (Dozier & Broom, 1995), and confirmed in this study, 
women have fewer years of professional experience than men and professional experience is 
positively correlated with income. The present study shows that large income differences remain after 
differences in professional experience are controlled statistically. Indeed, the present study shows that 
the difference in professional experience between men and women practitioners is narrowing. This 
study provides evidence that a small number of women (7% in the present study) take mid-career 
breaks (year or more) to bear children. However, these time-outs from the practice do not account for 
the substantial differences in income between women and men.  
 For 25 years, the first author of this study has explored patterns of gender discrimination in 
public relations using quantitative methods. As noted in the methods section, gender discrimination is 
the variance in income between men and women that cannot be accounted for by other factors. In this 
study, men earned average annual salaries 41% greater than salaries earned by women. Gender 
discrimination is not the kind of information that can be measured directly (e.g., "When hiring and 
promoting public relations practitioners under your supervision, do you agree or disagree that men 
should be paid 41% more than women?"). Only carefully constructed laboratory experiments can 
ferret out mechanisms of gender discrimination using masking techniques to elicit revealing 
responses from subjects. For example, one technique is to provide identical resumes for evaluation by 
someone in a decision-making role. Under one test condition, the name on the resume is female. 
Under another test condition, the name on the resume is male. Dependent variable may include (1) 
the decision to interview or not interview the candidate and (2) make starting salary 
recommendations based on the resume. Under these laboratory conditions, where indeed everything 
else in the resume is equal except gender, one can isolate the causal relationship between perceived 
gender of a job applicant and income. 
 In the messy world of survey research, variables interact in complex ways. To date, no 
satisfactory rival theory has been posited to explain the differences in income between men and 
women practitioners. Gender discrimination remains the most compelling explanation. As each rival 
theory is unable to account for the disparity in incomes, the theory of gender discrimination becomes 
more plausible. 
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This paper examines public relations ethics and loyalty in Thailand and to what extent 
the PR practice corresponded to the Public Relations Society of Thailand’s Code of 
Professional Standards. Interviews conducted with Thai practitioners, journalists and 
mass communication educators revealed different views on how public relations 
practitioners place loyalty in their practice. 
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While direct-to-consumer advertising for pharmaceuticals began in 1985, spending 
increased dramatically in the US in 1997 following an FDA ruling to relax the rules 
governing mass media advertising for prescription drugs (Baukus, 2004). DCTA 
impacts not just pharmaceutical sales, but also public health. Roughly 80% of 
physicians have indicated that DCTA encourages patients to seek unnecessary 
treatment. Observational learning may be linked to DCTA through attention processes, 
resulting in a 99.2% positive retention rate of public respondents polled to see if they 
had recently seen a DTC advertisement for pharmaceuticals (Young, 2005). As DCTA 
for pharmaceuticals continues to increase, exposure to complex health-related 
information ensues. Many consumers lack the requisite health literacy skills necessary 
to make self-informed health decisions. This paper will serve to qualitatively evaluate 
the effects of direct to consumer advertising and provide a prescription for improved 
health literacy.  
 

Since the days of covered wagons, hucksters and charlatans have hawked medication directly to the 
consumer.  Hundreds of years later, with all the advances and scientific conquests made by man, this 
trend is on the upswing.  

Pharmaceutical companies have long been known and criticized for spending exorbitant 
amounts of money to peddle their wares to physicians’ offices.  Being a “drug rep” was, and 
continues to be, considered a dream job.  What staff is not thrilled to receive free catered lunches and 
large quantities of “sample” products?  However, this raises many questions and concerns about the 
effects of these sales tools on the cost of the ever rising prescription. 

More recently, an even more alarming trend has been seen in this business.   
While Direct-to-consumer advertising for pharmaceuticals began in 1985, spending increased 

dramatically in the US in 1997 following an FDA ruling to relax the rules governing mass media 
advertising for prescription drugs (Baukus, 2004). Defined as “any promotional effort by a 
pharmaceutical company to present prescription drug information to the general public through the 
lay media” (Bradley & Zito, 1997), such promotions abound. Findings from the literature indicate 
that DCTA drives sales of newer, more expensive products for relief of chronic conditions as well as 
for those with huge market potential (impotence, anxiety, arthritis). A mere 20 prescription drugs 
account for about 60% of the total industry spending on DCTA (Weissman et al, 2004). At a cost of 
$2.64 billion to the drug industry in 2002, up from nearly $800 million in 1996 before the FDA ruling 
was passed, the increased budget used toward mass media transmission via broadcast and cable 
television has a profound effect (Baukus, 2004).  

This leads back to the concern over the effects of DTCA on public health. Roughly 80% of 
physicians have indicated that DCTA encourages patients to seek unnecessary treatment. While one 
could expect that the Hippocratic Oath would dictate that unnecessary prescriptions remain 
unprescribed, this is not the case. In more than half the cases, physicians prescribe drugs to 
accommodate a patient request.  

Furthermore, despite the wealth of risk information delivered in DTC advertisements as per 
FDA guidelines, consumers perceive the quality of benefit to outweigh the risk information yielded 
(Rabin, 2004). A recent clinical research study in The American Journal of Medicine (Adair & 
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Holmgren, 2005) found that resident physicians with access to drug samples were less likely to 
prescribe unadvertised drugs, as well as a trend toward less use of inexpensive medications. Clearly, 
no one is immune to the power of marketing.  

In contrast to Canada, which prohibits DCTA, American patients were found to be twice as 
likely to request advertised drugs. This is undoubtedly linked to the fact that Americans who watch 
average amounts of television may be exposed to more than 30 hours of DTC drug advertisements 
each year, perhaps representing the most exposure – an exposure via the familiar and coveted 
medium of television – to other vehicles of health communication (Rabin 2004). Observational 
learning may be linked to DCTA through attentional processes, resulting in a 99.2% positive 
retention rate of public respondents polled to see if they had recently seen a DTC advertisement for 
pharmaceuticals (Young, 2005). Further, a study by Pfizer on drugs therapy compliance, which 
proves to be an issue, found that patients who asked a physician about an advertised medication were 
more than twice as likely to continue use (Young, 2002). So, perhaps DTC does not only pose issues 
with which to be concerned, but also bears positive results. In Europe, where DTC is prohibited, 
consumers consistently inform social researchers that they feel as if they have little access to “good” 
health care information. Accordingly, perhaps we should revise conversations of public health and 
public health communication to what constitutes “good” information, and is this “good” information 
truly possible via DTC in a capitalist-driven economy? 
 As communication professionals, we know that advertising and public relations must both sell 
a product, and motivate the public to engage. In this manner, DCTA for pharmaceuticals persuade 
interaction with health care professionals. Findings from Cline & Young (2004) suggest that DCTA 
contains content that can logically function to facilitate social cognitive processes by motivating 
consumers through the association of positive relational and medical outcomes – an effort 
accomplished with those visual cues permitted by television. As DCTA for pharmaceuticals 
continues to increase, exposure to complex health-related information ensues. Many consumers lack 
the requisite health literacy skills necessary to make self-informed health decisions; it is our hope that 
DCTA, physicians, and health communicators take this into account in the forum for critical 
discussion of DCTA in this manner. Accordingly, consumers can begin in recognize the promotional 
aspects of drug advertising and can more carefully evaluate the information disclosed in media 
campaigns. 
Research Question 

Drug companies are spending large sums of money to advertising prescription medication 
directly to the consumer through television, radio, and print advertising.  This poses more than mere 
financial questions. Are consumers being convinced that they need medications when they don’t?  
Are the right people getting the right message?  Are these commercials causing a generation of well-
informed consumers or a mass of hypochondriacs?  Do physicians over prescribe at the request of 
persistent patients? 
 We are attempting to conduct a qualitative evaluation to better understand the effects of direct 
to consumer advertising for prescription medications.  
 
Method 

To begin to answer some of these questions and pave the way for further study, the author 
plans to do in depth qualitative research with individuals in the following areas: physicians (both 
general and specialists), nurse practitioners, medical office staff, drug representatives and patients 
(some with chronic illness, others without).  These results will be compared with secondary research 
to develop a path for a deeper and larger study. 
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 Interviews with those in the medical arena will focus on perceived patient response to the 
advertising, comparing the response between ill and healthy patients and patients’ overall knowledge 
of health and the proper use for medication.  Drug representatives will discuss the philosophy behind 
the marketing, the budgets involved and the perceived benefit to the pharmaceutical industry.  
Patients will be questioned for their perception of the need for medication, their understanding of the 
purpose of various medications and their overall response to this form of advertising. 
 
Results 

Our subject pool of 20 respondents between the ages of 40 and 60 – professionals serving as 
clinicians of varied capacities unanimously stated that they held a negative opinion of direct to 
consumer advertising for prescription drugs. Terms such as “huge disservice” and “travesty” were 
noted in completed questionnaires. Only one respondent stated that the required side effect disclosure 
actually dissuades patients from accepting prescriptions issued by the dispensing physician.  
 Overwhelmingly, our findings are in line with our research inquiry – while DCTA could serve 
a public interest, its capitalistic motives serve to misguide consumers and pressure physicians to 
dispense unnecessary drugs. 
 
Discussion 

With prescription drugs becoming increasingly unaffordable to a large number of patients, the 
question looms large as to why drug companies are spending huge quantities of money to advertise to 
people that can not prescribe. The aforementioned cost of $2.64 billion to the drug industry in 2002 
for advertising has a dramatic effect on access to medications due to rising costs (Baukus, 2004). The 
fact that clinicians seem to be of one voice in the negative perception of this practice, makes it 
necessary to find out how the consumer views the situation.  How knowledgeable is the consumer of 
the cost of this advertising?  It also becomes important to discover whether the consumers, or 
patients, are aware of the clinicians’ negative feelings on the subject.  Are physicians merely 
placating the patient or are they attempting to educate them? Furthermore, how does the public view 
public health education? Communication theorist Jerome Barron’s canonical notion that free speech 
fails to exist in the face of expensive speech holds true where public health communication is guided 
by the budgetary permission of big business.  
 Patients believe the drug companies are educating them, but are they aware of the lack of 
complete understanding they possess? If Cline & Young (2004) are correct in their supposition that 
DCTA contains cues to facilitate social cognitive processes and motivate medical outcomes, the next 
logical step is to perform a qualitative analysis on levels of patient awareness. The author has planned 
a qualitative research treatment of patients - both those under specific medical treatment and those 
who are not - to gain an insight into the patients’ point of view.  It will be important to separate 
patients into two groups:  those with prescription insurance and those without prescription insurance.  
Short of a change in the law, only public opinion and outcry can have any affect on the current 
situation. 
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This research analyzed websites of 100 “best corporate citizens” for measures of 
organizational values and policies and public relations functions. Using hierarchical 
regressions, the authors found that companies with more public relations practitioners 
and with variation in public relations functions have more social responsibility 
programs that focus on broad social programs beyond those for employees, investors, 
and consumers. 
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This study of Black and Hispanic public relations practitioners highlights their 
experiences in the workplace, issues related to job satisfaction, and career 
advancement. Using a national survey of 132 practitioners and pre- and post-survey 
discussion groups, the study reveals dissatisfaction with the PR profession’s 
commitment to diversity, perceived discrimination, and significantly more 
multicultural practitioners working for women and minority owned or managed firms 
than for male or non-minority firms. 

 
Recently the public relations (PR) industry has paid increasing attention to workforce diversification, 
particularly trying to increase the number of Asian, Latino/Hispanic, African American/Black, and 
Native American (ALANA1) practitioners. This study aims to understand the experiences and 
perceptions of ALANA practitioners, particularly on the industry’s and PR employers’ commitment 
to diversity. 

 Diversity is crucial to the industry’s progress toward communications excellence (Sha & 
Ford, 2006; Pompper, 2004; Hon & Brunner, 2000; Dozier, L. Grunig, & J. Grunig, 1995; J. Grunig, 
1992).  Excellence occurs when women and minorities are supported particularly through a 
participative culture (Sha & Ford, 2006; Pompper, 2004; Hon & Brunner, 2000; Dozier, L. Grunig, & 
J. Grunig, 1995). Additionally, public relations scholars and diversity consultants say public relations 
should play a key role in encouraging all organizations to diversify especially since diverse 
employment will help organizations address problems from a variety of approaches (Sha & Ford, 
2006;  Pompper, 2004; Allegiant Media, 2003; L. Grunig, Toth, & Hon, 2000; Hon & Brunner, 2000; 
Kern-Foxworth, 1989a).  

 Diversity is defined as all differences that exist within people.  Herein we focus on racial and 
ethnic identity because one of the largest US population shifts centers on the growth of Hispanic and 
Black people.  The US Census Bureau states that from 2003 to 2004, the Hispanic population 
(regardless of race) grew four times faster than White non-Hispanics and Black non-Hispanics grew 2 
times faster than White non-Hispanics. Census Bureau projects that in 2050, Hispanics of any race 
will be 23% of the population, non-Hispanic Blacks will bet 16%, and non-Hispanic Whites will be 
53%. We focused this study on Hispanic/Latino and African American/Black professionals because 
they are the most populous multicultural groups in the profession. We recognize the need for more 
research with other diverse groups. 
Rationale 

 Although Black practitioners have been in the PR industry since the 1800s (Hill and Farrell, 
1988; Lilienthal, S., 1999; Tillery-Larkin, 1999), the ALANA PR practitioner population has 
remained small relative to the US multicultural population (Pompper, 2004; Grunig, Toth & Hon, 
2001; Hannon, 1997; Hill and Farrell, 1988, Hon, & Brunner, 2000; Kern-Foxworth, 1990; Tillery-
Larkin, 1999). The industry has tried to increase diversity by offering programs at Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities and other schools with high enrollments of ALANAs, establishing diversity 
committees in professional organizations, and starting affinity organizations such as the Black Public 
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Relations Society and the Hispanic Public Relations Association. Yet diversity recruitment and 
retention remains a challenge (Sha & Ford, 2006; Pompper, 2004; Hon & Brunner, 2000). 

The authors, who teach primarily ALANA students, agree these efforts have diversified the 
industry somewhat, but feel more is needed. However, to achieve significant changes in the 
industry’s racial/ethnic composition, greater understanding of ALANAs’ experiences and perceptions 
is necessary (Sha & Ford, 2006; Pompper, 2004; Hon & Brunner, 2000; Grunig, Toth & Hon, 2001).  

ALANA practitioners face many challenges: being pigeonholed in race-related projects, feeling 
they are victims of workplace racism, and relegation to slower tracks, menial tasks or entry-
level/technician roles (Pompper, 2004; Len-Rios, 2002; Hon, & Brunner, 2000; Kern-Foxworth, 
1989a; 1989bLen-Rios, 1998; Tillery-Larkin, 1999; Mallett, 1995; Wise, 1995; Diggs-Brown & 
Zaharna, 1995; Kern-Foxworth, Gandy, Hines & Miller, 1994; Zerbinos & Clanton, 1993; Ferreira, 
1993; Yamashita, 1992).  

Public relations scholars have addressed practitioner experiences primarily from qualitative 
approaches due to difficulty obtaining large ALANA samples (Pompper, 2004; Grunig, Toth & Hon, 
2001). Many studies focused on cities with large populations of Asian, Hispanic and African 
American practitioners (Pompper, 2004; Grunig, Toth & Hon, 2001). Existing quantitative studies 
have small ALANA samples ranging from 54 Black females (Kern-Foxworth, Gandy, Hines & 
Miller, 1994) to about 119 in the PRSA Diversity2 study to 364 in Tillery-Larkin’s (1999) national 
study of African Americans.  

Recently, PR professional organizations have begun studying diversity through quantitative 
measures, but those studies focus primarily on experiences and perceptions of Caucasian Americans 
who represent the majority of the practitioners and of ALANA practitioners who belong to 
professional societies (PRSA, 2003; PR Coalition, 2004). This study includes US practitioners 
regardless of their involvement in professional organizations.  

As Grunig, Toth and Hon (2001) explain, the strength of these diversity and PR studies is their 
theoretical foundation and application to theory. While this study does have statistical sampling 
issues, it also offers important qualitative feedback from participants to complement the quantitative 
data. This study builds on the theoretical framework used in previous research, in particular the 
concept of commitment to diversity (Hon & Brunner, 2000; Allegiant Media, 2002) and challenges of 
acquiescence (Pompper, 2004). Hon and Brunner (2000) summarized the commitment to diversity 
within public relations into Bhawuk and Triandis’s (1996) typology of emerging diversity: (1) 
AA/EEO (Affirmative Action/ Equal Employment Opportunity) only; (2) diversity awareness; (3) 
integrated diversity strategy.  Pompper (2004), in her investigation of African American women in 
PR and their contribution to symmetry within the practice, explained that these practitioners’ 
acquiescence can negatively affect excellence in public relations. In particular perceived 
discrimination can become a major hindrance to diversity. Pompper (2004, p. 292) said acquiescence 
manifests itself in “risk avoidance, malaise, acceptance of the status quo and cynicism.”   What she 
found in Black women might also be applied to the experiences and perceptions of other minority 
groups in PR, particularly Hispanics and Blacks of both genders. 

This study attempts to give insight into Hispanic and Black practitioners’ experiences and 
perceptions of the industry’s and their employers’ commitment to diversity.  Such insight would 
augment the PR body of knowledge regarding diversity.   

 
Conceptualization 

 The conceptualization of this study is framed in two theories: 1) commitment to diversity 
within public relations, and 2) the discrimination and acquiescence within public relations.  Although 
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the percentage of ALANA practitioners has grown in the PR industry since the early studies of 
ALANAs in the 1980s (Ford, 2005), the challenge to recruit and retain practitioners continues.   
Commitment to Diversity 

 In 2004 and 2005, the Public Relations Coalition comprised of 23 pubic relations professional 
associations found that half of PR practitioners surveyed were dissatisfied with the state of diversity 
in the industry (Coalition, 2005). The challenges that leaders in the PR industry indicate they face 
include networking, recruitment, organizational affiliations, outreach and procedures for 
advancement (Coalition, 2005, p. 4). 

This lack of satisfaction coincides with PRSA’s diversity initiative survey that said the majority 
of its respondents felt the industry was not committed to diversity.  This lack of commitment was 
found among PR professionals interviewed for Hon and Brunner (2000).  They found that most of the 
33 participants perceived diversity as a non-issue for their organizations and PR departments, as only 
mildly committed vis-a-vis AA/EEO, or diversity awareness. Participants did not feel diversity was a 
major commitment of the organization or department, and did not feel that diversity was part of the 
organizational culture.  In categorizing their respondents (Hon &Brunner, 2000) into Bhawuk and 
Triandis’s (1996) typology of emerging diversity, they found that many participants perceived 
diversity to be only an AA/EEO issue which incorporated more talk than action, a lack of real buy-in 
by the dominant coalition as a bottom-line and communication activity, forced assimilation by 
diverse employees, and questioning of diverse employee competence, merit and qualification. About 
76 percent of respondents in Coalition’s (2005) study say diversity issues are applied to recruitment 
policies.  

Those Hon & Brunner (2000) placed in the diversity awareness category were more committed 
to diversity beyond the law and focused more on understanding and appreciating others through 
training; yet fewer (54%) in the Coalition (2005) study say diversity issues are applied to mentoring 
and training.  

However, the integrated diversity strategy was the least used approach in Hon and Brunner 
(2000) which said diversity was a business imperative and incorporated a diverse top-down culture 
by directive of the CEO.   Likewise, 40 percent of organizations in the Coalition (2005) study did not 
have formal or published policies on diversity or programs to implement diversity.  Yet, half of the 
Coalition’s (2005) respondents have metrics in place to measure the implementation of diversity.   
Discrimination 

When diversity is not sincere or is perceived to be action oriented, then practitioners are more 
likely to expect discrimination and unfair treatment on their jobs.  Common problems in the public 
relations literature are pigeonholing, being held to a higher standard than white counterparts; being 
put on slower moving professional tracks than white counterparts; being relegated to more menial 
tasks; and feeling like outsiders in the workplace.  Such feelings often lead to practitioners’ 
acquiescence (Pompper, 2004).  Acquiescence is when the practitioner accepts, complies, or submits 
tacitly or passively to her condition and cannot make a full contribution to public relations. Pompper 
(2004, p. 292) described acquiescence as manifesting itself in “risk avoidance, malaise, acceptance of 
the status quo and cynicism.”  Pompper (2004) found that the Black female practitioners’ 
acquiescence was based on feelings of exclusion, treatment as tokens or race-representatives, being 
overlooked for promotions, under-compensated, voiceless or unheard by management, and 
unsupported by human resource and management officials.  
Job satisfaction 

 Pompper (2004) found that the Black females still attempted to contribute to the 
organizational practices and strived to move the organizations toward a two-way symmetrical model, 
and “expressed high satisfaction with their PR careers.”  Tillery-Larkin (1999) found in her study of 
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Black males and females they had moderately high job satisfaction, even though it was lower than 
national averages reported in other studies.  Little research has been done regarding Hispanic PR 
practitioners’ job satisfaction and experiences (Ferreira 1993, Len-Rios, 1998, 2002). 
Ownership 

One way practitioners deal with discrimination and satisfaction within the PR industry has been 
to start consultant practices, operate as solo practitioners or start their own agencies (Pompper, 2004).  
Tillery-Larkin (1999) found that the mode number of employees in her survey of Black PR 
practitioners was 1; meaning that the practitioners were operating their own or solo practices.  
Tillery-Larkin (1999) urged scholars to investigate this phenomenon. The Multicultural 
Communications Section of PRSA has developed two directories listing minority owned agencies 
(Hines, 2000) and the listing grew between 1994 and 2000.  Therefore the race or gender of the 
owner of the organization employing the Hispanic or Black practitioner may have an impact on their 
approach to diversity or their success in recruiting or retaining ALANA practitioners. 
Research Questions 

This study aimed to answer the following research questions: 
1. How committed to diversity do Hispanic and Black PR practitioners perceive the public 

relations industry to be? 
2. What barriers do Black and Hispanic PR practitioners perceive exist prohibiting the 

diversification of the public relations industry? 
3. To what extent have Hispanic and Black PR professionals perceive discrimination exists 

within the public relations industry? 
4. How do Hispanic and Black PR professionals perceive the diversity management within their 

current organizations/employers? 
5. To what extent are Black and Hispanic PR professionals satisfied with their current 

positions? 
6. What differences in experience of Hispanic and Black PR professions exist in relationship to 

ownership type? 
 

Research Design 
This study aims to analyze diversity in public relations quantitatively and qualitatively through 

a voluntary web-based survey and pre- and post-survey discussion groups. The pre-survey discussion 
group aims to understand practitioner experiences and perceptions and to refine the on-line 
questionnaire. The national web-based survey’s purpose is to obtain quantitative data on the 
perceptions and experiences of ALANAs and qualitative data on recommendations to improve 
industry’s and employers’ diversity efforts. Finally, the post-survey discussion group expands on the 
survey’s findings and obtains additional information on what practitioners have done, or might do, to 
handle or defuse some of the problems uncovered by the survey. After analyzing the quantitative data 
using SPSS, the research team analyzed the discussion group recordings and transcripts. They looked 
for key themes, similarities and differences among survey responses and discussion members’ 
comments. All of the results have been compiled and are presented as integrated findings. The 
Institutional Review Boards (Human Subject Review Boards) at both of the researchers’ universities 
approved the research design for this study.  This study was underwritten by RF Binder Public 
Relations. 
Pre-survey Discussion Group Method 

Participants were recruited to participate in the pre-survey discussion group through outreach to 
the Council of PR Firms, PRSA-New York Chapter, City College communications alumni and 
several professional contacts of the researchers. In August 2004, nine practitioners (eight female, one 
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male) participated in the pre-survey discussion. A PR agency leader moderated the group using a 
discussion guide prepared by the research team. The session was audio taped to assist with data 
analysis. 

Three of the participants were independent/solo practitioners and the other six worked at PR 
agencies. Most of the practitioners had corporate, non-profit or government experience in addition to 
agency/consulting work. They represented all professional levels. Three were Asian and six were 
Black, including three from the Caribbean. The Asian respondents were excluded from analysis and 
presentation in this report. 

The discussion group began with each practitioner completing a printed version of the survey, 
followed by a discussion of the survey questions’ strengths and weaknesses and the questions’ 
relevance to multicultural practitioner experiences and perceptions. Questionnaire responses are 
confidential, with only the DC-based researcher having access to them. The responses were analyzed 
for information only and were not included in the on-line survey report. The group’s comments about 
the survey were used to amend the on-line questionnaire and to gain insights into their experiences. 
Survey Method 

E-mail invitations were sent to U.S. PR practitioners who are non-Caucasian Americans to 
complete an anonymous web-based survey. Special outreach to encourage participation was made to 
the National Black Public Relations Society and its New York, Washington, DC, Chicago and 
Atlanta chapters; Hispanic Marketing Communication Association Miami Chapter; the Los Angeles 
chapter of the Hispanic Public Relations Society; Howard University alumni; faculty of the Black 
College Communications Association; and PRSA’s Multicultural Communication Section members. 
Email invitations were also sent to practitioners listed in the Directory of Multicultural Public 
Relations Professionals and Firms (Hines, 2000). Recipients were invited to forward the survey to 
non-member multicultural practitioners. The incentive for participating was a $1 donation to be given 
to their choice of organizations: PRSA’s Multicultural Affairs Scholarship, National Black Public 
Relations Society Scholarship, or the Hispanic Marketing Communication Association Scholarship.  

Between October 2004 and January 2005, 132 practitioners, both male and female, completed 
the study. Only practitioners who spend at least 50% of their time in public relations were allowed to 
complete the survey.  One possible weakness of this requirement was that some practitioners did not 
complete the survey even though others might have felt they met the standard. The researchers did 
not define public relations for the sample.  Of the initial respondents, 33% indicated that less than 
50% of their work time was spent doing public relations, and therefore, they were not permitted to 
take the entire survey. In hindsight, this condition was found to be too limiting. 

Despite these efforts, incentives and one extension of the on-line survey deadline, the sample 
size was smaller than desired. The pre- and post-survey discussion groups were designed to 
qualitatively supplement the quantitative results. Because the survey invitation was distributed 
through e-mail and allowed invited recipients to forward the invitation to other multicultural 
practitioners, it’s unknown how many individuals actually received the invitation. The researchers 
estimate that the sample represents about a 10% return rate. Of the 132, 88 respondents completed all 
or most of the survey.  

Blacks (African, Caribbean, African-American) were 75% of the 88 respondents; 22.7% were 
Hispanic and 1.1% were Asian.3  Asians were excluded from analysis. Ages ranged between 21 and 
69, and salaries ranged from under $20,000 to more than $100,000. About 30% were employed by 
PR agencies; 18% by corporations, 19% were independent consultants; 10% were employed by 
educational institutions; and 23% by non profits, associations or the government. About 39% were 
middle management; the remainder were entry level (27%), senior (29.5%) or didn’t report (4.5%). 
Survey Design 
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The survey was designed to provide feedback on multicultural PR practitioners’ experience in 
the workplace, to assess discrimination issues and the PR industry’s diversity initiatives, and to 
identify strengths and weaknesses of membership in race-neutral professional organizations, such as 
the Public Relations Society of America (PRSA), compared to racially-based membership groups, 
such as the Black Public Relations Society (BPRS) or the Hispanic Public Relations Society (HPRS). 
The survey also sought ideas from multicultural practitioners to help chart a plan of industry action to 
improve diversity. The web-based questionnaire contained 60 items. The survey was anonymous, and 
no names or company affiliations were collected.  
Post-Survey Discussion Group Method 

To augment survey findings, we convened a post-survey discussion group comprised of six 
multicultural PR practitioners at RF Binder Public Relations, New York, on March 17, 2005. The 
purpose was to get reactions to the survey findings, to gain insight into their workplace experiences, 
and to generate tangible actions that both industry leaders and practitioners can take to address key 
diversity issues. 

E-mail invitations were sent to multicultural PR practitioners in the New York area, who work 
for agencies, corporations, non-profits or government or as independent practitioners. The list 
comprised mid- and senior-level multicultural practitioners who are alumni of City College and 
Howard University, who are leaders in PR professional organizations, and who were referred by HR 
professionals at PR agencies. The confidential discussion was conducted by an independent leader 
and was recorded. The six discussion members were mid- and senior-level practitioners of 
Black/African American and Asian heritage. Asian comments were excluded from this study. A 
limitation of the qualitative portion of this study is the lack of Hispanic participants.  Some of the 
participants were from the Caribbean, but did not self-identify as Hispanic. Two were independent 
consultants, one owned his own agency, two worked for large agencies and one worked for a mid-
size minority-owned agency. Participants responded to statements derived from the survey responses 
to determine the validity of the survey findings; they were also asked to give recommendations 
regarding the findings. Comments have been anonymously incorporated into the findings. 

 
Findings 

1. Industry commitment to diversity: 
Respondents feel there is low PR industry commitment to diversity in recruitment and retention. 

The majority of the respondents (63%) feel that the PR industry is only mildly committed to taking 
actions in recruiting a more diverse workforce. Likewise, 61.6% say that the industry is only 
somewhat successful in recruiting a more diverse workforce; none say that the industry has done well 
in this initiative.    

Comments reflect the importance for the industry to diversify its workforce to address the 
changing demographics of the marketplace and opinion influencers.  One respondent observes, 
“Corporations and agencies need to lead the way in promoting healthy acceptance of diverse cultures.  
If they are charged with the task of influencing public opinion, it is important for them to conduct 
their affairs in a way that sets the tone and behavior for society.  Both corporations and agencies need 
to be more inclusive.” 

“Emerging markets of immigrants and people of color are the fasting growing markets in the 
world,” notes another respondent. “In the end, it’s all about business, but the indirect benefit is a 
better society.” Another respondent says: (Industry needs to) “understand the changing 
demographics, spending power and opinion/influence of diverse audiences. (They must) understand 
the value of diversity to the profession, and the business advantage of diversity to their 
businesses/agencies and clients.” 
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Respondents also address the PR industry’s need to consider how multicultural practitioners can 
bring non-traditional PR skills that benefit business.  A respondent comments, “The industry may 
need to go outside the box of specified skills to recruit someone who is not less talented, but perhaps 
has different experiences and/or skills than they were seeking. More than one type of person can be 
successful in a job.”   

Beyond recruiting, retaining diverse practitioners in the PR profession continues to be a 
challenge, according to respondents who say that the industry is only somewhat successful (58.6%) 
or not successful (35.6%) with retention.  Only 1.1% view the industry as very successful. As one 
respondent puts it, “Industry does an abominable job” (in retention). Practitioners stress the need for 
businesses to value their multicultural workforce at the outset by nurturing and cultivating 
multicultural practitioners, or as one practitioner put it “bending over backwards to help ensure it 
works out.”   
2. Perceived barriers to industry diversification: 

The survey reveals four reasons for barriers to more successful diversification. The top 
perceived barrier is lack of a persuasive recruitment campaign to attract multicultural audience to the 
profession (weight4 91). Second, recruiters don’t know how to find qualified multicultural candidates 
when jobs are available (weight 80).  Third, qualified candidates don’t know about opportunities in 
the profession (weight 78), and fourth, practitioners perceive workplace discrimination as a barrier to 
diversity (weight 58). 

Respondents address the industry’s need for more proactive multicultural outreach through 
educating young people about industry opportunities.  Says one respondent, “Many young minorities 
don’t know PR exists as an option. We know blue collar and the professions (law, medicine); nothing 
in between. I learned about it (PR) during a Home Economics career aptitude survey. Many people 
don’t have that opportunity. Reach out when they are young and recruit heavily at colleges with 
larger minority populations.”  

 Respondents stress the importance of cultivating senior multicultural practitioners as effective 
spokespeople to recruit a more diverse workforce.  A respondent says “(The PR industry needs to) 
have more diversity in senior management, look outside the company for candidates with diverse 
backgrounds, including small, niche agencies with strong diverse leaders or solo practitioners, and 
convince them to join management.”  
3. Perceived industry discrimination: 

Both the survey respondents and the discussion participants report that workplace challenges for 
multicultural practitioners are formidable: being held to a higher standard than white counterparts; 
being put on slower moving professional tracks than white counterparts; being relegated to more 
menial tasks; and feeling like outsiders. 

Significantly, 62% of respondents say that multicultural practitioners believe they must be more 
qualified for PR positions than Caucasian Americans.   

Almost two thirds of respondents (60.5%) perceive multicultural practitioners are put on a slow 
track in their jobs frequently or often.  Discussion members agree that while multicultural 
practitioners are not always sure they are put on a slower track as a result of their ethnicity, they are 
reluctant to even raise the possibility of it happening with their employers.  One professional 
comments, “If there’s no one else who looks like you, how can you recognize if you’ve been put on a 
slow track (compared to a white practitioner)?  Unless you live it, it’s hard to recognize this is a 
problem.”  Says another, “Multicultural practitioners don’t want to wear their race on their sleeve and 
can be seen as overly sensitive to race issues.”  

Likewise, 56.3% of the respondents say that frequently or often multicultural practitioners are 
relegated to more menial tasks.  Both the pre- and post-survey discussion findings support these 
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outcomes. Discussion respondents perceive if junior multicultural practitioners strongly assert 
themselves to move ahead, they are negatively perceived as being too aggressive, more so than when 
white counterparts take the same proactive stance.  “You can’t steamroll your way up, or you’ll be 
shown the door,” says one. 

Few perceive discrimination concerning work assignments.  The issue of pigeonholing, 
assigning multicultural practitioners to projects specifically related to multicultural audiences does 
not seem to be a major impediment to diversity initiatives.  The majority do not report being 
pigeonholed into doing race-related projects (70%). About one third (30%) feel they are relegated to 
ethnic-related assignments, and are pigeonholed.  Notes one discussion group participant, “Agencies 
need to allow non-white minorities the opportunity to mange accounts that aren’t multicultural.” Says 
one practitioner, “I was brought in as a freelancer to work on a black account, because there were no 
black people employed at my agency.”  Two-thirds (67%) of those surveyed are working on projects 
receiving a lot of external attention, regardless of whether the work focuses on a mainstream or an 
ethnic audience. Nearly half of respondents (48%) indicate they are just as likely to be given 
mainstream projects as ethnic related projects. 
4. Perceived diversity management at current organizations/employers: 

Survey participants are more positive in describing their own employers’ efforts in recruiting a 
more diverse workforce over the industry in general. 55% feel their employers have had success or 
great success recruiting more diverse employees, and 57% think their organizations have had great 
success retaining a diverse workforce.  There is no significant difference in attitudes toward 
recruitment and retention between types of organizations (firms or corporations). 

Although findings indicate that practitioners feel somewhat positive about their employer’s 
multicultural recruitment efforts and no significant difference between agencies and client-side 
practices, the post-survey discussion was far more negative about PR agencies’ recruitment and 
retention. Says one practitioner, “From an agency perspective, while the (PR) industry is somewhat 
successful, agencies have not done a good job recruiting and it seems to getting worse. HR people 
claim, ‘We can’t find the talent.’” Another comments: “Agencies should be embarrassed. I’m the 
only multicultural senior practitioner in my (major) agency.” 
 Respondents have much to say about the need for agencies to nurture and cultivate a 
welcoming environment for multicultural practitioners. One respondent comments, “When junior 
multicultural practitioners join an organization, they do not feel like a member of ‘the club.’  Making 
practitioners feel included is the kind of thing that often falls by the wayside, unless businesses make 
it a priority.”  

Another states, “Businesses must first value the multicultural employees they have and view 
them as an important partner in their agency’s success.”  Respondents emphasized that diversity 
initiatives do not mean affirmative action, but stressed the need to treat people with respect and make 
diversity something beyond just getting the necessary numbers to appear committed to diverse staff 
pools. 

The discussion group agreed that Affirmative Action and Training programs may not always be 
successful without the recognition of root problems.  “Businesses have to genuinely and sincerely 
reach out to people of color by identifying those with potential and place them in situations where 
they will get the guidance and opportunity to make a difference,” says one senior male practitioner. 
“Based on my experience, you would think that mentoring for people of color is a foreign concept. 
No one seems to recall the ‘old boy’ network, where individuals were taken under the wing of a 
successful experienced person and groomed for greater responsibilities. In my more than 30 years in 
the business, it has been sink or swim. I can’t even count the number of times comments have been 
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made assuming that I got some unfair break through a ‘training program’ when I earned my position 
by experience and merit.” 

Participants felt strongly that organizations need systems in place to be successful at retention. 
“A lot of agencies don’t make sure there’s progression and promotion in someone’s career after they 
are hired. Practitioners must be nurtured through the process. Likewise, respondents felt the need for 
chief diversity officers to supervise the diversity efforts and not just offer training workshops in a 
vacuum. “Diversity workshops that everyone has to attend are generally not taken seriously. 
Someone must mind the store’s focus on diversity,” recommends one discussion group respondent. 
5. Satisfaction with current positions: 

Survey results indicate that job satisfaction for Black and Latino professionals is lower than for 
general PR practitioners, with only 45.8% of the respondents feeling satisfied or very satisfied with 
their jobs. Black practitioners’ level of job satisfaction is lower than levels reported in Tillery-
Larkin’s 1999 study of African American practitioners, although the difference is not statistically 
significant.   

Hispanic practitioners experience significantly lower levels of job satisfaction than Blacks. On a 
scale of 1 (strong disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), the overall Job Satisfaction mean was 3.3 (sd=1.20); 
Hispanic’s mean was 2.67 (sd=.84) and Black’s mean was 3.47 (sd=1.00), which suggests a 
significant difference between Blacks and Hispanics job satisfaction (t=2.62; p<.05). 
6. Differences in relation to firm ownership: 

 Importantly, findings show that women-owned / managed firms have a significantly greater 
commitment to and success in multicultural retention, compared to their male counterparts.  
Respondents noted that in female-owned businesses, about 75% of employees were multicultural, 
compared to 34% in male-owned agencies. 

Likewise, minority-owned /managed agencies reported 88% of employees as multicultural, 
compared to 24% multicultural in Caucasian owned / managed firms.   

 
Discussion 

Implications for Theory  
This study contributes to the body of knowledge by fusing the study of diversity commitment 

with Hispanic and Black practitioners’ perceptions and experiences, building a stronger theoretical 
base.  It also supports the Bhawuk and Triandis’s (1996) emerging diversity typology (Hon and 
Brunner, 2000), ethnic solidarity/ acquiescence paradox (Pompper, 2004) by investigating Hispanic 
and Black practitioners. 

In analyzing Hispanic and Black perceptions of diversity commitment, the PR industry agrees 
that it is still in the emerging stages of diversity, particularly one that focuses on diversity as an 
AA/EEO issue with more talk than action.  Until substantive change occurs, the appearance of 
diversity could backfire and actually impede diversity efforts which could impede an organization 
from achieving excellence in communication management because it is not supporting its women and 
minority groups. 

Secondly, this study found that Black and Hispanic practitioners believe they can contribute 
meaningfully to organizations.  Pompper (2004, p.289) called this unique contribution “a special 
brand of two-way symmetry: pioneer, educator, mentor and agenda-builder.”  Study participants, 
particularly in the pre- and post-survey discussions reiterated these symmetrical roles of pioneer 
(being the first or one of the few ALANAs within organizations), the educator (serving as a cultural 
interpreter), the mentor (assisting other ALANAs in the field), and the agenda builder (making a 
difference on issues).  Such new symmetrical roles equate to an ethnic solidarity allowing the diverse 
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practitioner to bring skills in relationship building, community outreach, communication and dual 
consciousness to assist an organization in its PR activities (Pompper, 2004). 

Like Pompper (2004) found, a paradox exists in the Hispanic and Black practitioners in this 
study trying to fulfill those symmetrical roles that incorporate an ethnic solidarity worldview.  The 
study’s Hispanic and Black practitioners also perceived themselves to be held to a higher standard 
than white counterparts, put on slower professional tracks than white counterparts, relegated to more 
menial tasks, and treated like outsiders.  These perceptions lead to the acquiescence of the 
practitioner. 

Study participants offered suggestions in both the open-ended section of the survey and in the 
discussions.  The desire to continue in the mentor, educator and agenda setter roles was present to 
encourage more ALANAs to enter and stay in the PR industry.  The suggestions echo the descriptions 
Hon and Brunner (2000) suggest moving organizations through the emerging diversity typology to an 
integrated diversity strategy. That includes strategic outreach, support, mentoring and systematic 
diversity programs. 
Industry Implications 

Our findings indicate that the PR industry falls short in its multicultural diversity initiatives in 
areas of recruitment and retention. While 45.8 % of respondents express a high level of job 
satisfaction, this is below the average of mainstream practitioners. Overall job satisfaction has 
declined among Black practitioners from their 1999 levels as compared in Tillery-Larkin’s 1999 
study. Results show that the PR industry must respond more aggressively to diversity issues on 
several levels. Diversity efforts lie primarily with hiring organizations. A clear commitment is needed 
to make diversity a major objective that can be monitored and measured for both recruitment and 
retention efforts.  HR departments are an integral part of this process, working with senior 
management to expand efforts to hire and retain more diverse practitioners.  PR needs to be part of an 
organization’s diversity effort through website development, outreach, philanthropy, executive 
speeches and media outreach (Allegiant Media, 2003; Sha & Ford, 2006) 

The agencies and organizations must make diversity recruitment a priority (Allegiant Media, 
2003; Ford, 2004a, 2004b, 2004c; Ford, 2005; PRSA, 2003; PR Coalition, 2004).  While survey 
respondents strongly advocate against setting quotas to recruit multicultural professionals, qualified 
and competitive multicultural practitioners are available. HR professionals must make a special effort 
to find multicultural practitioners through new outreach initiatives beyond traditional approaches 
(Allegiant Media, 2003; Ford, 2004a, 2004c; Ford, 2005; PRSA, 2003; PR Coalition, 2004; Sha & 
Ford, 2006). Respondents stressed the need for high standards, but urged the industry to aggressively 
recruit from multicultural venues such as HBCU’s (Ford, 2004b).  

Further, findings demonstrate the need to enhance recruitment efforts by having more 
multicultural practitioners at the middle and upper management levels to do outreach (Allegiant 
Media, 2003; PRSA, 2003; PR Coalition, 2004).  Entry-level employees don’t have the credibility 
that senior management does, especially when recruiting the best and brightest.  The industry needs 
to demonstrate there are competitive opportunities for multicultural practitioners to advance.  

One of the most pervasive concerns in both the survey and the discussions is the perceived poor 
treatment of multicultural practitioners in terms of career advancement and the experience of not 
being fairly treated.  Survey respondents and discussion participants stressed the need for a work 
environment that is both tolerant and supportive of diversity (Ford, 200d).  Multicultural practitioners 
will not automatically “fit in,” and may require mentoring at all levels (Allegiant Media, 2003; PR 
Coalition, 2004).  In fact, survey and discussion feedback stressed the importance of appreciating and 
nurturing all PR practitioners, regardless of ethnicity, to help them advance (Allegiant Media, 2003; 
Ford, 2004c; PRSA, 2003; PR Coalition, 2004). And while many white practitioners may think they 
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are treating their multicultural employees respectfully and fairly, results indicate that most 
multicultural practitioners do not experience their workplace as supportive and rewarding of their 
contributions. 

Multicultural practitioners also stressed the need for significant effort to be devoted to retention 
of practitioners at the senior level (Ford, 2004c). Organizations should not assume that mid- and 
senior-level PR practitioners with years of success feel they are on an equal footing their white 
counterparts.   They, too, may benefit from mentoring and guidance in moving up the corporate 
ladder. 

The findings seem to indicate the need to create HR-led initiatives that educate all practitioners 
in an organization – junior account executives to senior staff – about fostering good working 
relationships (Allegiant Media, 2003; Ford, 2004d).  Such programs will help address the perceived 
subtle and overt racism that still exists in the industry. Many of these problems stem from a lack of 
managerial and interpersonal skills.  Without formalized programs, it appears that diversity issues 
will continue to be a challenge for the industry (Allegiant Media, 2003; Ford, 2004d). 

One of the greatest challenges that multicultural practitioners face is relegation to menial tasks 
or what they perceive as being put on a slow track. This is compounded by the practitioners’ 
uncertainty about this since they lack role models to help determine if their perception is correct and 
they feel uncomfortable going to management. This  indicates a need for management sensitivity to 
how multicultural practitioners are tracked (versus their Caucasian counterparts) to ensure there is no 
discrimination. 

Visibility is key to helping practitioners feel they are not being treated like second-class 
citizens. While many practitioners work on projects that receive significant external attention, 
pigeonholing multicultural practitioners to ethnic related assignments is still present, though not 
pervasive. It is important for management to be sensitized to assign multicultural practitioners to play 
integral roles for mainstream clients and not be relegated to more menial tasks. 
Implications for multicultural practitioners 

Findings indicate that the success of diversity initiatives do not lie only with industry 
management.  Our feedback highlighted the need for multicultural practitioners to take a proactive 
role and to hold themselves to a high level of professionalism in their interpersonal interactions, 
attitude and quality of work. Respondents encouraged practitioners to seek out support either within 
an organization or through outside professional contacts (Pompper, 2004). 

Among the most important findings was the need for multicultural practitioners to visibly and 
consistently demonstrate their value to the company through their professionalism and productivity.  
Respondents constantly stressed the importance of not wearing “their race on their sleeve” and being 
“overly sensitive to race issues” (Pompper, 2004).  However, they noted that there was concern about 
being perceived as “too aggressive” by management (Pompper, 2004).  Respondents stressed the 
need to find mentors or role models within their company to whom they could turn for advice and to 
gauge how to measure the best career path (Allegiant Media, 2003; Pompper, 2004). 
Implications for future research 

There are four areas that warrant further inquiry to build on this research effort. 
1. What are best practices in promoting diversity? A study that looks at successful diversity 

programs and analyzes their benefits would be of great value in guiding the industry on this issue.   
The study should examine both PR agencies and organizations with PR programs to address what 
works and what does not. 

2.  To what extent are multicultural experiences on entering the profession and promotion tracks 
different from mainstream experiences?   While survey respondents reported feeling they were put on 
slow tracks and passed over for promotions, it would be useful to understand if this perception differs 
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from white practitioners at the same level.  Measurements might include a comparison of knowledge 
of industry opportunities, how they feel about their professional track, if they feel they are being 
treated as an insiders or “part of the club,” and whether they have a mentor and benefit from this, or 
not. 

3) What attributes and practices make women-owned firms more successful in promoting 
diversity?   Since our survey indicates that women and minority-owned firms are significantly likelier 
to employ multicultural practitioners, it would be valuable to study their practices and measure their 
success in achieving greater diversity. 

 4)  Why is job satisfaction lower for Hispanic practitioners than for Black practitioners? While 
our survey revealed that Black practitioners faired better than Hispanic practitioners, there is a need 
to understand the reasons behind this finding and to understand the factors that could attribute for this 
discrepancy, such as language barriers. 

 
Endnotes 

1.  The term ALANA was coined by Marilyn Kern-Foxworth, as a means of combining the most populous 
racial/ethnic minority groups in the US. 

 2.  In PRSA’s Diversity study, race and ethnicity were asked in two separate questions. Approximately 84 
respondents identified themselves as African American or Black and in a separate question about 72 
respondents identified themselves as Hispanic, Latino or Spanish origin. From the research report provided 
by Equation Research, it is unclear what racial identity the Hispanic respondents were. 

3.  Although members of the Asian American Advertising and Public Relations Alliance were asked to 
participate, the organization’s president forewarned the two researchers that few were likely to participate 
because they are over surveyed and do not have the time to complete such items. Unfortunately, this was 
correct. 

4.  The weights represent an aggregation of all respondents’ rank ordering of the barriers. 
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One Crisis, Many Voices Crisis Communication and the Rhetorical Arena 
Finn Frandsen & Winni Johansen 

Aarhus School of Business, Denmark 
ff@asb.dk 

 
 

This study aims to give a critical review of two of the most important contributions to 
the study of crisis communication, that is: Benoit’s theory of crisis communication as 
image restoration discourse, and Timothy Coombs’ theory of crisis communication as 
relationship management.   We also present a new model for crisis communication 
labeled the rhetorical arena.  
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Crisis Management Best Practices: 
A Content Analysis of Written Crisis Management Plans 

Barbara S. Gainey 
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This study, through a content analysis of written crisis management plans and 
accompanying survey research, seeks to establish a best-practice framework for 
meaningful evaluation of written crisis management plans in educational 
organizations. This research will propose additional ways to improve the crisis-ready 
status of public school districts, with implications for other organizations. 
 

The body of literature and research on crisis management, while expanding, has been limited and 
primarily focused on the for-profit business sector. Educational institutions, particularly kindergarten 
through twelfth-grade public schools, are affected by a broad range of crises, from the more common 
inclement weather crisis to the more high-profile crises of Columbine or educating students in the 
shadow of the terrorist-targeted World Trade Center. Because schools are public institutions serving 
local communities and their youngest—and arguably most vulnerable—citizens, and because public 
schools are democratic institutions charged with promoting the principles of a free, democratic 
society, public school districts are an appropriate focus for further crisis management research.  

In a recent research project, crisis management in one state’s public school districts was 
studied. The research focused on crisis management preparation in South Carolina school districts 
and the extent to which these districts are “crisis-ready” organizations. “Crisis-ready” was defined as 
being prepared to respond to crises through (1) development and implementation of formal crisis 
management plans, (2) plans for two-way communication that build relationships with internal and 
external stakeholders, and (3) strategies for providing effective leadership within the culture of the 
school community. Crisis management plans, communication with key stakeholders, and cultural 
leadership—the new three Cs—were defined as essential components for organizations to be 
considered “crisis-ready” organizations. This research contributed to the body of crisis management 
knowledge by expanding research into the public sector. 

A natural next step would be to conduct a content analysis of public school district written 
crisis management plans and, through accompanying survey research, to examine the way these plans 
are used in their respective organizations. This research could shed additional light on ways to 
improve the crisis-ready status of public school districts, with implications for other organizations.  

Crisis management elements cited in the literature resolve around key components: crisis 
prevention and preparation steps, formal crisis management plans, crisis management teams, actions 
during a crisis, media relations, communication with key publics (internal and external), and post-
crisis activities such as evaluation. If school districts, or any other organizations, are to be considered 
crisis-ready, they must address basic crisis management elements. This research will develop a 
comprehensive framework of (1) basic crisis management components and (2) crisis categories 
(natural disasters, structural/physical problems, environmental hazards, and human situations such as 
shootings or hostage situation) that should be present in formal crisis management planning.  
 The first phase of this ongoing research will center on the literature review, developing a 
framework of pre-crisis, crisis, and post-crisis activities.  
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Crisis Management Review 
The discipline or practice of crisis management (Rudolph, 1986; Burnett, 1998) has been 

making headlines for slightly more than 20 years, with Johnson & Johnson’s handling of the first 
Tylenol-related crisis marking its 20th anniversary in 2002. While Johnson & Johnson, like most other 
corporations at the time, had no formal crisis management plan in place in 1982, the well-
documented crisis clearly pointed to the need for such planning.  

A review of crisis management literature points to a continuing need for formal crisis 
planning. In 1985, Business Week reported that “most companies are abysmally prepared for 
crisis…Even at companies that boast a plan, ‘it often boils down to the CEO telling his PR 
department to be ready for dealing with it,’” according to Gerald J. Voros, Ketchum 
Communications, Inc., president (Business Week, 1985, p. 74-76). Since 1982, corporate crises have 
involved defective products or product tampering, environmental crises, terrorism, workplace 
violence, or other crises that threatened a corporation's reputation or future. In some cases, 
organizations have been responsive, but many organizations have found they were ill prepared. In a 
study by Fink (1986), 89 percent of the chief executive officers of Fortune 500 companies reported 
that a business crisis was almost inevitable; however, 50 percent responded that they did not have a 
crisis management plan. Even so, 97 percent felt either very confident or somewhat confident that 
they could respond adequately to a crisis (Fink, 1986). According to a 1986 Time magazine article, 
“Despite the new popularity of crisis management, executives who are fully ready to respond to 
emergencies are still in the minority. When a disaster unfolds, many corporate chiefs shake their 
heads and refuse to acknowledge the gravity of the problem” (Rudolph, 1986, p. 2). A 1994 study by 
Tiller found that fewer than 60 percent of the Fortune 1,000 industrial and 500 service companies had 
operational crisis management plans (Gonzalez-Herrero and Pratt, 1996). A public relations 
professional’s job may be even more difficult if the crisis is not at the “full-blown crisis” stage yet; 
“It’s often hard to convince top management to mobilize resources to combat the crisis while it is still 
emerging,” according to Reinhardt (1987, pp.43-44). 

“The familiar reactive ‘try-and-fail’ method, the ‘muddling-through’ strategy, is ill suited to 
the present situation,” according to Pauchant and Mitroff (1992, p. 32). “Considering the dangerous 
technologies used nowadays, industrial disasters now have global impacts…We can no longer afford 
to muddle through. We need to become proactive and anticipate as thoroughly as possible the lessons 
for the future.” According to one study, the majority of costs associated with a crisis are not the initial 
costs of creating a plan or even legal or judgment costs but rather market costs—the cost of lost 
sales—and market share (Stocker, 1997).  

The crisis management field has developed, at least in part according to Reinhardt, in 
response to the growth of electronic media as a primary news source, the increasing media savvy of 
special-interest groups, and the rapid rise in instantaneous global communication (1987). In other 
words, crisis management for some organizations has been a reactive or defensive response to the 
potential for a local crisis to “go national” quickly through the electronic media. 

High profile cases may have provided the impetus for crisis planning in corporate America. 
As Caponigro has observed, “This is a new way of thinking in business” (2000, p. xiii). Crisis 
planning is also a new way of thinking for educators. The crisis at Columbine High School 
demonstrated to public educators the need for formal crisis planning in the public sector. Public 
schools were not insulated or immune to crisis situations. According to Karen H. Kleinz, associate 
director of the National School Public Relations Association, “Educators took their crisis plans off 
the shelf, dusted them off and reviewed their procedures” in response to school shootings that 
culminated with the Columbine tragedy, which “shook us all to the core, and seems to have at lat 
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galvanized the nation into serious action” and community discussion and engagement about youth 
violence and other related social issues (Kleinz, 1999, p. 28). 

As Columbine High School motivated educators to plan for the unthinkable, the events of 
September 11, 2001, drove home the need for crisis planning for corporate America. According to a 
CEO reputation survey by PR Week/Burson-Marsteller, 21 percent of 194 CEO respondents said they 
had no crisis plan in place on 9/11. In the aftermath, however, 63 percent said they started to address 
crisis planning (Schoenberg, 2005). However, other studies have found that more progress is needed. 
According to a study by the International Profit Associates Small Business Research Board, 79 
percent of American small businesses indicate they do not have a disaster-recovery plan in place (The 
Central New York Business Journal, 2005). The American Management Association study in August 
and September of 2005 found that, while more than half of the United States companies surveyed had 
crisis management plans, the percentage with crisis plans had dropped from 64 percent in 2003 to 60 
percent in 2005. Those with crisis plans are also addressing different concerns. In 2005, the greatest 
concerns were natural disasters (77%), technology system failures (73%), industrial accidents (65%), 
risks from crime (31%), terrorism (46%), and major fraud (18%). The AMA study also found that 56 
percent of respondents said their organization had designated a crisis management team and that 50 
percent had conducted crisis simulations. Thirty-eight percent of AMA respondents had provided 
crisis management training for key personnel (“AMA 2005 Crisis Management & Security Issues 
Survey”).  

Other organizations are evaluating if their crisis plans cover enough possible scenarios. For 
example, according to one report, spokepersons for a half dozen multinational firms could not locate 
any specific plans for responding to major flu outbreaks or the avian flu, although some said such 
illnesses would be covered under their general crisis plan (Brickey, 2005). According to the head of 
two firms in Ohio, “Unfortunately that’s symptomatic of business today. There are so many demands 
and so little time, so we’re not able to do as much forward planning as we need to” (Brickey, 2005). 
Dana Corp. indicated that it is adding avian flu provisions to its crisis plan, including possible travel 
restrictions, changes in meeting sites and employee education programs; other companies are adding 
telecommuting options, requiring passports updates in case of evacuations, and stocking respiratory 
masks for employees and guests in Asian facilities (Brickey, 2005). Another study notes that while 
progress is being made in the area of health emergency preparedness, the nation is still not ready to 
respond to a major health crisis. The report, “Ready or Not? Protecting the Public’s Health from 
Disease, Disasters, and Bioterrorism,” by the nonprofit Trust for America’s Health, says not enough 
has been done to plan for serving extra patients by using nonhealth care facilities such as community 
centers, to encourage health care workers to report for work during a major infectious disease 
outbreak, and to ensure adequate funding and resources to respond to health crises effectively 
(American Journal of Health-System Pharmacy, 2006). 
 
Crisis Management Defined 

Numerous definitions of a crisis have been offered by researchers. A crisis has been defined 
as an event that, at a minimum, is a threat or challenge to an organization's legitimacy or image 
(Coombs and Holladay, 1996) or has the potential for endangering an organization’s reputation, 
future profitability, and even its survival (Lerbinger, 1997).  Weick (1988, p. 305) defines crises as 
"characterized by low probability/high consequence events that threaten the most fundamental goals 
of an organization." Pauchant and Mitroff define a crisis as "a disruption that physically affects a 
system as a whole and threatens its basic assumptions, its subjective sense of self, its existential core" 
(1992, p. 15). Silva and McGann (1995) describe a crisis as a violation of vision, a disruption in the 
ability to accomplish one's mission, and an event that affects values and has the long-term potential 
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for damage to the organization and its relationships. Fearn-Banks describes a crisis as a major 
occurrence with a potentially negative outcome that may affect an organization and its publics, 
products, services and reputation (1996). Crises may "permanently redefine an organization in a new 
and unexpected light," changing an organization's culture and business (Murphy, 1996). Crises are 
often unpredictable but not expected; crises have the potential to disrupt or affect the entire 
organization (Coombs, 1999). 

Crisis management, on the other hand, proposes strategies for preparing for and handling 
crisis events. Crisis management, according to Stocker (1997, p. 189), is “the preparation and 
application of strategies and tactics that can prevent or modify the impact of major events on the 
company or organization.” Kreps defines crisis management as “the use of public relations to 
minimize harm to the organization in emergency situations that could cause the organization 
irreparable damage (1986, p. 247). Coombs says crisis management “seeks to prevent or lessen the 
negative outcomes of a crisis and thereby protect the organization, stakeholders, and/or industry from 
damage” (1999, p. 4). Fearn-Banks says crisis management is the strategic planning process that 
removes some of the risk and uncertainty from the crisis, allowing the organization greater control of 
its destiny (1996). Crisis communication, according to Fearn-Banks, is the communication that 
occurs between the organization and its publics before, during, and after the crisis. According to 
Stocker (1997), the evolution of crisis management parallels the rise in the practice of public 
relations. The three objectives of crisis management, Stocker says, are to prevent a crisis when 
possible, to modify the negative effects of a crisis on an organization and to, through its behavior, 
provide a platform for the organization's future. “Effective crisis management is a process, not an 
event,” according to Caponigro. “It is an ongoing, systematic, and disciplined process that a business 
should follow to help identify vulnerabilities, prevent crises from occurring, plan for those most 
likely to occur, communicate effectively during and after a crisis, monitor and evaluate the situation, 
and make adjustments as necessary” (2000, p. 29). 

Crisis management history offers lessons for public education. Johnson & Johnson, its 
chairman James Burke, and the company’s corporate culture are generally credited with providing 
one of the best—and earliest—handlings of corporate crises in history (Benson, 1988; Fink, 1986; 
Small, 1991; Fearn-Banks, 1996). Seven people in the Chicago area died in 1982 after unwittingly 
taking Extra-Strength Tylenol capsules that had been laced with cyanide; even though Johnson & 
Johnson was a victim of unanticipated product sabotage, the company was faced with a crisis that 
threatened the future of the Tylenol brand (Fink, 1986).  Although the company did not have a 
formal, written crisis management plan in 1982, it 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).  Johnson & Johnson was well 
served by the following: 

• The company had an established reputation of dealing fairly and honestly with the media. The 
company practiced full and swift disclosure of information during the crisis (Kaufmann, 
Kesner, Hazen, 1994). 

• Burke and his company were perceived as sincere and compassionate. 
• The public relations department was an important part of the crisis response team (Fink, 1986; 

Small, 1991; Fearn-Banks, 1996). 
When the company was confronted by poisoned capsules again in 1986, Johnson & Johnson 
responded quickly to cease production of Tylenol capsules and replace them with a new product, 
Tylenol caplets. Again, the company received high marks for its crisis response (Seitel, 2001).  
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 The important roles played by 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 examples that have implications for crisis management in public 
schools. 
 Other companies have not always fared as well in times of crisis. Exxon spent more than two 
billion dollars in clean-up fees alone after the Exxon Valdez accident released almost 11 million 
gallons of oil along Prince William Sound, Alaska, on March 24, 1989, and yet it is perceived as 
having been unsuccessful in salvaging its public image and reputation in the face of the 
environmental disaster (Small, 1991; Harrison and Prugh, 1989). Exxon was criticized for corporate 
arrogance and being slow to demonstrate concern and accept responsibility for the accident 
(Lukaszewski, 1993). Exxon Chairman Lawrence Rawl was perceived as unable to view the situation 
from the media’s and public’s perspectives; the corporate culture was unable to overcome the 
“personal culture” of its leader (Small, 1991). Exxon suffered by not taking charge of the news flow 
and not providing a credible and empathetic chief executive officer as spokesperson (Lukaszewski, 
1993, Harrison and Prugh, 1998).  Other steps that would have been advisable for Exxon include 
having a healthy relationship with the media prior to the crisis, a crisis management team, a crisis 
audit, crisis training, and forums to receive internal feedback (Williams and Olaniran, 1994). This 
crisis demonstrates that public perception of how an organization is handling a crisis may matter 
more than the facts, and that a rapid “apology-fact-action plan” should be initiated to help gain public 
support in a crisis (Lukaszewski, 1993, p. 208). 
 According to Small (1991, pp. 22-24), a number of lessons can be learned from the Exxon 
Valdez crisis. These lessons are as relevant to public school districts as they are to the corporate 
sector. 

• Show candor and repentance. 
• Move quickly when a crisis hits. 
• Prepare a crisis plan. 
• Make a conscious decision about whether the CEO should go to the scene of the crisis event. 
• Identify the CEO as the spokesperson, unless the CEO won’t be perceived as forthright and 

sincere. 
• Have an ongoing media evaluation program in place. 
• Centralize communications, both internally and externally. 
• Be aware of creative ideas, such as involving critics in solving the problem. 
• Build relationships with those who will matter in a crisis (the media, special interest groups, 

and other external publics). 
• Build positive relationships with politicians—never attack them. 
• Evaluate the appropriateness of paid advertisements and handouts. 

 Lukaszewski (1993) stipulated that the more complex the planning process, the less 
management appeared willing to tend to issues of visibility and reputation. “If an organization is 
worthy of its reputation and interested in maintaining its credibility, then emergency preparations are 
an absolute necessity. When bad news happens, critical audiences, including employees, have 
expectations of a company’s behavior and its ability to manage problems.…Every organization and 
business is vulnerable to mistakes, mishaps, unanticipated events, and human error. We are all 
vulnerable. The prudent organization studies its vulnerabilities, identifies those most dangerous to the 
organization, and prepares to manage them” (Lukaszewski, 1993, pp. 210-211). 

The credo in place at Johnson & Johnson and the organization's follow-through on a policy of 
truthfulness and honesty won the company widespread respect in the wake of two separate episodes 



IPRRC - 187 

 

of product tampering. At the time of the first incident, the company did not have a formal crisis 
management plan.  

Similarly, 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.” 
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). School districts should recognize that 
building strong school-community and school-media relationships, while crucial to supporting the 
central mission of educating students, also is vital in effective crisis management. 

Pauchant and Mitroff (1997) identified 142 incidents that could turn into accidents or crises 
for organizations, ranging from deaths (or injury) of a customer (or student) or employee, to rumors 
or scandal, to layoffs and special interest group attacks, scenarios familiar regardless of the setting, 
corporate or public sector (p. 26). Organizations fall on a compendium ranging from crisis-prone to 
crisis-prepared. Four factors influence how crisis-prone or crisis-prepared an organization is: 

• Organization strategies, i.e., plans, mechanisms and procedures for crisis management. 
• Organizational structure, which either contributes to or inhibits crises. 
• Organizational culture, i.e., the organization’s unwritten rules, codes of conduct, belief 

systems. 
• Character and experiences of the individuals working for the organization (Pauchant and 

Mitroff, 1997). 
“Crisis prepared managers…do their best to reduce the likelihood of crises and their effects when 
they do happen. Crisis-prone managers…completely deny the possibility of crises; they believe they 
can manage them perfectly through an increase of control and technology or else invoke fate as an 
excuse for doing nothing about them” (Pauchant and Mitroff, 1997, p. 33).  
 
Elements of Effective Crisis Management 

The crisis management research literature identifies numerous elements important to effective 
crisis management. Authors such as Fearn-Banks (1996) and Fink (1986) and editors such as 
Gottschalk (1993) provide extensive detail about the crisis management process and crisis case 
studies. For example, Fearn-Banks proposes five stages of a crisis: detection, prevention/preparation, 
containment (to limit the duration or spread of the crisis), recovery, and learning (1996). Coombs 
(1999) offers a comprehensive approach to crisis management, promoting the four steps of 
prevention, preparation, performance, and learning (evaluating and the creating institutional 
memory). Pauchant and Mitroff explore five phases of crisis management: signal detection, 
preparation/prevention, containment/damage limitation, recovery, and learning (1992). Other sources 
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offer insights through research studies, case studies and “how-to-do-it” approaches to crisis 
management.  

Reinhardt  (1987, p. 44) recommends: 
• Communicate swiftly and as completely as possible. Fill the “information vacuum” or others 

will do it for you. 
• Implement a crisis management plan through a steering group (crisis management team). 
• Notify top management of a crisis situation. 
• Use a designated, trained spokesperson. 
• Establish a center for the media. 
• Demonstrate the organization’s concern but avoid causing panic. 
• Notify (train) personnel how to direct media inquiries (without responding themselves). 

  
 Katz (1987, pp. 46-47) recommends: 

• Gaining top management support for crisis preparation, taking into account the CEO’s 
personality and corporate culture. 

• Designating employee roles in a crisis. 
• Performing risk assessment audits. 
• Conducting issues management programs. 
• Developing a communication plan that includes identification of team members in a crisis, 

communication strategies with key publics, designation of one spokesperson to present a 
unified message, and updated media and other audience lists. 

• Conducting surveys of key publics to ensure that the organization’s messages are focused on 
the concerns of its publics. 

• Conducting mock crisis drills. 
• Training for making appearances before the media and government agencies. 
• Planning for direct communications with target audiences. 
• Planning for post-crisis communications. 

 
 An amply supply of stoicism, steadiness (concentration), stamina, and sensitivity (for people, 
politics, and problems) are necessary attributes for spokespersons in a crisis (Lukaszewski, 1987). 
Cultural values and sensitivities must be considered in some crises, such as airline disasters, to 
achieve success in communications (Pinsdorf, 1991, Public Relations Review and Public Relations 
Journal). Human sensitivity is demonstrated by showing concern for families affected by the crisis, 
tapping into what the public is thinking and feeling (not just what the media reports the public is 
thinking), avoiding the use of inappropriate terms that may come to misrepresent the crisis 
(“meltdown,” for example from Three Mile Island), balancing terrorist threats, safety and the public’s 
right to be informed, and thinking accurately and not emotionally (Pinsdorf, 1991, Public Relations 
Journal). 
 Crisis management elements cited in the literature resolve around key components: crisis 
prevention and preparation steps, formal crisis management plans, crisis management teams, actions 
during a crisis, media relations, communication with key publics (internal and external), and post-
crisis activities such as evaluation. If school districts are to be considered crisis-ready, they must 
address these basic crisis management elements. 
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Recommendations regarding pre-crisis activities include: 
• Conduct a crisis or vulnerability audit of potential threats or weaknesses, as was 

recommended in the Exxon Valdez crisis (Burnett, 1998; Katz, 1987; Williams and Olaniran, 
1994). 

• Develop an issues management program (Burnett, 1998; Katz, 1987; Preston, 1991). 
• Develop an early warning system for crisis detection through scanning and issues 

management (Pauchant and Mitroff, 1992). Union Carbide, for example, did not act on 
warning signals received prior to the Bhopal, India, crisis (Pauchant and Mitroff, 1992). 

• Gain top management support (Katz, 1987) for the integration of crisis management in 
corporate planning and strategic planning processes (Pauchant and Mitroff, 1992). 

• Develop and update a crisis management plan (Stocker, 1997; Fearn-Banks, 1996; Fink, 1986; 
Kleinz, 1999). According to Fearn-Banks, a crisis communications plan is the “primary tool 
of preparedness” (1996, p. 7). 

o This crisis plan should identify key audiences, be in a three-ring binder so that it is 
easy to change, include as many sample letters, documents and forms as possible, 
identify a spokesperson, establish a communication procedure, delineate how to gather 
information and how to communicate with the news media, a telephone tree for 
communicating with key audiences, and even mailing labels or pre-addressed 
envelopes (Armistead, 1996). 

o In light of 9/11, Fearn-Banks recommends developing a plan that “imagines the worst; 
consider “the most likely and damaging issues and situations” the organization could 
face (Fearn-Banks, 2002, p. 30). 

o Other lessons learned from 9/11, according to Fearn-Banks, are being prepared for 
people to be traumatized by the magnitude of the crisis; know how to contact 
employees and their families; make plans for temporary workspace or alternate work 
sites; recognize that cell phone communication is a necessity in a crisis; know how to 
safely evacuate offices in an emergency; for “precrisis partnerships” to facilitate 
communication in a mutual crisis (to ensure coordination among spokesperson and 
executives); and, make sure employees are aware that jobs and companies can be lost 
directly or indirectly because of a crisis event (Fearn-Banks, 2002, p. 30). 

o Florida law (Safe Passage Act of 2001) requires the development of a crisis plan in 
public school districts and requires districts to provide school site plans for blueprints 
to emergency responders in their communities (“Voices from the Field: Working 
Together for Safe and Secure Schools,” Florida Department of Education, 2002). 

o Specify a schedule for revising the crisis plan, updating training and conducting 
regular drills, and establish and maintain internal and external communication 
procedures, including communicating with the media during crises (“Voices from the 
Field: Working Together for Safe and Secure Schools,” Florida Department of 
Education, 2002). 

• Create a crisis management team (Stocker, 1997; Fearn-Banks, 1996; Fink; 1986; Kaufmann, 
Kesner and Hazen, 1994; Rudolph, 1986; Kleinz, 1999; “Voices from the Field: Working 
Together for Safe and Secure Schools,” Florida Department of Education, 2002). 

• Develop a healthy relationship with the media prior to a crisis event (Williams and Olaniran, 
1994, Kaufmann, Kesner and Hazen, 1994); initiate training for working with the media in a 
crisis (Pauchant and Mitroff, 1992). 
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• Develop a communications plan that includes communication strategies with internal and 
external publics and a plan for centralized communications to present a unified message 
(Katz, 1987).  

• Train the spokesperson(s) for media coverage in a crisis (Katz, 1987, Reinhardt, 1987; Fearn-
Banks, 1996).  

• Use a single spokesperson—the CEO or chairman—to create a unified message (Seeger, 
Sellnow and Ulmer, 2003). 

• Develop fact sheets on each building site (each school and the district office) to give to the 
media during a crisis; fact sheets would include school demographic data (number of students, 
for example) and maps (Kleinz). 

• Establish a two-way communications program focused on building mutually beneficial 
relationships. “Continuous, ongoing public relations programs and regular two-way 
communications build relationships with key publics and thereby prevent crises, lessen the 
blows of crises, or limit the duration of crises,” said Fearn-Banks (1996, p. 5).  

• Create emergency call lists and media notification lists (Rudolph, 1986; Fearn-Banks, 1996).  
• Address technology and equipment needs to facilitate communication in a crisis, including 

radio systems, limited-range cellular service, bullhorns, air horns and pagers (“Voices from 
the Field: Working Together for Safe and Secure Schools,” Florida Department of Education, 
2002). 

• Determine terminology to be used to communicate a crisis internally. For example some 
schools districts are now using “plain English” (“lockdown” and “evacuate”) instead of codes 
to avoid confusion in a crisis (“Voices from the Field: Working Together for Safe and Secure 
Schools,” Florida Department of Education, 2002). 

• Prepare key documents that would be important in a crisis, such as a map of the 
organization’s office, fact sheets with number of employees, etc., photos, executive 
biographies, etc. (Fearn-Banks, 1996). 

• Determine equipment and supplies needed by the crisis team, media, and other publics (Fearn-
Banks, 1996).  

• Enlist the crisis management advice of public relations firms or experts (Rudolph, 1986). 
• Conduct crisis training exercises (Katz, 1987; “Voices from the Field: Working Together for 

Safe and Secure Schools,” Florida Department of Education, 2002), and participate in crisis 
management workshops (Pauchant and Mitroff, 1992). 

• Put mechanisms in place to conduct public opinion research during a crisis (Katz, 1987). 
• Conduct contingency planning against acts of terrorism that includes setting up a terrorist 

response team and monitoring current events related to terrorist acts and interests (Preston, 
1991).  

• Promote cultural understanding, acceptance, and goodwill to reduce threats (Preston, 1991). 
• Develop anti-terrorism procedures for employees who travel internationally (Preston, 1991). 
• Be honest in communications efforts. Avoiding overselling new programs that may not 

measure up to expectations, as NASA did with the Hubble Space Telescope in 1990 
(Kauffman, 1997).   

• Create a strong, proactive and cooperative communication culture or ideology in the 
organization (Marra, 1998; Fearn-Banks, 1996). AT&T exhibited such a culture during a 
long-distance network crisis in 1990; NASA, on the other hand, demonstrated a closed and 
defensive culture after the Challenger explosion (Marra, 1998). 
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• Recognize that perception and the “court of public opinion” can have a tremendous impact on 
the organization’s ability to withstand a crisis (Hearit, 1994). 

• Build goodwill and a solid reputation in advance of a crisis. “It is nearly impossible to build a 
relationship and credibility with stakeholders in the middle of a crisis” (Stocker, 1997, p. 
197). 

• Build relationships between schools and communities. “Schools that try very hard to connect 
to families and communities can find potentially destructive students earlier,” according to a 
Time magazine report published in the aftermath of the Columbine High School shootings 
(Cloud, 1999, p. 40). 

• Be prepared to deal with “interlopers,” or third-parties who seek to be allowed on-site after 
the initial crisis event.  Political side issues involving gun control and a celebrity visit after the 
shooting attack at a Stockton, California, elementary school created tremendous pressures for 
the school district’s public information officer and school children (Briggs, 1990). 

• Work with local officials (law enforcement, hospitals, and other emergency responders) and 
other community resources (phone and cable companies and behavioral/mental health 
services) in crisis management planning and implementation (Todd, 1989; Kleinz, 1999). 

• Install anonymous tip lines for students or parents who hear rumors or potential threats or 
suspicious conversations or activities (Brown, 1999; Kleinz, 1999; “Voices from the Field: 
Working Together for Safe and Secure Schools,” Florida Department of Education, 2002). 

• Conduct a safety assessment at each facility (Kleinz, 1999).  
• Set up a pre-designed “‘shadow’” or “‘dark’” Web site, ready to be activated in a crisis, 

recommends Joan Cear, a senor vice president at G.S. Schwartz & Co. in Manhattan (Markus, 
2001, 8A). 

• Pay attention to the role of leadership in a crisis. Leaders can exert a positive influence by 
“helping to frame the meaning of a crisis event, expressing appropriate concern and support, 
overseeing mitigation, coordinating support and facilitating timely, open communication” 
(Seeger, Sellnow and Ulmer, 2003, p. 241). Crisis leadership may also adopted strategies to 
minimize harm, deny responsibility and shift blame (Seeger, Sellnow and Ulmer, 2003). 
Effective leaders may also have identified traits (credibility, communication skills and 
decisiveness, for example) and act in symbolic ways (symbol of order and authority, provide 
information and comfort, leverage resources) during a crisis (Seeger, Sellnow and Ulmer, 
2003). 

 
Recommendations for activities during a crisis are: 

• Take action quickly after the crisis event (Lerbinger, 1997; Burnett, 1998; Sen and Egelhoff, 
1991). Organizations have a window of 45 minutes to 12 hours to gain control (Small, 1991).  

• Take a proactive communications posture when the crisis hits, unlike Dow Corning in its 
silicone breast implants crisis (Rumptz, Leland, McFaul, Solinski and Pratt, 1992). In light of 
the Food Lion crisis, organizations were advised to get the truth out quickly (Gunther, 1997). 
The anthrax attacks in 2003 show that while “communications must occur at the very birth of 
the crisis,” determining what the message should be to restore calm can be difficult in the face 
of an evolving situation (Duhe’ 2005, pp. 7-13.) 

• Identify key messages to be communicated (Fearn-Banks, 1996). 
• While much of the literature encourages organizations to speak with “one voice,” with the 

implication to rely on one spokesperson, Duhe’ suggests that the Canada SARS experience in 
2003 demonstrates that it can be useful to rely on a team to communicate “a similarly themed 
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message—multiple faces add credibility when communicating with multiple audiences” 
(Duhe’, 2005, pp. 7-13). 

• Make a conscious decision as to the role of the CEO and whether this leader should go to the 
scene of the crisis event (Small, 1991). Encourage management to be visible and involved 
(Bobo, 1997). 

• Make a special effort to keep employees informed (Williams and Olaniran, 1994). Don’t 
forget to address the needs of your internal audience and to provide emotional support to 
those affected by the crisis (Todd, 1989; Bobo, 1997). 

• Create a crisis management center. Equip the center (for the media) and the public relations 
staff/crisis management team with necessary technology (cellular phones and pagers, fax 
machines, computers with e-mail capability, etc. (Preston, 1991, Stocker, 1997, Allan, 1990). 

• Keep stakeholders informed—and perhaps involved (Sen and Egelhoff, 1991). 
• Manage the crisis. Stocker (1997) suggests using the “4 Rs”: expressing regret for the 

incident, indicate what will be done to resolve the issue, indicate reform steps to ensure it will 
not happen again, and, in some cases, make restitution. 

• Recognize that a crisis may exhibit four characteristics: time pressure, control issues, threat 
level concerns (threats vary in magnitude and severity), and response-option constraints (there 
may be few response options available) (Burnett, 1998). 

• Adopt communication strategies rather than a policy of silence to resolve the crisis, since 
silence may be perceived as an admission of guilt. (Hearit, 1994). 

• Recast the situation by taking on the role of victim (such as in the case of General Motors 
versus Dateline NBC) (Hearit, 1996). 

• Show credible concern for those injured or killed, as Hitachi Electronic Devices did when five 
employees were killed or injured when a tractor-trailer truck ran into a Greenville, South 
Carolina, restaurant (Bobo, 1997; Sen and Egelhoff, 1991). 

• Be quick learners. Organizations must be able to change strategies quickly (Sen and Egelhoff, 
1991). 

• Avoid secrecy, defensiveness, denial, and evasion of responsibility. The Dow Corning breast 
implant crisis demonstrated that an organization would be better served if it took 
responsibility and acted accordingly (Brinson and Benoit, 1996). Management must show 
remorse, apologize, and act immediately and decisively (Benoit, 1995). 

 
 Suggested actions to be taken after a crisis are: 

• Consider post-crisis communications (Katz, 1987). 
• Evaluate the success of the crisis response effort, using surveys and other feedback 

mechanisms (Werner, 1990). 
• Determine how the organization performed in the crisis. Use the evaluation to set the stage for 

the future (Fearn-Banks, 1996). 
 

Seeger, Sellnow and Ulmer suggest that the functions of crisis leadership change during pre-
crisis, crisis, post-crisis stages. For example, in a pre-crisis stage, the leader may establish a positive 
image, credibility and reputation and develop important communication processes with stakeholders. 
During a crisis, leadership often initiates a response by activating the crisis plan. The leader may 
serve as the spokesperson for the organization and identifies resource priorities. The leader may pay 
symbolic attention to the crisis and may coordinate linkages with emergency responders and other 
groups. The leader frames meaning and facilitates the flow of information. In a post-crisis mode, 
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leadership may offer explanations or apologies, facilitate investigations, signal a willingness to 
change, participate in memorializing and grieving, facilitates learning from the crisis, and creates a 
vision for the future (2003, p. 250). 
Conclusion 

The first phase of this ongoing research centers on the literature review, particularly on 
identifying pre-crisis, crisis, and post-crisis activities. Continuing work with build on this initial 
framework, develop an assessment tool for evaluating crisis plans in educational settings, analyze 
existing crisis plans, and report on accompanying survey research. 
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PR people often deal with risk to clients’ and employers’ reputations. However, 
practitioners are less visible in communicating about more tangible threats to health 
and well-being. The literature is slender in terms of contributions from public relations 
scholars, other than noted researcher, Robert Heath. He assumes rather than details a 
public relations responsibility in risk communication. This paper discusses risk 
communication with practice issues in mind, using Heath’s writings as a basis from 
which to explore and expand possible dimensions of a PR role in communicating risk. 

 
Horrific hurricanes and egregious failures in handling the aftermath. Terrorism, tsunami, earthquakes 
– and a potential avian flu pandemic in the wings: Beck’s (1986) “risk society” concept has never 
appeared more apt, nor communication about threats, global or local, more vital. 

To concerned citizens, hazards, or sources of harm, seem to hover around every corner. Risks, 
or assessments as to how likely it is that harm will actually occur, appear ever more acute, whether 
rationality concurs or not. As people feel more vulnerable, reducing risks and communicating about 
them gains a sharper edge (Heath et al., 2002). In the fragile atmosphere of social anxieties, 
communication can help authorities reduce or prevent the likelihood of a possible risk becoming a 
risk event. It can educate publics on protecting themselves, and help to build trust. Absence of 
effective communication is problematic, to say the least. According to the Final Report of the U.S. 
House of Representatives Select Bipartisan Committee to Investigate the Preparation for and 
Response to Hurricane Katrina, “The lack of a government public communications strategy and 
media hype of violence exacerbated public concerns and further delayed relief” (U.S. House of 
Representatives, 2006, p.4). Risk, and crisis-level risk events in particular, demand high-order 
communication skill, skill professional communicators – PR practitioners –say they can provide. 

Yet, when risk is considered, public relations appears puzzlingly low-profile. Risks to 
corporate reputations seem to loom larger, much larger, than perils to public well-being. Certainly, 
clients and employers demand “reputation risk management” services. But limiting the profession’s 
risk engagement to reputation obscures opportunities in the expanding domain of communicating 
about hazards and the risks they pose, or are perceived to pose. Such openings challenge both public 
relations practitioners and employers who tread more familiar (and, arguably, easier) ground in issue 
management and crisis communication. They may seek to subsume risk discourse in the terminology 
of these cognate fields. Yet conflating risk, issue, and crisis communication renders PR’s ability to 
manage risk messaging and risk campaigns opaque. One result is the lacuna in the public relations 
literature about risk communication. Analyses of issue management and crisis communication are 
relatively frequent; risk communication commentary, rare. 

This is why Robert Heath’s work is particularly useful. While others publish periodically on 
risk communication, Heath, based at the University of Houston, is the only public relations scholar to 
sustain a lengthy research program on risk communication, working together with associates. This 
paper, therefore, uses his writings to help scope public relations’ role and relevance in risk 
communication. Heath does not specifically argue that communicating risk “belongs” to public 
relations; he simply assumes that it does. Nonetheless, his work can support a viable conception of 
public relations’ role, illustrating not only PR’s risk-related practice potential, but also placing issue 
management and crisis communication in a new perspective. 
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Surges, statistics and PR 

In health systems, “surge capacity” is “the ability to rapidly mobilize to meet an increased 
demand” (Shapiro, 2003, p.5372). It is an emergency response concept (OCHA, n.d.) about being 
able to move quickly when the confines of the normal and expected are breached, as they were in 
2005 when Hurricane Katrina’s furious storm waters overwhelmed levees protecting New Orleans. 
Events demanding surge capacity can have a leveling effect on technical communications systems: in 
the aftermath of the hurricane, with infrastructure laid waste, Mississippi National Guard 
commanders resorted to runners to relay orders (Fordahl & Meyerson, 2005).  

Yet Katrina’s havoc is only one dramatic example of a risk-related “predictable surprise” 
(Bazerman & Watkins, 2004), demanding much more than technological communications surge 
capacity. It does not take howling hurricanes to rouse publics’ concern about local, state, federal and 
even global risks. Clarke (2005, p.1) argues that hubris, interdependence and population 
concentration leave even wealthy societies “at greater risk for worst-case disasters today than in the 
past.” Official statistics seem to support him. According to the Belgian Université Catholique de 
Louvain’s Center for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters and the United Nations International 
Strategy for Disaster Reduction, 18 per cent more disasters struck in 2005 than in 2004, although a 
trend to lower death rates continued (ISDR, 2006). 

Even in the face of these statistics, the idea that the world is more objectively dangerous than 
it was previously is open to challenge (Power, 2004). Human disasters do not always result from 
natural phenomena (Braine, 2006). Ropeik and Slovic (2003, p.1) comment that “there is both good 
risk news, and bad,” noting, however, that despite mixed evidence many people say they think (added 
emphasis) humanity is living in riskier times. A lot of risk talk and practice may be driven, as Power 
(2004, p.10) asserts, by a “functional and political need to maintain myths of control and 
manageability.” Even if he is right, modern media reportage allows people remote from danger to 
participate vicariously in a crisis, and some become the “worried well” (CDC, n.d.).  

“Risk society” (Beck, 1986) is subject to spreading “fear contagion” (Orent, 2005) about 
hazards and risk assessments, changed – at least in the US – by a “Chicken Little-type mentality” 
(Russell, 1988, p.2) perpetually fearful of catastrophe. According to Furedi (2002, p.2), “Society’s 
difficulty with managing risk is driven by a culture of safety that sees vulnerability as our defining 
condition.” Risk communication focuses on that flimsy state, informing and engaging publics about 
hazards and risks. Although closely related to issue management, crisis communication and recovery 
communication, risk communication differs in its focus on the possibility of direct danger to the well-
being of humans or the physical environment. As publics experience heightened risk awareness, the 
need to recalibrate risk communication to accommodate the “epidemic of fear” (Furedi, 2002) gains 
weight, although such communication carries its own controversy: “One person’s risk 
communication may be another person’s propaganda” (Lowance, cited in Russell, 1988, p.2). 
Acknowledging the potential for risk communication to be implemented with mixed motives, it 
seems clear that in some cases, at least, risk communication is needed on scales rarely seen before. 

For example, bird flu’s creeping progress across the globe has prompted many countries to 
respond to a UN call for at least $1.5 billion to battle the flu in its breeding grounds and prepare for a 
possible human pandemic (BBC News, 2006). The World Bank believes such a deadly outbreak 
would have enormous potential economic impact, measured in hundreds of billions of dollars over a 
calendar year (The World Bank, 2005). Australia’s Lowy Institute for International Policy agrees that 
there would be a drastic economic effect. Its assessment is that even a “mild” pandemic could kill 1.4 
million people worldwide and chop approximately US$330 billion from world economic output 
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(McKibben & Sidorenko, 2006). Communication is considered crucial both before and during a 
pandemic period (Health Canada, 2005). 

In New Zealand, the Ministry of Health budgeted $NZ2.2million for pandemic-related public 
education in the 2006 financial year, including information posters and videos, advertising and staff 
(Andrew, 2006). Its campaign began with radio public health messages, but will extend to television 
commercials and a nationwide mail-drop to all 1.4 million households. In due course citizens will 
receive a mail package including a brochure and a magnet with a free-phone number and website 
details. Results to date indicate that nearly two-thirds of New Zealanders have seen information on 
how to prepare for a pandemic, and about one-third are doing something to specifically prepare 
themselves or their household (Hodgson, 2006).One outcome of this saturation public communication 
may be to bolster trust in official capacity to respond. In disasters, people rarely panic unless they 
have lost faith in public authorities (Fischoff et al., 2003) – indeed, according to Glass and Schoch-
Spana (2002), panic – to the extent it exists – may be “iatrogenic”, i.e., determined by emergency 
managers’ actions.  

Managing multi-pronged campaigns such as the New Zealand one is part-and-parcel of PR 
practice: for example, Newsom et al. (2004) list six different types of public relations campaigns. 
Communication’s center-stage positioning in risk debates ought to spotlight practitioners’ ability to 
contribute vitally to risk messaging and campaign management. Confronting concern that scientists 
and technicians might acquire valuable information that could prevent a pandemic but not know how 
to communicate the information “to the right people in the right time” (Greco, 2005, p.1), PR could 
advance a claim to provide the necessary expertise. However, it is not clear either that public 
relations people are fully alert to the possibilities, or that their ability to contribute is sufficiently 
recognized. If this is the case, it may be due to practitioners not recognizing and articulating clearly 
the role they are able to play in risk communication.  

There are good reasons for recruiting PR professionals to risk communication projects, some 
of which can be inferred from papers published by Robert Heath and his associates since 1990. 
Heath’s purpose is not to make a case for involving public relations in risk communication – as 
mentioned earlier, he assumes it has a key part to play. However, it appears that in one case, this 
assumption leads to a leap from a broad context of crisis to risk communication, without outlining 
why such a jump is justified. In Today’s Public Relations Heath and Coombs (2006) list a range of 
contemporary risks. They report, for example, that “Greedy executives can ruin a company, leading 
to hundreds of employees being laid off and investors ruined” (Heath & Coombs, 2006, p.207). They 
continue: 

Note that once this sort of risk occurs, crisis communication is needed. Because of this role in 
society, public relations practitioners serving all types of organizations are at the forefront of 
risk communication. (Heath & Coombs, 2006, p.207) 
The reference to “this role in society” seems opaque. Nevertheless, Heath’s research can 

provide a basis for conceptualizing a rationale for PR involvement in frisk communication and an 
outline of the contribution it can make. Later sections of this paper seek to elicit both from his work. 
 
Communicating the elusive and the controversial 

Risk communication is a relatively recent phrase, first used in 1984 by Leiss (cited in 
Gurabardhi et al., 2004). In the public relations sphere it seems largely to lack the theorizing that has 
surrounded concepts of issue management and crisis communication. Its development has been 
prompted both by new emphases in discourse about organizations’ relations to their environment and 
by particular problematic events. As Power (2004, p.18) notes, referring to the UK after the BSE 
crisis in 1995, “ideals of stakeholder engagement and the importance of communication began to 
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figure prominently in generic risk management blueprints.” The effects of the BSE crisis on the UK 
government saw risk communication “accepted as necessary to manage public expectation and its 
potential disappointments” (Power, 2004, p.19). Risk itself remains an “elusive, contested and 
‘inherently controversial’” concept (Power, 2004, p.14), so it is not surprising that definitions of risk 
communication vary according to the disciplinary lens being used. Baram (1989), whose focus is 
specifically on commercial organizations1, helpfully distinguishes between risk communication’s 
“hazard” and “risk” components  

“Risk communication” generally denotes the disclosure of both hazard and risk information 
by firms to government officials and persons at risk. It should be recognized hazard 
information differs from risk information. Hazard information pertains to the dangerous 
attributes of an activity in the abstract (e.g. the carcinogenicity or volatility of a particular 
chemical), whereas risk information is the estimated effects of the hazards on persons who 
may actually have been exposed. Therefore, risk information considers factors such as 
emission levels, exposure levels and human biological response. (Baram, 1989, p.85). 
Seeger et al. (2001, p.165) link crisis and risk in a new definition, describing public relations 

as “a crisis and risk management function responsible for understanding the role of communication in 
crisis incubation, the development and maintenance of crisis management plans and response 
capacities, and the contingent elements of effective postcrisis communication.” This definition does 
not explicate the envisaged “risk management function,” perhaps because, as Julin (1993) points out, 
it was not PR or public affairs people but rather risk assessors and managers who originally created 
the communication discipline of risk communication. 
More commonly, risk communication is simply about organizations, private or governmental, 
engaging publics about hazard and risk information with a view to influencing their attitudes to risk 
and, often, their behavior. For example, risk communication focused on a possible avian flu 
pandemic may not only seek to gain audiences’ attention and convince them of the serious nature of 
the threat, but also to provide guidance on actions people can take to protect themselves, such as 
keeping an emergency survival kit (New Zealand Ministry of Health, 2005).  

For PR practitioners, campaigns with such aims are familiar: public relations activity typically 
aims to capture audience interest and to steer it towards a desired result. However, just as mere 
awareness of an issue is useful but, in itself, insufficient for a campaign whose aim is behavior 
change, so merely providing people with facts about hazards and risk assessments falls short. Robert 
Heath discusses possible links between risk communication and citizen empowerment, suggesting 
that a sense of control may engender trust in authorities and citing research indicating that perceived 
lack of personal control over risk exposure may stimulate opposition to the siting of hazardous 
facilities (Lindell & Earle, cited in Heath & Palenchar, 2000, p.137). Heath is scathing about 
definitions of risk communication that feature information exchange while ignoring its outcome. In 
Strategic Issues Management, Heath (1997, p.338) poses a rhetorical question as to whether being 
informed is the limit of risk communication, arguing that “superior risk communication” should 
produce “an increased sense of control of the part of the persons who feel themselves to be at risk.”  

Heath seems to be on target in claiming that the language used in defining risk 
communication is often passive and merely process-oriented. For example, in a definition that implies 
one-way linear information transmission, Julin (1993, p.14) describes risk communication as “the 
process of conveying scientific data, often about health and environmental hazards, to a lay audience 
in a manner that is both understandable and meaningful.” The US National Academy of Sciences is 
similarly exchange-centered and process-centered rather than outcome-oriented, although it does 
refer to interactivity. For the Academy,  
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Risk communication is an interactive process of exchange of information and opinion among 
individuals, groups, and institutions. It involves multiple messages about the nature of risk 
and other messages, not strictly to do about risk, that express concerns, opinions, or reactions 
to risk messages or to legal and institutional arrangements for risk management. (cited in 
Covello et al., 2001, p.383) 
In effect, however, this interactive ideal can be vitiated by personnel who, as Covello et al. 

(2001, p. 386) point out, may lack the necessary knowledge, sensitivity and skills, resulting in their 
choosing to adopt a ‘“decide, announce, defend” (DAD model” [of communication] and proceed with 
“limited understanding of the various stakeholders' values and concerns.” Such a lofty approach is 
likely to run foul of demands for a more broadly-based, participative approach to assessing risks and 
determining appropriate responses. No longer will publics put up with risk messages being thrust at 
them by expert sources whose assumption is that “if you knew what I know, you’d think the same.” 
Publics expect to be involved in assessing the nature of risks to which they are exposed and to share 
in developing a response strategy. 

This “democratization of risk policy” (Power, 2004, p.20) has brought “the principles for 
accepting risk – ‘risk appetite’ – in the language of private sector risk management standards – into 
public question” (Power, 2004, p.19). The extent to which the trend is actually democratic remains 
problematic and some observers are dubious about both the concept of risk democracy and whether it 
applies to public relations. One reviewer of this paper commented, “I am skeptical about risk 
democracy…The role of PR is not to create a risk democracy (how could it do that?) but to persuade 
(and in doing so build confidence) and to counter media bias” (personal communication, February 15, 
2006). His comments highlight the need for clarity about PR’s role in risk communication. For 
example, it is not argued here that PR creates risk democracy, but rather that it has opportunities to 
facilitate the use of participative approaches in communicating about risk assessments and responses. 
Such engagement is business-as-usual for practitioners working in community relations and can be 
applied in a risk context, although the path to doing so may not be smooth. Renn (2003) is so apposite 
on this point that he is worth citing at length: 

The popularity associated with the concepts of two-way communication, trust-building and 
citizen participation, however, obscures the challenge of how to put these noble goals into 
practice and how to ensure that risk management reflects competence, efficiency and fair 
burden sharing. How can and should risk managers collect public preferences, integrate public 
input into the management process, and assign the appropriate roles of technical experts, 
stakeholders, and members of the public? Who represents the public? The elected politicians, 
administrators, stakeholders, or all persons who will be affected by the risk? (Renn, 2003, 
p.13) 
Public relations can help provide answers to these questions. As an integrative discipline 

whose scope includes stakeholder relationship building, consultation and organizational emergency 
(crisis) communication, public relations is well equipped to assist. However, for this to occur, both 
practitioners and academics need to better define the scope of PR’s role in communicating risk. 
 
Reputation risk: only part of the picture 

The limited PR literature on the subject reveals scant effort to argue the case at all for such a 
role, in contrast to crisis communication, where Fall (2004, p.1), for example, writing about the US 
tourism industry after 9/11, notes “the increasing role of public relations as a crisis management 
function.” There seems to be no discussion about why public relations practitioners should drive risk 
communication. Should it not be managers with line responsibility for risk-producing activities, or 
their technical advisors? The debate simply is not joined, although Gay & Heath (1995) do suggest 
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PR should integrate technical experts into communication programs. Silence should not necessarily 
suggest support from risk managers, clients and employers: it is not axiomatic that practitioners can 
“own” a broad risk communication role. A putative competence in “reputation risk management” 
might not stand them in good stead when dealing with hazards and risks, even though both domains 
demand engaging with involved and often detailed technical issues.  

Reputation is a complex and multidimensional concept (Deephouse, 2000) reflecting “the 
extent to which external stakeholders see the firm as ‘good’ and not ‘bad’” (Roberts & Dowling, 
2002, p.1078). Reputation risk management is itself an emerging field. According to Coombs & 
Holladay (2002, p.166), “We have just begun to unpack how to use communicative responses to 
protect reputations.” It seems also to be an equivocal field, regarded with cynicism by some 
commentators. In one case, public relations practitioner David Bernstein (2003, p.275), reviewing 
Larkin’s 2003 Strategic Reputation Risk Management and the author’s description of the “reputation 
risk manager,” commented, “I have never knowingly met one.” Bernstein went on to suggest that if 
reputation risk management exists, “then surely it is a subset of reputation management or risk 
management?” He noted that “risk” is a “sexier theme” than reputation management – the real focus 
of the book, in his view. Skepticism is found elsewhere, too. Writing about the state as risk manager, 
Power (2004) notes that in this context, 

…the growing enfranchisement of publics and stakeholders in risk regulation has much to do 
with managing the perceived legitimacy of regulatory activity and decisions. There is more 
than a hint that risk communication strategies are as concerned with managing the secondary 
or reputational risk to regulators, public bodies and government as they are about the primary 
risk to be regulated. (Power, 2004, p.20, original emphasis) 
Notwithstanding Bernstein’s somewhat acid analysis and PR’s possible confusion over terms, 

practitioners often see themselves as “keepers” (Hyde, 2002) of clients’ and employers’ reputations. 
Dealing with potential damage or decay to corporations’ standing with key publics is considered core 
communications business, assigned priority because reputation “may be an intangible resource 
leading to sustained competitive advantage” (Barney; and Dierckx & Cool, cited in Deephouse, 2000, 
p.1091). A positive reputation signals stakeholders about the attractiveness of the firm; they are then 
more willing to do business with it (Fombrun & Shanley, 1990; Weigelt & Camerer, cited in 
Deephouse, 2000). According to Roberts & Dowling (2002, p.1078), reputation-building does not 
need to have a direct impact on today’s bottom line to provide future benefits. Even “activities that 
have no positive impact on current financial performance (e.g. McDonalds’ houses for sick children 
or Philip Morris’s anti-smoking campaigns) are still critical as they generate reputation assets that 
allow above-average profits to persist over time.” 

The idea of reputation risk is that these vital intangible assets are susceptible to damage or 
even loss, with consequent financial implications for the business concerned (Larkin, 2003; Rayner, 
2003). Both public and private sector managers take reputation risk very seriously. A 2005 AON Ltd 
survey in the UK found respondents regarded loss of reputation rated as their companies’ single 
biggest threat, moving up from a fifth placing in 2003 (AON Ltd, n.d.). Public relations is called in to 
ride shotgun against this danger: reputation guardianship is “part of the traditional function of 
corporate affairs and communications departments” (Webley, 2003, p.9). However, while 
practitioners may regularly be briefed to ward off reputation risk, they seem much less visible when 
the larger sphere of risk communication is considered: communicating about hazards and risk. As one 
instance of this apparent reticence, a search of the archive of Communication World, a flagship 
publication for the leading practitioner group International Association of Business Communicators 
(IABC), produces only six articles on risk communication from 1993 to the present. In contrast, issue 
management rates 63 articles and crisis communication, 83. (Practitioner inattention to risk 
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communication may be changing, however not before time. As this paper was being completed, 
IABC announced that the February, 2006 issue of its CW Bulletin, an electronic newsletter 
supplement to the magazine, was titled “Communicating Risk before Crisis Strikes.” The issue 
featured several articles on risk and risk communication (CW Bulletin, 2006)).  
 
PR and risk communication’s low profile 

By and large, this low practitioner profile for PR and risk communication carries over to the 
academy, although there is one notable exception. Redoubtable scholar Robert Heath has, with 
colleagues, authored at least 12 papers on the subject since the early 1990s. He has also, on his own 
account, written about risk communication in books, such as a chapter in his Strategic Issues 
Management (1997). Other academic authors have produced valuable but only occasional 
contributions rather than the rich corpus that Heath has built up over time. One can only speculate as 
to why more researchers have not followed Heath’s lead. Issue management is an older concept, 
dating from 1976 (Issue Management Council, 2005), while crisis – arguably – offers a simpler frame 
within which the elements of a problem stand out starkly. Risk communication, associated with 
uncertainty and probabilistic assessments, may be seen as a more challenging and possibly less 
interesting field, because it is less dramatic when conducted pre-crisis. 

Heath and his associates seem in no doubt as to risk communication’s status vis-à-vis PR. 
Writing in the Encyclopedia of Public Relations, edited by Heath, Michael Palenchar (2005, p.753) 
calls risk communication “a sub discipline of public relations studies.”. Palenchar and Heath (2002, 
p.129) also identify risk communication as a public relations sub discipline, “intended to increase the 
quality of risk decisions through better communication.” Without so directly bringing risk 
communication under PR's wing, Heath et al. (2002, p.318) assert that “risk communication has 
emerged as a specialized field with solid implications for public relations.” Palenchar and Heath 
(2002, pp. 130-131) set their concept of PR’s role in a relationship frame: “Public relations is a 
practitioner and scholarly discipline increasingly devoted to understanding the quality of relationship 
construction, maintenance and repair. For this reason, practitioners and scholars have reason to 
understand variables that affect the risk communication process.”  

Yet apart from Heath’s seminal work, both individually and with colleagues, there is little 
substantive indication in either the academic or the practitioner PR literatures that risk 
communication is yet taken particularly seriously as a sub-discipline. Outside Heath’s research, there 
appear to be no public relations empirical studies examining topics such as the number of 
practitioners involved in risk communication and the nature of their involvement. One example of 
under-emphasis on risk communication is Risk Issue and Crisis Management (Regester & Larkin, 
2005) published in conjunction with the UK Institute for Public Relations. In the book, the subject of 
“Dealing with Risk” merits only five pages in a total of 186 and the topic of “effective risk 
communication”, merely a single reference on page 16.  

Amongst a slender tally of non-Heath academic papers, Gordon (1991, p.28) does assert, 
without support, that “communicating about risk is an important and challenging aspect of public 
relations today.” The article is largely a compendium of advice to practitioners. Adams (1992) refers 
to risk communication expert Peter Sandman’s contention that communicating about risk shouldn’t 
be left solely to public relations “technicians” but rather, should be considered the responsibility of 
plant managers and environmental officials. “In reality, though,” Adams (2002, p.28) suggests, “risk 
communication is a public relations function; and it’s especially true in media relations [the focus of 
Adams’ paper], clearly the purview of the communications professional (although other managers 
should be schooled in such concepts)” (original emphasis). 
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However, more than an italicized emphasis is needed to press home a point. Jones (2002) 
provides a more nuanced approach: 

Given the increased focus on publics in the management literature and the demands from 
industry for more effective ways of dealing with critical publics and avoiding crises, public 
relations appears perfectly placed to meet these demands. In particular [this paper focuses on] 
the emergence of risk as a major facet of production of contemporary society. With 
organizations producing risk as much as they produce goods and services, risk communication 
becomes a prerogative of public relations. (Jones, 2001, p.58) 
Possibly, public relations people are not particularly involved with risk communication 

because risk managers (such as Sandman’s plant managers and environmental officials) may not see 
them as possessing sufficient relevant technical competence in a particular risk domain to warrant 
holding overall communication responsibility. Equally, PR people might shy away from risk 
communication because it often centers on technical data and complex scientific assessments. A 
cynical colleague might be right: “PR people have decided there’s no future in risk communication, 
therefore they don’t do it. The clients are averse to dealing with risk and consultants have decided 
there’s no money in it” (personal communication, February 17, 2006). 
 
Others have more to say about risk than PR 

Medicine, environmental studies, science, and commercial risk management and analysis all 
have much more to say than public relations about communicating risk. For example, the United 
States National Library of Medicine counted 847 citations for health risk communication from 
January 1990 to October 2000 (Zorn & Ratzan, October, 2000). Gurabardhi et al. (2004), who focus 
on environmental and technological risk communication, undertook a survey of the peer-reviewed 
risk communication literature between 1988 and 2000 listed in the electronic databases ISI Social 
Sciences Citation Index, ISI Science Citation Index, and ISI Arts and Humanities Citation Index. 
Their list of the nine most relevant journals for risk communication with five or more publications 
recorded in the survey period does not include a single communications-oriented publication: the 
fields represented include risk analysis/assessment and management, hazardous materials, radiation 
protection, health physics, environmental health and medicine, and environmental science and 
technology. It may be that in interpreting risk communication as narrowly as “communication to do 
with reputation risk,” public relations is allowing category-bound thinking (Sunstein et al., 2001) to 
isolate it from a productive and valuable area both of academic inquiry and practice. 

The risk communication literature is not, however, without passing reference to public 
relations. For example, Kasperson & Kasperson (2005), discussing early risk communication efforts, 
note that by the end of the 1980s, the limits of such programs were becoming “painfully evident.” 
They continue: 

Obviously, risk communication, heretofore the domain of advertising and public relations 
firms, needed to be informed by psychometric and cultural studies of risk perception and, 
equally importantly, communication needed to be integrated with empowering of those at risk 
and with more democratic procedures in risk decision making. (Kasperson & Kasperson, 
2005, pp.7-8) 

Waddell (cited in Grabill & Simmons, 1998, p.416) sees communicating the risk of both natural 
hazards and consumer products as “an increasingly important aspect of the work of both technical 
experts and professional communicators.” 
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Issue management and crisis communication 
In contrast with discussion about risk, analysis of issue management and crisis 

communication abounds in both professional and academic public relations discourse. In the 
academic literature, for example, a search of the Public Relations Review archive back to 1991 
reveals 39 articles about crisis communication, 30 on issue management and only another five 
referring to risk communication. While many issues and crises could be described in risk terms (such 
as the risk of oil spills from tankers or toxic chemical releases from industrial plants), typically they 
are not described in these terms, nor is the substantial risk communication literature drawn upon in 
any significant way.  

Some commentators attempt to merge risk communication with issues and crises. Williams 
and Olaniran (1998, p.387), for example, propose “the use of elements of risk communication for use 
by crisis communication practitioners who will find an increasing industrial reliance on new 
technology which might be associated with potential health and environmental harm.” Similarly, The 
Center for Risk Communication (www.centerforriskcommunication.org) advertises itself as offering 
“applied science for critical issues management.” Both references seem to conflate risk and crisis 
communication in a way that recognizes points of intersection – but does acknowledge each field’s 
specific attributes and practice requirements. Hyde (2002, p.1) suggests distinctions when, speaking 
in the context of developing responses to organizational threats, he says that this demands “evaluating 
what constitutes an issue, risk or crisis.” 

Heath (1997, p.358) seeks to link issue and risks in arguing for “an issue management 
approach to risk assessment, management and communication.” In doing so, he is advocating a 
community-centered, dialogic strategy – now accepted as representing best practice. Heath’s angle 
and linkages like his make sense, as they help to clarify the challenges for practitioners. There is no 
point, from either academic or practice perspectives, in slotting communication about issue, risks and 
crises into rigidly separate silos. However, a wider view may be more useful, both to scholars and to 
the profession. From a PR perspective, risk communication – whether about managing reputation risk 
or about hazard-related risks – should be seen as one of a quartet of closely tied but also distinct sub-
disciplines. These are issue management, risk communication, crisis communication and recovery 
communication. In concentrating on communicating about issues and crises, public relations may 
have largely turned its back on risk and recovery. 
 
Distinctions and praxis 

When looking at public relations’ potential contribution to risk communication, it is as 
important to recognize related field distinctions as it is to acknowledge commonalities. Doing so 
helps to isolate specific characteristics with practice implications. For example, environmental 
scanning is a key aspect of issue management; in crisis communication there may be little time for it. 
Gaunt and Ollenburger (1995, p.202) distinguish between crisis management and issue management. 
They also discuss issue management and risk management, asserting that “the two are not the same.” 
They note that “issue management is sometimes misunderstood: in particular it is frequently confused 
with crisis management or risk communication” (Gaunt & Ollenburger, 1995, p.199). Writing in the 
context of recovery from Australian bushfires, Nicholls and Glenny (cited in Galloway & Kwansah-
Aidoo, 2005, pp.41-42) similarly differentiate recovery communication from issue management and 
crisis communication. They say they seek to show “how communication during recovery, not just 
issue/crisis communication before/during a crisis, is critical to the ongoing success of the affected 
parties, be they businesses, governments, community groups or individuals.” This recovery 
communication may include, but is not limited to, communication about “restoring image beyond the 
crisis” (Baker, 2001, p. 513) – what Benoit (1997) calls image repair. 



IPRRC - 205 

 

As noted above, the question of distinguishing issue, risk, crisis and recovery communications 
as well as recognizing links between them is not academic alone. It is particularly a matter of praxis – 
of using one’s comprehension of these fields’ characteristics and practice requirements to develop 
appropriate communication strategies. Such an understanding will, for example, recognize that issue 
with potential implications for an organization’s standing or even its survival may have nothing to do 
with possible harm from hazards. An extensive literature is available to those interested in how to 
recognize and respond to issue, especially as issues move through a “life cycle” (Mahon & Waddock, 
1992, p.72). Equally, advice and analysis on crisis management and its communication aspects 
abounds. A crisis may mature into a public policy issue or be sparked by such an issue (Millar & 
Heath, 2004). While organizations may have the luxury of time to develop responses once an issue 
has been identified, when a crisis erupts, it demands immediate action.  

A crisis may be precipitated by a major risk event, such as the now classic examples of the oil 
spill following the grounding of the tanker Exxon Valdez or the release of a toxic chemical from the 
Union Carbide plant in Bhopal, India. While these may be extreme cases, communicating about risks 
requires a different calculus from that often employed in issue management and crisis 
communication. Risk communication centers on uncertainty and assessments of probabilities. 
Success demands understanding both lay and expert assessments and learning how to connect them 
productively. The result may not necessarily be lay publics’ meek acceptance of expert assessments 
and recommendations. If a dialogic process is used, based on the notion of “risk democracy” (Heath 
& Abel, 1996 a, p.36), the outcome may amend both expert analyses and lay opinions. Technical 
considerations of risks, such as the likely toxicity of particular chemicals to humans and the physical 
environment, may need to be taken into account. In contrast to crisis and risk communication, post-
crisis or risk event recovery communication informs citizens about help available to pick up the 
pieces of their lives, and also – when considered as image restoration or repair – helps organizations 
piece together shattered or damaged reputations. 

Against this backdrop, can public relations practitioners afford to remain outside the ambit of 
risk communication as it is now understood across disciplines including “public relations, risk 
management, psychology, rhetoric, political science, and sociology” (Palenchar, 2005, p.754) – and 
others, such as environmental and health communication? Professional communicators may best 
serve their interests – and those of their clients and employers – not only by identifying a role for 
themselves in risk communication broadly defined, but also by advocating that they should assume it, 
collaborating with those who have direct responsibility for the physical, technical and technological 
facets of risks.  

Submerging risk communication in issue management and crisis communication denies 
practitioners the recognition that would see them drawn in to work alongside expert risk assessors, 
people who “often lack the motive and ability to communicate with the lay public” (Heath et al., 
2002, p.345). Nor does it provide a platform from which they could help build relations of trust with 
risk communities. A risk communication role for public relations need not be conceived purely within 
defensive or negative frameworks. Rather, when effectively handled, risk communication can 
enhance stakeholder trust and willingness to collaborate in risk assessment and mitigation. 
 
Roles and Robert Heath  

If PR people do have a role in risk communication, what are some of this role’s attributes? 
Given that the public relations literature outside Robert Heath’s work is relatively slim, it makes 
sense to explore this question primarily within the context of his writings. This next section reviews 
key points and makes inferences about PR’s risk communication role by drawing from selected 
journal articles for which Heath has been either a lead author or a co-author.  
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Writing in 1990, in Public Relations’ Role in Risk Communication: Information, Rhetoric and 
Power, Heath & Nathan (1990, p.15) set PR’s involvement in risk communication against the 
backdrop of “a revolution in environmentalism and personal health” that demands the use of 
communication to change behaviors and help people understand and accept “regulated levels of risk.” 
“In this effort,” they go on to say, “public relations practitioners are asked to employ risk 
communication to serve many public and private interests.” They point out that most public relations 
problems, especially those related to risk, have “political realities of involvement and interest” (Heath 
& Nathan, 1990, p.17) as central factors. The authors make this comment in attacking the linear, 
“informational model” of risk communication advanced by writers such as those cited in Covello et 
al. (2001) that focuses on providing information from expert sources in order to create a desired level 
of understanding about risk. 

Heath & Nathan (1990) offer some specific advice for practitioners, including the following: 
• Provide information the public wants to reduce its uncertainty [about risk]. Message design 

should meet the public interest. 
• Ensure that you understand the evaluative epistemology people use when making and 

communicating risk assessments. When protecting its well-being, “the public uses an 
epistemology that distinguishes between legal and ethical issues by relying more on what is 
‘right’ (perhaps as interpreted in the public’s self-interest) than what is legal…Public relations 
practitioners make a grave mistake when they miss this point, arguing that some action is 
legal – as though that will satisfy the public’s sense of ethics and security” (Heath & Nathan, 
1990, p.20). PR people should understand the epistemologies of the factions [within the 
public] and to “use a sense of community to guide their practice” (Heath & Nathan, 1990, 
p.21). 

• Be sensitive to the degree to which key audiences are self-interested with issues and tailor 
messages accordingly. 

Beyond this sound but generalized guidance, one may infer some views the authors appear to hold 
about PR’s role in risk communication by drawing from their commentary in the 1990 paper and in 
subsequent writings. 
1. Risk communication is an issue management tool 

According to Heath & Nathan (1990, p.15), one category of risk communication helps people 
to understand and agree to regulated levels of risk – such as risk created by chemical companies. The 
authors note that this kind of risk “leads to public policy discussions whereby harmed parties seek to 
regulate those who are liable.” This is reminiscent of Heath’s (1997) discussion about corporate 
responsibility in his Strategic Issue Management. In this book, he notes that “when firms’ operations 
offend stakeholder expectations, legitimacy gaps foster the desire by stakeholders to correct those 
operations” (Heath, 1997, pp.119-120). Heath refers to Frederick & Weber and Sethi in support. He 
sees issue management and public relations as intertwined: “Issue management is a means for linking 
the public relations function and the management function of the organization in ways that foster the 
organization’s efforts to be outer-directed and to have a participative organizational culture” (Heath, 
1997, p.6).  

Against this backdrop, risk communication may be thought of as an issue management tool 
involving intervention in public policy discussions. This could see professional communicators 
acting, for example, to highlight the benefits of a technology some publics characterize as risky. In so 
doing, they would be providing interpretations of risk assessments, not just information about them. 
As Nathan et al. point out (1992, p.253), risk communicators need to do more than provide 
information, as mere awareness has been found to have little bearing on risk tolerance. Such a 
finding, the authors comment, “can trouble those who believe that information, a stock tool of public 
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relations, can produce desired results in risk situations.” In fact, Heath et al. (2002, p.325) assert, 
“knowledge is not the same as information…information requires interpretation to become 
knowledge.” There is, however, a base of necessary information that must be made available so that 
community members know what help is available and how to protect themselves from risks. Writing 
in the context of community relations and risk communication, Health & Palenchar (2000) suggest 
that  

Public relations practitioners engaged in enlightened community relations can work with 
emergency response teams…to create warning and other emergency response 
measures…practitioners can help to get information to potentially [risk] affected communities 
so that they know (a) that emergency and warning response systems are in place and (b) that 
measures can be taken to reduce personal exposure to the risk if it occurs. (Heath & 
Palenchar, 2000, p.135) 

2. PR can help establish common ground on the battlefield of risk 
According to Plough & Krimsky (cited in Heath & Nathan, 1990, p.15), “Conflicting interests 

and epistemologies unique to the battlefield of risk have prevented communicators from finding 
‘common ground’ between the social world of risk perceptions guided by human experience and the 
scientists’ rational ideal of decisionmaking based on probabilistic thinking.” Yet if public relations 
practitioners are able to act as boundary-spanners (van Ruler, n.d.) and the public relations manager 
role includes acting as “mediator of organizational environments and power consequences for the 
function” (Lauzen & Dozier, 1992, p.205), PR people should be ideally placed to help establish the 
common ground Heath and Nathan refer to, even if it is less stable (i.e., more vigorously contested) 
than clients or employers might like. Health & Palenchar (2000) explained how they see boundary-
spanning working in relation to risk issues: 

Community-relations programs need to acknowledge local citizens’ fears and worries. 
[Community and public relations] practitioners can create dialogue between their 
managements and those citizens. Community-relations programs can help practitioners to 
monitor those concerns by listening to citizens. They should report citizens’ concerns to 
senior managers and encourage appropriate changes in operational performance and 
communication tactics that can reduce these concerns and increase the health and safety of 
community members. (Heath & Palenchar, 2000, p.135) 

3. PR can help create accurate understanding of safe risk levels 
Heath and Nathan (1990) comment that: 
The correct risk communication model  – the one public relations practitioners should use – 
will accurately account for what needs to be done to protect public interests while enjoying 
the economic and health benefits toxic materials such as chemicals offer for our lifestyles. 
The wrong model will generate inaccurate understanding of safe risk levels, thereby leading 
to unacceptable levels of toxic substances in the environment or unreasonably restrictive 
legislation or regulation. (Heath & Nathan, 1990, p.17)  

By inference, then, risk communication is about creating accurate understanding of safe risk levels in 
a way that is guided by public interest considerations – and doing this is a public relations role. Going 
further, risk communication can promote the economic and health benefits of toxic materials if an 
accurate understanding of safe risk levels is established on a public interest foundation. 
4. PR may seek compliance with risk assessments – or confront resistance to them 

Heath and Nathan (1990, p.17) make the valuable point that power is a key factor in risk 
communication: “a rhetorical struggle by parties to decide what levels of risk and regulative or 
legislative control are appropriate.” They further note that to accommodate power, risk 
communication needs to deal with considerations of influence, uncertainty, evaluation (judging what 
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is equitable, fair, safe and aesthetic) and involvement (expressing self-interest or altruism). Here 
practitioners might find themselves in an equivocal position. Heath and Nathan (1990) also quote 
Ellen Silbergeld of the Environmental Defense Fund as saying that publics need equal access to 
resources in order to understand the issues and make risk assessments. PR people often are advocates 
for organizations whose power makes them the dominant participant in policy debates, including 
rhetorical contests surrounding risk assessments. In these cases, practitioners’ brief may be to wield 
influence to obtain compliance from publics that will allow their clients or employers to proceed on 
the basis of the client’s risk assessment rather than, perhaps, that of the lay public (Heath & Nathan, 
1990).  

Heath and Nathan (1990) recognize that audiences may adopt a strategy of resistance, 
refusing to accept risk assessors’ evaluations and seeking to influence companies and governmental 
agencies and officials. In such cases, PR clients and employers may seek to use public relations 
techniques to develop responses to public pressure, including trying to shut it down, or to negotiate or 
open dialogue with active publics. However, as Palenchar & Heath (2002, p.132) point out, “risk 
communication processes and statements are more likely to be effective to the extent that they 
empower citizens of a community of risk.” Such citizens are likely demand that their voices be heard 
as authorities and companies develop risk prevention and mitigation strategies. 
5. PR can recruit and support credible spokespeople on risk topics 

Heath and Nathan (1990, p.19) emphasize that “risk communicators must recognize how 
uncertain key audiences are on risk matters,” noting that audiences seek information to reduce 
uncertainty and “may seek to reduce uncertainty by controlling sources of risk information – 
especially those they do not trust.” The authors discuss the question of trust as being closely related 
to the degree of control audiences see themselves having over sources of [risk] information and 
assessment. Public relations texts identify source credibility as a key factor in public relations 
campaigns (Cutlip et al., 2006; Bobbitt & Sullivan, 2005). Public relations theory also addresses 
publics’ information-seeking behavior, relating it to levels of involvement, problem recognition and 
constraint recognition (Aldoory & Van Dyke, 2004). On this basis, public relations practitioners 
should be well placed to identify and support credible spokespeople in risk communication activities, 
with the aim of reducing publics’ uncertainty and addressing publics’ information-seeking with an 
awareness of its motivational impetus.  

Gay & Heath (1995, p.211) note that, “Public relations practitioners often cannot serve as 
primary sources of information but must assist others in this endeavor.” The authors argue that PR 
people must both understand technical issue and the roles technical experts play in relaying risk 
messages and interpretations to community members. “The challenge is to work with these experts to 
assist their efforts to work constructively in community dialogue. Savvy practitioners need to help 
technical experts to serve as community opinion leaders to help lay persons comprehend and weigh 
the information they obtain from myriad sources” (Gay & Heath, 1995, p.212). Gay & Heath see 
these experts as able to participate in community networks which form part of risk communication 
infrastructures. PR people, they say, “need to know who the members of a community turn to and 
think to be more trustworthy in matters of risk assessment” and integrate these trusted expert sources 
into the communication process. According to Heath & Gay (1997, p.369), experts form invisible 
colleges (original emphasis) of technical expertise available to communities. They suggest that 
“Public relations practitioners and community outreach professionals may foster the invisible college 
by conducting forums.” In a sense, PR’s role can include helping to make invisible colleges visible to 
community leaders and members who can then directly access the expertise available. 
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6. PR can research the values on which audiences base their risk assessments 
Even where publics demand a share of voice in risk-related debate, it remains tempting for 

risk communicators simply to seek endorsement of expert risk assessments. The issues, however, are 
more complex. In publics’ minds, logic and fact may take second place to more visceral 
considerations. Ahmad (2003, p.3) notes that “risk assessments necessarily involve value 
assumptions” and Heath and Nathan (1990, p.19) advise risk communicators to “realize that risk 
evaluation requires that values be imposed on risk estimations.” They note that while the traditional 
risk communication model equates understanding and agreement, these are not the same. As 
experienced practitioners know, mere awareness will carry a campaign only so far: understanding, 
agreement and desired action are distinct (though, they hope, related) variables. Audiences’ existing 
assumptions need to be taken into account in campaign planning, and the process of influencing 
people to change their beliefs and behaviors is complex: according to Lazersfeld’s two-step flow of 
communication theory, individuals seldom make decisions based solely on their own beliefs (cited in 
Bobbitt & Sullivan, 2005).  

Practitioners engaged in risk communication have an extensive persuasion literature from 
which they can draw. Public relations people are also enjoined to build campaigns on a foundation of 
research (Guth & Marsh, 2005). Such research can include publics’ attitudes as well as information 
about other attributes, such as existing levels of knowledge about a topic and media consumption 
patterns. Practitioners should readily be able to adapt insights from the persuasion, public relations 
research and campaigns literatures to the task of communicating about risk. Heath & Abel (1996 b, 
p.170) advocate a “proactive model” of risk communication which “assumes the need to address risk 
issue from key publics’ point of view” (emphasis added), an approach which likewise assumes 
research to identify those viewpoints. Health & Palenchar (2000, p.146) discuss the need to discover 
community “zones of meaning” – shared assessments – which can then be explored further using 
survey instruments. 

Fischoff (2005) also argued for message research. In testimony before the U.S. House Science 
Committee examining Gaps in the National Flu Preparedness Plan, he commented: 

Even the most experienced communicators cannot accurately predict how their messages will 
be interpreted, especially with novel topics (like pandemic flu) and unfamiliar audiences. As a 
result, messages must be systematically evaluated, before they are disseminated – just the way 
that drugs must be. (Fischoff, 2005, p.1) 

Reinforcing the research theme, Fischoff (2005, p.3) noted a call by Senator Frist for a 
communication structure “to update the public every 6-8 hours about symptoms, cases, deaths and 
outbreak locations.” Fischoff commented,  

We have the science base for delivering such communications. However, it must be deployed 
now, in order to be ready for a pandemic, and to convince the public we are on top of the 
problem. Without that research we will lose the battle for public trust well before a pandemic. 
(Fischoff, 2005, pp. 3-4) 

7. PR can highlight benefits rather than risks in media reportage 
Heath and Nathan (1990, p.20) assert that “Even though media spokespersons claim that they 

provide impartial and balanced reporting, the media are biased in reporting of risk,” citing a media 
content analysis by Singer and Emdreny which found a dearth of information about the benefits of 
complex technologies and a failure to mention the ratio of benefits to costs. “The implied ratio, based 
on the relative space given to harms versus benefits, suggests that risks outweigh benefits” (Heath & 
Nathan, 1987, p.20). Two considerations are relevant here. Media relations is an element of public 
relations practice (Cutlip et al., 2006). PR people may be briefed to act as advocates for the benefits 
of complex technologies, translating these into terms readily understood by lay publics as they 
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consume media – or practitioners may lead coalitions of parties interested in advancing the use of 
controversial technologies, as in New Zealand over the genetic engineering issue (Comrie, cited in 
Galloway & Kwansah-Aidoo, 2005).  

Part of PR’s risk communication role, then, may be to seek to rebalance media coverage by 
highlighting benefits rather than risks. This may be useful even if media coverage is not notably 
biased. In a five-country project examining risk perception and the media Sjöberg (1999, p.7) found 
no support for a simplistic, negative view of media coverage on risk. He reported that, “Media gave a 
fairly balanced picture of risks and accidents. It was also not true that media gave priority to risks of 
the type small probability/large consequence.” Sjöberg (1999, pp.7-8) suggests that “there are several 
alternatives [to mass media] worthy of consideration” when it comes to accounting for people’s risk 
perceptions, including movies, television dramas, rumor and personal contacts, as well as the 
connotations of risk terms such as “nuclear waste.” While all of these (and movies and tele-dramas 
are arguably forms of mass media) may contribute to forming risk perceptions, PR people may 
usefully seek to influence the weighting of their treatment of risk issues. The aim would be the ideal 
of balance or (as, realistically, is often clients and employers’ expectation) favourable framing. 
8. PR can help establish the legitimacy of risk management approaches 

Heath & Nathan (1990, p.20) highlight the public’s tendency, when protecting its well-being, 
to focus more on what it considers to be right than on what is legal. “They believe that laws can be 
changed to correspond to what is right. The rightness of decisions depends on whatever version of 
their self-interests key audiences believe needs to be advanced (seeking rewards and avoiding 
losses).” Here Heath and Nathan identify a central concept in issue management – that of legitimacy. 
As they point out, claiming an action is legal when publics do not see it as legitimate or right is 
fruitless. Coombs (1992) theorizes that members of publics will not support the position of an 
organization unless they believe that the issue is a legitimate one and that the issue manager and the 
organization’s policy proposal are legitimate. PR’s role in risk communication may be not only to 
establish that organizations are managing risks within the established legal framework, but also to 
help ensure they are doing so in a way publics see as legitimate. 
9. PR can build rapport with interested parties on a two-way symmetrical basis 

According to Heath & Nathan (1990, p.21), “the two-way symmetrical [communication] 
model advocated by Grunig & Hunt (1984) challenges risk communicators to build rapport with 
interested parties…” Grunig and Hunt articulated a four-part model of public relations practice which 
included concepts of two-way asymmetrical communication, “whereby organizations listen to their 
stakeholders but use the information thus obtained to tailor their communication to allay the concerns 
of stakeholders, but do not make a corresponding alteration to their behavior” and symmetrical 
communication, which is “characterized by a willingness of an organization to listen and respond to 
the concerns and interests of its key stakeholders” (Roper, 2005, p. 69), implying a balance of the 
organization’s and the public’s interests (Grunig, 2001, p.12).  

Grunig & Hunt’s ideas have been much explored and critiqued since they first outlined them, 
and Grunig later (2001, p.12) accepted the idea of a “mixed motive model” in which “organizations 
try to satisfy their own interests while simultaneously trying to help publics satisfy their interests.” 
Roper (2005) questions whether symmetrical public relations represents excellent practice or merely 
a cloak for sustaining hegemony. Notwithstanding such contrary views, Heath and Nathan’s (1990) 
advocacy of symmetrical relationship-building with parties interested in risks aligns with the 
consensus in contemporary risk communication literature.  

This consensus centers on the idea of “risk democracy” (Heath et al., 2002) that produces “co-
created risk estimates” (Palenchar & Heath, 2002, p.133), as opposed to the traditional model of 
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expert sources disseminating their technical probabilistic views to lay publics. As Gay & Heath 
(1995) note: 

After decades of experience, researchers and public relations practitioners are realizing that 
complex, controversial technical issue cannot be solved by mass-mediated hypodermic 
communication; risk issue require community decision-making based on dialogue, which the 
National Risk Council (1989) calls risk democracy. (Gay & Heath, 1995, p.212).  
PR practitioners can have a role in structuring, facilitating and reporting on such dialogue, 

using its outcomes in communication programs designed to help communities develop aware, 
resilient responses to risk. Such a community focus would be in line with Hallahan’s (2004, p.28) 
argument that public relations performs two key functions: “providing counsel about community 
interests and facilitating communication.” It would, however, demand awareness of the fact that 
often, as Grabill and Simmons (1998, p.423) point out, disputes and communication “problems” in a 
risk situation “are a public contestation over the meaning of risk – the ‘truth’ about risk is actually a 
product of such disputes.” Dialog may be desirable, but it can also be difficult. 
 
Further research 

The limitations of this study include the fact that, due to the paucity of other academic 
analysis, it necessarily concentrates on the work of only one scholar and his associates. As it is not a 
comprehensive study either of risk communication or of related public relations commentary, it is 
possible that important perspectives have been neglected. However, what this paper does highlight is 
the fact that an important field some commentators see as a sub discipline of public relations has yet 
to be treated seriously as such – and that public relations, rich in latent ability to contribute vitally to 
communicating about risk, may be able to do more to realize that potential. 

As a starting point for further research, this paper infers some PR risk communication roles 
and functions from Robert Heath’s writings. The literature to date assumes that public relations has a 
role in risk communication without delineating it in any detail. The attempt to sketch an outline of 
that role needs to be built upon by further research. Such study would examine specific cases of PR 
involvement in risk communication. The objective would be to discern whether, in practice, the 
nature and scope of the public relations responsibility aligns with the potential contributions Heath 
and his associates highlight in their writings. A related research strand could be to study perceptions 
of risk managers with overall responsibility for managing risk, including communications. What is 
their view of PR’s role? How do they deploy communication resources, with what results? Has 
experience painted a different picture from that held initially about how PR can help manage risk? 

As our “risk society” confronts threats that seem to be defined in ever-more stark terms – such 
as expert assessments of the probability rather than the possibility of an influenza pandemic – 
questions of this nature take on acute relevance. They deserve sustained attention, both in the 
academy and in the world of practice, in terms that recognize both the particular requirements of risk 
communication and its relationship to issue management, crisis and recovery communication – a 
relationship that, itself, warrants deeper exploration. 
 
The author thanks Patricia Mackenzie for insightful comments and patient editing suggestions on this 
paper. 
 
Endnote 

1. Including post-crisis communication related to questions of cause, responsibility, blame, relative harm and 
remedial action (Seeger et al., cited in Seeger et al., 2001, in Heath (ed), Handbook of Public Relations, p. 
157). 
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How Corporations are Viewed in 13 Countries 
Methodology 
• Interviews were conducted in 13 countries in March and April 2005. The surveyed countries 

include USA, Canada, Mexico, Brazil, UK, France, Italy, India, China, Taiwan, Japan, Korea, and 
Australia.  All interviews were conducted online in the native language. 

• The sample in each country is composed of 250 respondents age 21-plus. Random samples of 
online panel members, stratified by age within gender, were pulled across the entire country. 

• Two sets of weights were created for each respondent.  The country-level weight balanced the age 
within sex distribution of the respondents within each country, and the global weight further 
adjusted the share of the completes from each country to be in proportion to the census estimates. 

• Detailed charts are shown for Canada, US, Mexico, UK, India and China. 
 
Public Perceptions of Large Corporations 
• Consumers have mixed views on large corporations in their countries in general.  
• While 68% consider the most corporations in their countries “strong” and about half feel big 

business is generally “trustworthy,” large proportions also think large corporations are “greedy” 
(48%), “arrogant” (39%), and deceitful (32%). 

• The US stands out as a country where many have negative personality images of large 
corporations, with 68% considering them “greedy” and 51% “deceitful.”§In the UK and Canada, 
Australia, and Korea negative views on their big businesses are also well-pronounced. 

• By contrast, positive ratings of large companies on personality traits in India and China strongly 
prevail over the negative ones. 
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Mexico: Most Large Corporations in My Country Are: 

 
 
Canada: Most Large Corporations in My Country Are: 
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UK: Most Large Corporations in My Country Are: 

 
 
China: Most Large Corporations in My Country Are: 
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How Large Corporations Contribute To Society 
Are Large Corporations Contributing Enough?  
 
• Asked to assess the contribution of large corporations in various areas of life in their countries, 

consumers generally feel that big business could do more.  
• Efforts of large corporations in protecting the environment and protecting jobs are viewed as too 

little by just over half of consumers worldwide. 
• Close to half also feel that large corporations fall short in disclosing financial information and 

giving back to communities. 
• Big business’ efforts are viewed as sufficient in the areas of workplace safety and compliance 

with government regulation. 
• In Western countries, protecting jobs of citizens is viewed as a major shortfall of large 

corporations, while in the developing world big businesses are praised for this. 
• In the US and France, 71% say large companies do “too little” in this area, compared to only 28% 

sharing this view in India. 
• On the other hand, the view that big business is not doing enough to protect the environment is 

shared in all markets. 
 
How Large Corporations Contribute To Society: World  
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How Large Corporations Contribute To Society: Canada 
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How Large Corporations Contribute To Society: U.S. 
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How Large Corporations Contribute To Society: UK 
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World: How Large Corporations Contribute To Society: China 

 
 
 
World: How Large Corporations Contribute To Society: India 
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US Brands Slipping Globally 
Roper Reports Worldwide 
• Listening to 30,000+ consumers worldwide since 1995 
• 1,000 1-hour+ interviews per country with people aged 13+in 2005 
• Representative of 1.55 billion consumers worldwide 
 
National sample (North America 17%; West Europe 17%) 
National urban (Developed Asia 10%; Central Europe/Middle East 8%) 
National urban w/o lowest SES (Developing Asia 30%; 
Latin America 11%;  Other markets  6%) 
 
 

Seven Categories, 48 Brands 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Automotive 
BMW 
Ford 
General Motor* 
Honda 
Mazda* 
Mercedes 
Nissan* 
Renault*  
Toyota 
Volkswagen 
Volvo 

FMCG 
Coca-Cola 
Dannon 
Gillette* 
McDonald’s 
Nestlé 
Oral B* 
Starbucks

Media/Content 
BBC 
CNN 
Discovery 
Disney 
ESPN 
Google 
MSN 
MTV 
National Geographic 
Sony 
Yahoo 

Technology 
Apple 
Canon 
Dell* 
Ericsson* 
Kodak* 
Hewlett-Packard 
LG 
Microsoft 
Nokia 
Panasonic 
Philips 
Samsung 
Sharp* 
Sony 
Sony Ericsson 
Windows* 

Finance 
American Express 
Citi 

Apparel 
Nike 

*Fundamentals only, not asked “Best” 
Kodak percentages excluding China in 2005, BMW and Nike percentages excluding 
China in 2004 due to translation issues; Power brand score calculations exclude 
Kodak entirely in 2005 and exclude BMW and Nike entirely in 2004 
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Security: Government 
Americans Feeling Less Secure About Our Role in the World 
 
 

 
 
 
Favorability of Defense Dept. Takes a Sharp Decline  

 
 
 
 
Security: Business 
Americans Less Trustworthy of Big Business 
• 26%, down 7 points from 2001, feel you can depend on getting reliable products from business  
• Big business’ image has yet to pick up (62% view it favorably,  -13 points from Oct. 2000)  
 
 

Optimism Over U.S. Ability to Get Along with Other Countries Hits All-Time Low 
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American global leadership challenged 
2002: A Global Power Shift    
 
Globalization: Yes   
• 80% expect more global brands in 5 years  
• 60% think it’s a good thing 
• 71% say easier access to foreign cultures through the Internet is a good thing 
 
U.S. domination: No   
• 41% say Americanization of cultures is a bad thing …versus only 28% who say it’s a good thing 
 
The Rise Comes from Multiple Categories 
And Newer Brands or those with New Offerings 
 
Increase in percentage points saying “really like” brand 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One of 2005’s Big Stories 
Changes in Top Ranks of Brands 
Top brands among consumers 13-65 years old 
 
 

The 10 brands with the largest gains: Point difference  
from 2004 

Panasonic +18 
Samsung +11 
Sony-Ericsson +10 
Toyota +9 
Nestlé +9 
BMW +8 
LG +7 
Nokia +7 
Kodak +5 
Ford +5 
McDonald’s +5 Newer brands and brands with 

new offerings gain favor  
Base: consumers 13-65  

Kodak data in 2005 excluding China; BMW and Nike data in 2004 excluding China

Google   +6 
MSN +4 
Yahoo +3 
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Newer Brands Show Strong Growth in Brand Power Scores 

 
 
Half of the Six Brands with Notable Declines Are Iconic American Brands 

 
1999-2004: Affinity with U.S. plummets  
Many countries see their values less reflected in the values of American culture  
The U.S. is associated more with “power” and “status” and less with “internationalism” 
Many key countries less aligned with U.S. 
Germany (11th of 28 countries in 1999; last in 2004) 
U.K. (14th in 1999; 22nd in 2004) 
Japan (4th in 1999; 10th in 2004) 
Russia (2nd in 1999; 13th in 2004) 
China (8th in 1999; 17th in 2004) 
Americans themselves more disconnected with U.S. culture: 1st in 1999 – only 15th in 2004! 
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Mainstream news and controversial figures: 
Implications for public communication research 
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Scholars and practitioners working in the field of public communication have much 
need of understanding organizational routines and tendencies in news coverage, 
especially in regard to controversial groups or issues that are at odds with U.S. 
administration views. What types of voices are heard in politicized debates? This 
paper intends to test the proposition by examining diversity of sources in U.S. elite 
media coverage of Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez. As a public figure who has 
garnered much media coverage, the example of President Chavez affords an excellent 
opportunity to examine the types of voices heard in news. We analyze content in The 
New York Times concerning the debate surrounding this controversial figure. This 
study has implications for public relations practitioners working in public diplomacy, 
especially for those who represent groups or entities whose values may conflict with 
core hegemonic values. 

 
Public Relations and the News 
In recent years, the public relations management and long-term media strategies by high-level 
political elites has had a significant impact in terms of relations between sources, media and the 
public, although historically nations have used professional information management (Corner & 
Schlesinger, 1993; Tulloch, 1993). However, the success of gaining entry and legitimacy into the 
mainstream news can depend upon the innovativeness and agency of the public relations practitioner 
in understanding how to fit their message into the news (Marken, 2003; Wilcox & Cameron, 
2006).Conflicts can arise when the political, social or cultural environments are imbued with distrust 
of the organization’s message, or the issue under question is especially controversial (Shin & 
Cameron, 2005). Public communication scholars interested in how to more effectively disseminate a 
message to a wider public through media channels must understand the effects of journalistic 
organizational culture, incentives, structure and traditions to get their message out. 

Who is heard and in what capacity are dimensions that particularly resonate in an age where 
proactive long-term media strategies by groups have had particular success in achieving strategic 
goals (Corner & Schlesigner, 1993). The degree to which messages are in conflict can have important 
implications for media coverage. Practitioners and scholars must understand the logic behind the 
positioning and access given to sources by journalists and editors who construct the news. For 
example, elite debate confines have been posited as powerful determinants of media coverage. Hallin 
(1986; 1994) found that in times of elite consensus, journalists were more likely to maintain 
consensus by creating news stories that did not contest elite views. However, during times of elite 
debate, journalists introduced dissenting views into articles, but within the confines of prominent 
discussion. The degree of presidential power as measured by elite and popular support for the 
president have also been correlated to positive newspaper editorials of the executive and his actions 
(Schaefer, 1997). 

Bennett’s indexing theory suggests that journalists build their news stories as reflections of 
the actual degree of elite consensus or debate among established interests (Bennett, 1990). From this 
view, journalists tie their representations of conflict or debate to elite cues or conflicts. In cases of 
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foreign policy, national security, and defense matters, evidence supports the indexing hypothesis 
(Hallin et al., 1993; Dickson, 1992; Kim, 2000). Others have found exceptions to the indexing 
hypothesis: when journalists take cues from each other during scandal reporting; when disasters or 
tragic events elicit “cultural scripts”; or when voices from civil society emerge as a result of public 
relations strategies (literature reviewed in Bennett, et al, 2004). 

Building on the indexing theory, others have suggested other organizational and individual 
factors as influencing behavior. The effects of journalist routines and incentives created by news 
organizations to create a product on time and deliverable to publics have also been factored into what 
type of coverage results. Niven (2005) suggests that incentive structures created by journalists’ desire 
to please their superiors with timely, sellable product as well as their colleagues with impressive, 
high-quality product, and the need to limit criticism and minimize costs of production create a 
reliance on routines associated with elite consensus. When elite consensus is high, journalists have 
less freedom to report independently. Gender also has been posited as a factor influencing source 
selection. Female reporters are more likely to include information from female sources than are their 
male counterparts, although the vast majority of sources cited tend to be men in some sort of official 
capacity, according to a study by Zoch and Turk (1998). 

Therefore, journalists who face constraints from their organization and daily routine are 
creating news stories and selecting voices to quote from ostensibly a broad range of interested parties. 
Those who represent persons or groups with views clashing with those of the political elite can face 
daunting obstacles to publishing their organizations’ messages. Foreign nations and foreign nationals 
have special import for understanding the public agenda and difficulties associated with it, as non-
domestic entities have long employed public relations firms to manage their images in the United 
States, with varying degrees of success (Manheim & Albritton, 1984). But media coverage of foreign 
nations does seem to be related to how individuals viewed those nations (Wanta et al., 2004). 

Since the original studies on source frequency and type were completed, interesting 
developments have unfolded that provide platforms for further research across journalism and public 
relations research. These developments have been encapsulated in one elite newspaper, The New York 
Times that serves as a useful case study of changes in content. First, the post-September 11th 
acknowledgements by the Times that they were not as critical of information coming from official 
sources as they should have been, according to the norms of objectivity and balance upheld by the 
U.S. press (A pause, 2004; The failure, 2003). Second, the increasing sophistication and media cycle 
awareness of interest groups and political lobbyists that has tapped into the journalistic routine and 
therefore facilitated entry for voices that were previously unheard, or not legitimized in mainstream 
elite media. Finally, public deviations from the objective ideal as witnessed in the Jayson Blair and 
Judith Miller debacles have been discussed in the paper’s public editor columns among others as part 
of a larger effort to strengthen the paper’s credibility with the public (Calame, 2006) 
 Therefore, an examination of elite news coverage of a controversial international figure that 
spans this period of self-reflection and apologia could serve to aid future research of the public 
sphere, especially in relation to how foreign nations and individuals and coverage of them, may 
impact the discourse in a nation’s public sphere. In particular, the case of how The New York Times 
has covered Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez could serve to illuminate several points regarding 
access and recognition in the public sphere. Therefore, our research questions are: 

• What types of voices were heard in the debate surrounding Hugo Chavez before, 
during and after the coup that temporarily removed him from power in 2002? 

• How much access were those types of voices given to the debate? 
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The case of President Chavez provides a unique opportunity to examine elite newspaper 
coverage of a controversial public figure across time, from the post 9-11 period of U.S. media 
adhesion behind administration views until the post-apocalyptic Jayson Blair scandal and ensuing 
accusations of media manipulation, reprinting of official views, and lack of diversity of sources to the 
detriment of the content presented. The next section provides an overview of the Chavez case, 
followed by this study’s research question and method of inquiry. 
 
Venezuelan Case 
 Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez won the presidential elections by a landslide in 1998, 
based on populist promises to reform corrupt, oligarchic arrangements and transform Venezuela. A 
colorful character, he had been involved as a military officer in a failed 1992 coup attempt against the 
government of then-President Andres Perez and subsequently was imprisoned. Before this, the 
country’s two main political parties were thought to have exercised oligarchic country over 
Venezuela, and to have squandered wealth from Venezuela’s oil reserves. (Profile, 2002; 2005). 
Chavez’ populist and “revolutionary” rhetoric, combined with programs and initiatives have earned 
him the loyal support of certain sectors of Venezuelan society, particularly among the poor and 
lower-middle classes. 
 However, it is precisely this type of rhetoric, combined with actions such as nationalizing the 
oil company and a land reform program that would allow the state to seize underused ranches without 
compensation that have earned Chavez the rabid opposition of other sectors of Venezuelan society, 
particularly among the business sector and upper classes. His high-profile closeness with Cuban 
leader Fidel Castro, revolutionary speech style, recent purchases of arms from the former Soviet 
Union, and public encouragement of all things anti-capitalist and anti-globalization have earned him 
the distrust and fear of many other sectors, among them the Bush administration and traditional 
political elite of Latin America (Profile, 2005). 
 Accusations by Chavez of U.S. spying and assassination attempts, as well as threats to cut oil 
shipments to the United States have also served to further exacerbate the tension. Along with a well-
publicized appearance on the al-Jazeera television network and a trip to Libya to receive an award 
from Moammar Gaddafi, Chavez has in effect “cast himself as the anti-Bush” (Sullivan, 2005, p. 
A1).  
 Within Venezuela, Chavez is the subject of even more controversy and tension. His 
supporters, mostly the poor, back him feverishly and have elected him twice to the office of the 
presidency. The opposition is loud and sustained, able to repeatedly send critical messages of Chavez 
as much of the country’s media is controlled by Chavez’ opposition (Covering Chavez, 2003). 
Repeated national and general strikes have crippled local economies. 
 Tensions seemed to come to a head on April 11, 2002, when a coup led by an alliance 
between the Venezuelan military and oppositional figures stormed the presidential palace and 
arrested him, after days of rioting left an estimated 90 people dead. Two days later, after mass 
demonstrations by pro-Chavez supporters and response from the international community opposing 
the coup, Chavez was flown back to Caracas and returned to office (Campbell, 2002). 
 Not all of the international community may have been opposed to the coup, however. 
Accusations of U.S. involvement began almost immediately, with the arrested interim president 
Pedro Carmona stating he was visited by high-level U.S. officials before and after the coup. Indeed, 
in the initial moments of the coup, newspaper accounts described the “barely veiled sense of 
satisfaction” of U.S. officials with Chavez’ forced resignation and arrest, quoting one insider as 
noting, “‘Obviously, nobody’s shedding tears up here’” (Slevin, 2002, p. A17). Elite media editorials 
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initially cautiously praised the coup. One editorial (Chavez departs) ran by the Times on April 13, 
2002, two days after the coup, had as its lead: 

“With yesterday’s resignation of President Hugo Chavez, Venezuelan 
democracy is no longer threatened by a would-be dictator. Mr. Chavez, 
a ruinous demagogue, stepped down after the military intervened and 
handed power to a respected business leader, Pedro Carmona.” (p. 16). 
However, those news organizations quickly were rebuked by critics who denounced any form 

of illegal removal of a democratically-elected leader, pointing out that President Chavez neither 
resigned nor handed power to the opposition voluntarily. Editorials commending the coup in the 
name of democratic progress were followed by muted explanations and revision that reproached 
media and government response as “betrayals of democracy” for praising a violent and illegal coup 
attempt (Venezuela’s Breakdown, 2002; Valenzuela, 2002). 
 This case presents an interesting new opportunity for research into the use of sources in 
creating news stories. How did elite coverage of a controversial figure change over time in terms of 
the types of voices heard in the debate?  
 To answer this question, one must look at certain dimensions of discourse relating to access 
and legimitation of voices in the public sphere. Bennett et al.’s (2004) public sphere discourse model 
is an especially appropriate guide to do so. 
 
Public Sphere Model 

The idea of a public sphere stems from the idea that citizens must have access to diverse and 
plentiful points of view in order to be intelligently informed. This has normative implications, as 
most have conditioned this as a positive model. By including voices that contradict elite views, 
freedom of information and expression are upheld. However, others would argue that by relying on 
elite views, journalists are not necessarily damaging democratic quality. Public officials are, after all, 
democratically selected representatives of the people, and therefore have views that are of importance 
to their citizenry (Gaventa, 1980; Lichter et al., 1986). 

This paper rests on the former perspective, that the public sphere must permit entry to popular 
and unpopular ideas. Therefore, we concur with Bennett et al. (2004) who developed a public sphere 
discourse model to assess the degree to which an autonomous mediated public sphere is being 
formulated. The full model stipulated that certain conditions must be met for public deliberation of an 
issue or event to effectively and credibly take place. These are: access for various viewpoints that go 
beyond elite to include civil or nongovernmental voices; comparable recognition of those voices; and 
permitting the various voices to respond to one another. Access is the idea that different voices are 
included in the discourse, especially the degree to which nongovernmental, or “civil” voices, to use 
Hallin el al.’s (1993) terminology, are granted entry into the discussion. Recognition is related to both 
access and responsiveness, but is conceptualized in terms of the legitimating of access and responses. 
And responsiveness is the degree to which journalists invite oppositional reactions (pp. 440-446). 

This model is a useful one for ascertaining the degree to which the ideal of a public sphere is 
being upheld by various media outlets, in terms of their willingness to include diverse voices and 
points of view, and grant equal legitimacy to civil and statist sources. While an autonomous public 
sphere may have positive implications for the quality of democracy, as a concept it bridges into 
research beyond journalism and media studies. As interested parties in obtaining media access, 
recognition and responsiveness, public relations practitioners are important stakeholders in the 
journalistic process, as well. Those who represent advocacy groups, especially those with 
oppositional agendas to hegemonic views, face important obstacles in their quest to gain public 
awareness in strategic manners. 
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The research question guiding this study is: how managed is the public sphere in terms of the 
diversity of sources that are heard in debate of a controversial figure? This question is especially 
relevant in the context of post-9-11 acknowledgements by Fourth Estate outlets that they have not 
been as critical of official information in the public sphere, nor have voices supporting controversial 
points of view been able to achieve equitable access, recognition or response as purported under the 
Fourth Estate ideal. For public relations practitioners representing marginal voices or organizations 
that work without the advantage of siding with hegemonic or U.S. official views, the question 
becomes especially relevant.  
 
Method 
 Therefore, by applying Bennett et al.’s model to discourse revolving around Hugo Chavez, 
this study provides a useful addition to current understanding of journalistic construction of news. 
Specifically, it looks at coverage of a controversial figure through various periods: pre-coup, during 
the coup, and post-coup. The unit of analysis is the source. We examine articles in The New York 
Times, as it professes to be a paper of record in the United States, and is thought to be an agenda-
setting influence for other media, as well as being highly consumed by journalists and elite audiences 
(Tift & Jones, 1999). Using Lexus-Nexus, we searched for stories using the words HUGO CHAVEZ 
in full text during specific time periods. 

We selected a sample of news articles from the year 2001 and 2002. The period from April 
10, 2001 to April 10, 2002 is considered to be the pre-coup period. Approximately 50 articles resulted 
from the search during this period. 

April 11, 2002 to May 1, 2002 is considered to be the period during the immediate coup. 
Although the coup lasted two days, we allowed the two following weeks to be included as a means of 
controlling for fall out, arrests, and the return to power of all deposed officials. Additionally, it would 
allow for a relative equality among sample sizes. Approximately 60 articles resulted from the search. 

May 2, 2002 to Dec. 31, 2002 is the post-coup period. Approximately 100 articles resulted 
from the search. 

In determining what articles to use for the analysis, we first followed several general 
guidelines. As the goal of this content analysis is to determine what voices gained entry and 
legitimating within the public sphere, it is necessary to select the articles that have the most chance of 
entering the public sphere, and are representative of that paper’s elite journalists. We discarded all 
articles that appeared in sections other than the news (A) section; for example, articles dealing with 
oil price fluctuations in Venezuela that appeared in the Business and Finance sections.  

Stories other than news articles were discarded, i.e. editorials, as we are examining voices 
incorporated, and editorials by their nature are from one voice. We also discarded non-full length 
stories. For example, world news briefs that just made a mention of Chavez were not included. 
Again, as the purpose is to analyze recognition and legitimating of voices, articles that had more 
space for such discussion were those selected. In total, we coded 65 articles from the three periods, 
with 22 from before the coup; 20 from the coup period; and 23 following the coup. 

Next, we followed Bennett’s model of thematic identification using the constant comparative 
method. Thematic categories were identified, and then streamlined into categories. As this study is 
concentrating on discourse relating to the controversy surrounding Hugo Chavez as president of 
Venezuela, we selected the articles which had predominant themes dealing with this issue. Therefore, 
stories that dealt indirectly with the theme—such as articles about strife in Latin America, or the U.S. 
president’s initiatives in the region—were discarded. 

In developing the codebook for the analysis, we concentrated on several areas: access and 
recognition. We first selected a random sub-sample of the articles to be coded in order to develop 
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categories of source types. After coding 20 articles, coders found six major source types used in the 
articles: 

• Hugo Chavez 
• Pro-Chavez supporters, including ordinary Venezuelans as well as members of the 

Chavez administration 
• Experts, either on Venezuela or related topics, such as Latin America or petroleum 
• U.S. officials, referring to political members 
• Chavez opposition, including ordinary Venezuelans, members of the Venezuelan 

press, and political opposition within the country 
• Other—whose affiliation could not be determined.  

After these categories were recorded in the codebook, we coded all sources in the selected 
articles into categories. In terms of recognition, we followed Bennett et al.’s model in terms of the 
amount of news space given to each source. We first copied the Lexus-Nexus articles onto Microsoft 
Word in order to standardize the format. Then, we counted the lines of text given to each source. 
When the source consisted of an entire paragraph, all lines were counted. When the source was not 
the entire paragraph, then only the sentence with the source included was counted.   
 
Results 

From the 65 articles, 367 sources were coded in terms of access and recognition. Access is 
related to the idea that different voices are included in the discourse. In fact, articles did allow entry 
to diverse points of view, but to somewhat different extents across time. Every category of source 
was represented in each time period, but the frequency of mention might not be the best way to 
determine which voice was recognized as important in the public sphere. By calculating the number 
of lines of copy given to each source category during pre-coup, coup, and post-coup periods, a view 
of the access and comparable recognition of diverse points of view emerged. In total, 1,905 lines of 
text attributed to a source were coded. 

Pre-coup coverage gave the majority of space to oppositional points of view (see Figure 1). 
Figure 1. Space given to source types in pre-coup NYT coverage

84

202

117

41

94

24

0

50

100

150

200

250

Chavez opposition pro-Chavez US gov experts other

 

During the coup, more space opened in the discourse for other voices, including U.S. 
government and expert voices (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Space given to source types in NYT coverage during the 
coup.
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After May 1, 2002, coverage shifted in other directions. While the opposition still had the 
most space, President Chavez gained much more in terms of his voice heard in the discourse. His 
supporters and members of his administration, lost lines of copy, as did U.S. government officials and 
experts, even compared to pre-coup levels (see Figure 3). 

 
Figure 3. Space given to source types after the coup.
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Seen over time, trends of access and recognition emerge (see Figure 4).  

Figure 4. Comparative space alloted in NYT to sources 
from pre-coup to post-coup period.

0
50

100
150
200
250
300

precoup coup postcoup

Chavez
opposition
pro-Chavez
US gov
experts
other

 

 When seen from this view, oppositional sources were the most cited of the categories before, 
during and after the coup in terms of space and entry allotted. Chavez gained lines of copy from pre-
coup period to post-coup, but voices supporting him, i.e. his voters and administration, declined in 
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terms of space and were eventually replaced by Chavez as the primary source of positive information 
regarding his administration. U.S. government official space spiked during the coup, as the Times 
raced to get U.S. official word on the events unfolding. Experts also lessened in frequency after coup. 
In fact, the discourse after the coup became much more of a discourse between Chavez and his 
opposition. 

However, when Chavez and pro-Chavez voices were combined to represent the relative 
uniformity of their message in the debate surrounding Chavez as president of Venezuela, the results 
change in terms of copy space and frequency of mention (see Figures 5 and 6). 

 

Figure 5. Space given in support and in opposition of Chavez 
over time
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In the year before the coup, the amount of copy given to voices supporting Chavez (including 
Chavez himself) was equal in terms of space to those opposing Chavez. During the coup, the balance 
shifted slightly, to the advantage of the opponents of Chavez. After the coup, the balance shifted 
again to favor voices in favor of Chavez. 

 

Figure 6. Frequency of mention of source types
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However, the frequency of source mention shifted. Before the coup, opposition sources were 
cited more frequently than voices in support of Chavez. After the coup, the discussion was more 
equal and also more closed to outside actors. Experts, U.S. officials, and unaffiliated sources were 
removed from a discussion that became an exchange between Chavez and his opponents. 

If Chavez is separated as a source from his supporters, one can still see how reference to his 
words increased after the coup, while his supporters and outside voices lost ground (see Figure 7). 
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Figure 7. Frequency of mention of source types
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Conclusions 
This study applied a version Bennett et al.’s (2004) model of public sphere discourse to The 

New York Times’ coverage of Hugo Chavez before, during, and after the 2002 coup d’etat that 
temporarily removed him from power. The question asked was, how did coverage change over time, 
in terms of the access and recognition given to diverse points of view? Previous research examining 
the selective use of sources to construct news articles concluded, in part, that in certain cases 
journalists will mirror elite debate of a subject, or follow hegemonic lines of discourse in coverage of 
issues that deal with national security or foreign policy. 

The case of Venezuela’s Hugo Chavez presented a useful case study to see if these 
suppositions hold true in the period of self-reflection of much of the news media following scandals 
involving quality of editorial oversight and reporting in terms of the adherence to the U.S. model of 
objective, accurate and neutral reporting. We chose to look at The New York Times articles for this 
study, for several reasons. Considered a paper of record, the Times is considered to set the agenda for 
other media outlets in the U.S., and therefore themes presented in Times articles would be taken up 
by other outlets. The Times is also useful, as during the coup it published a series of congratulatory 
articles praising the takeover, for which it subsequently had to print mea culpas for advocating an 
illegal and unconstitutional removal of a democratically elected president. Did the newspaper’s 
coverage change after the coup to allow more access and recognition of voices in an ongoing conflict 
revolving around the presidency of Hugo Chavez? 

By applying a version of Bennett et al.’s public discourse model to determine levels of access 
and recognition for opposing points of view from before, during and after the coup, we asked if the 
public sphere included opposing voices, or if the conflict presented primarily one point of view. The 
results showed elite news did allow opposing voices access to the discourse, including domestic and 
international voices that expressed primarily polarized views. In accordance with his electoral 
standings, Hugo Chavez is a divisive figure. Most sources used in these articles expressed either pro-
Chavez or anti-Chavez sentiments. 

The extent to which they entered the discussion varied over time. Before the coup, President 
Chavez had less of a voice in U.S. news. However, after the coup, the discourse became an exchange 
almost entirely between him and his opposition. His rhetoric, while always fiery and designed to 
evoke emotion, was published more often after his return to power. In terms of media management, 
discourse designed to draw attention by use of colorful words and inflammatory language is indeed 
achieving greater copy space and frequency of mention for the speaker. Discourse analysis that 
examines changes in his rhetoric style could greatly serve media management research. Has his 
speaking style changed notably from his earlier days in office? If so, does this reflect other changes in 
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his media image and relations with the media? Those who study presidential media management 
would be well-served by an in-depth study of Chavez’ media management style. 

Another trend saw outside voices—those of international experts and U.S. government 
officials—drop significantly in both frequency of mention and copy space, after spiking during the 
coup. This could be interpreted as supporting earlier research that journalists mirror elite debate. 
First, during the coup, journalists raced to get the “official” point of view from the Bush 
administration, which was overwhelmingly positive towards the removal of Chavez. But as the Times 
published articles and editorials agreeing with the administration view, dissent emerged from other 
nations and international organizations that condemned the removal of a president by his political 
foes. The conflict was reflected in numerous articles that included Democratic and Republican 
lawmakers arguing about U.S. involvement in the coup, and was reflected in a spike in U.S. 
governmental sources. In the post-coup period, conflict continued to be the main thrust of the story, 
but it was styled as direct contests between Chavez and his opponents.  

As this is a work in progress, much further investigation is needed. An analysis that examines 
other facets of framing should be implemented. One important variable to be examined is the 
placement of sources. Initial coding only determined if opposing views were published. A more 
sophisticated analysis will analyse where sources are positioned, in terms of their proximity to the 
headline. Often during pre-coup coverage, sources that came from pro-Chavez voices were placed 
much lower in the article than oppositional voices. If readers are prone to only consuming the first 
few paragraphs of a story, they might only read one point of view. 

Other components of news articles should also be included in future analysis, such as 
headlines and images. For example, one article was entitled, “Venezuelan Demonstrators Attacked by 
Government Loyalists” (Reuters, 2001). The story was actually about how Caracas police, controlled 
by mayor and Chavez-opponent Alfredo Pena, fired upon pro-Chavez demonstrators. But the 
headline implies that Chavez loyalists attacked oppositional demonstrators. The tone of the article 
should also be recorded. Images are also powerful evokers of emotion, and can prime readers’ 
perceptions and attitudes even before they’ve read a single word. Lexus-Nexus does not include the 
actual images, but the captions. In one instance, the caption of an article described an oppositional 
figure wiping his tears on the Venezuelan flag. Visual communication techniques should also be 
incorporated into a full investigation. 

Finally, for the purposes of this work in progress, we selected articles from the brief periods 
in question, and from one news source. A longer, more in-depth investigation will include not only 
longer time periods, but more than one publication for a more comparative view. Are these time 
periods too brief to make satisfactory conclusions? By using longer periods and more articles, we 
may be able to increase confidence in the findings. On the same note, ideologies of news 
organizations can indeed play a slight role in dictating content direction and tone. Analysis of various 
elite news outlets could help determine if the trends seen here were inimitable to the Times, or if they 
represent the U.S. elite media generally.  

In conclusion, public relations practitioners working in the realm of public communication 
have a great need to understand how and why certain themes emerge in the public consciousness. The 
public sphere model is a useful one to determine the degree to which various points of view emerge 
as legitimate voices in ongoing debate. Media considerations, such as adherence to official debate 
dimensions and themes, and the degree to which communication is dominated by groups who have 
domestic political support are important for those who represent minority points of view. One can see 
from the case of New York Times coverage of Hugo Chavez, how the discourse evolved before, 
during and after a crisis that focused international attention on the faults of U.S. elite media reporting. 
The manner in which the conflict was reported shifted slightly after a major crisis to allow allows 
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more access and recognition for a pro-governmental perspective, albeit almost entirely for discourse 
from a politician who understands the utility of specialized rhetoric to gain media attention. After the 
crisis, the conflict was presented in terms of a president against his many, and varied, opposition in 
U.S. elite news. Chavez’s supporters, many of them among Venezuela’s poorest, still have not found 
an equivalent voice in the discourse. 
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The study looks at how public relations is practiced at universities in Turkey 
nationwide. A web-based survey with the heads of public relations departments will 
provide demographics on public relations management in higher education and will 
explore the roles of the directors. The paper will also discuss the function of public 
relations interpreted by universities and how this is put into practice including the role 
of top management.  
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The objective of this paper is three-folded.  It aims to explore 1) how the alternative 
orientation to the positivist approach in public relations research comes to light in 
Thailand, 2) how the public relations research can be reconceptualized to serve the 
diverse segments of contemporary Thai society, and 3) what constitutes an adequate 
body of knowledge of alternative public relations research.   
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Product placement, exposure of a product during an entertainment vehicle, has existed at least since 
1896.  That year, “The Sunlight Soap Washing Competition” was released, a short film that featured 
women doing laundry with Sunlight Soap (Who’s Who, 2005).  Recently, however, interest in and 
use of  product placement has exploded. Consider these statistics: 

o Product placements in prime-time network television increased 31 percent in 2005, 
with 110,322 occurrences, according to a Nielsen service (Edwards, 2006). 

o Value increased 23 percent in 2005, up to $4.25 billion. This is expected to grow 15 
percent annually through 2009, to $6.94 billion, according to PQ Media (Graser, 
2006). 

o Spending on video games alone was $120 million in 2004, expected to grow to $800 
million by 2009 (Janoff, 2005). 

o Product placement in the print medium is expected to grow at a double-digit pace over 
the next five years, as publications look for new revenue sources (Janoff, 2005). 

o In 2003, Advertising Age, a major trade publication, sponsored its first Madison+Vine 
conference (which later became an annual event) to discuss the trend. It now sponsors 
a weekly newsletter by the same name. 

 Whether it is called product placement, product integration, Madison and Vine, air integration 
or brand integration, it’s a growing business.  And it’s everywhere – in movies, on television shows, 
in videogames, in books, and in Broadway shows.  The proliferation of reality shows has offered 
especially fertile ground. 
 This paper explores some of the negative and positive consequences to the public relations of 
a company that embarks on product placement, and also discusses the ethical issues involved, plus 
potential legal responses.  It concludes with summary results from a research study of cigarette use in 
movies after a legal agreement barring such placement. 

 
Background 

While gaining momentum since E.T. favored Reese’s Pieces in the 1982 film E.T.:  The 
Extra-Terrestrial, product placement has become more ubiquitous during the past decade.  There are a 
variety of causes. Viewers have more cable stations and more media in general to choose from 
among.  TiVO and other digital video recorders allow viewers to skip commercials. DVDs offer full 
seasons of television series that are commercial free.  Apple’s new video iPOD allows that same 
thing. 

Today’s model of partnerships is different from the earliest days of both radio and television 
when many programs were strongly associated with their sponsor.  References to Maxwell House 
coffee, and to Lucky Strike cigarettes and later Jell-O, occurred frequently in the radio shows of 
Burns and Allen, and Jack Benny, respectively.  In the early days of television, the tradition 
continued with shows such as the “Kraft Television Theatre” and “Texaco Star Theater.”   At that 
time, advertising agencies bought blocks of television time, and then named the shows, like “Texaco 
Star Theatre”. Later on, television networks began to produce the shows. 
 Today’s product placement goes much further, however. In the old model, the product was in 
the background.  Today’s model, sometimes differentiated as product integration, shows it being 
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woven into the scripts. No longer is placement retrofitted, which refers to a product wanting to get 
onto a show that is already a hit.  The new movement is towards sponsors being involved in the 
development stage, impacting the creative process or, in magazines, the editorial function.  The 
product becomes part of the story. 
 This can come about in different ways.  Sometimes a storyline is pitched to a company, 
illustrating how its product can be used.  Sometimes the company makes a suggestion. At least one 
Web site offers the service of matching companies with entertainment shows (Smith, 2006). 
 Recent success stories have demonstrated the benefits.  The relationship between Sears and 
“Extreme Makeover, Home Edition” has basically made the retailer a character in the show. Sears is 
shown as helping people solve problems and providing them with the good life.   It has provided a 
unique opportunity for a positive message. 
 In another example, Oprah Winfrey gave away a Pontiac to every member in the audience.  
The car was featured on the show for nearly four minutes, or equivalent advertising time of about 
$5.4 million.  Afterwards, more millions were generated in free mentions in print and television news 
stories (Mandese, 2004).   
 Product placement is most frequently thought of as taking place in television shows and films.  
But it is expanding into new territory. 
 British author Fay Weldon featured Bulgari jewelry in her novel The Bulgari Connection, for 
which she was paid a fee by the company (Laurence, 2005). Two new magazines are actively 
pursuing product placement dollars.  Relish, a food magazine, seeks brand mentions in recipes. Inside 
TV, a new magazine from TV Guide, offers opportunities like sponsoring reader polls (McClellan, 
2005). 
 Broadcasting and Cable, a trade publication, reported that the Lexus corporation is working 
on a magazine placement plan whereby advertorial stories would not carry an advertising label, and 
would be written by staff writers to enhance their credibility (McClellan, 2005).  Lexus would pay 
the writers, because Lexus wants writing style and characteristics to match the rest of the magazine.  
It is also exploring paying to put its cars in editorial photos. Now, this is not a new practice – public 
relations agencies often provide product in exchange for possibility of placement – but this is 
different in that Lexus would be paying for the certainty. 
 However, this would violate the ethics code of the American Society of Magazine Editors that 
says ads (layout, design, typefaces) have to be distinctly different from editorial content; the Code 
also frowns upon reporters writing paid advertising copy. 
 The president of the American Society of  Magazine finds the debate pointless because the 
cause of the increased use in television – the diminished value of traditional commercials – does not 
happen in print (“Starcom Study:  2005). 
 The New Yorker magazine raised a few eyebrows when it sold its entire August 22, 2005 
issue to Target.  All the advertisements were for Target, and much of the artwork accompanying 
articles and sections included the Target logo. 
How to measure value. 
 How to measure two variables – how much a product placement should cost, and the dollar 
value generated – is being explored in a variety of ways and has become a fast-growing niche for new 
and established companies. 
 Beginning in November 2003, IAG began measuring recall of products integrated into 
storylines.  They measured both placements paid for and those incidental.  The final number provides 
a score based on the percentage of viewers who can recall a product within 24 hours of viewing, 
indexed against the average score.  They found that best viewed shows don’t necessarily produce the 
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highest scores.  The highest rank went to SpongeBob SquarePants©, appearing on a UPN show “All 
of Us” (McClellan, 2003). 
 One company, iTVX, developed a Q-Ratio, which assigns a value to product placement 
weighted against a 30-second commercial (Bannan, 2006). 
 Another way is to measure product placement by equivalent ad time costs.  The NFL got 
nearly $10,000,000 in value in “According to Jim”, when the NFL was prominent for nearly 11 
minutes (Mandese, 2004). This system is called pp/cc, product placement commercial cost ratio.  
This overlooks the difference between advertisements and product placements, however, in that 
placements, not identified as ads, may carry more credibility.  
 TNS Media Intelligence offers a variation on a clipping service.  Placements in selected 
shows, such as late-night talk, are tallied, including descriptive data such as relation to the plot 
(Bannan, 2006). 
 Others are exploring the value of different levels of product placement.  Value increases from 
the image of a box of pasta sitting on a table, for example, to if the star picks up the box, to if the star 
mentions the name. 
 Another method in development is to pay according to actual results for advertisers, not on 
upfront fee. However, it is difficult to control for the part other marketing efforts played in product 
sales. 

The Good, The Bad, The Ugly 
 The benefits of product placement are obvious.  To become basically a character in a show – 
such as Nokia telephone is in “Alias” – puts the company forefront with the consumer.  When the 
product is integrated seamlessly in the show, it is impossible for the viewer to fast forward 
through the product message. 
 Again referring to Sears and “Extreme Makeover”, one episode showed a member of the team 
shopping at Sears and touting its glories.  This is especially impactful when it is a regular character of 
whom the audience has become fond. 
 The same situation occurs in daily serial dramas, also called soap operas.  In these cases, 
viewers may develop a relationship with a character over years, decades, or even a lifetime.  But this 
benefit can also backfire if a beloved character is made to look silly or cheap by an awkward 
placement.  This happened twice in “As the World Turns”.  In one case, Emma Snyder, a matriarch, 
was preparing a traditional Thanksgiving dinner, and repeatedly made reference to the fact that it was 
a Butterball.  In another episode, police officer Margo Hughes, also a long-time character, spent 
several minutes on screen talking about using a new product,  Nice and Easy Root Touch Up.  A 
scene that could have been about a shared experience – graying hair – became an obvious 
commercial promotion. 
 The benefits and pitfalls of a product placement partnership are evident in two examples, 
ranked among the best and worst of 2005 by Automotive News. 
 The appearance of Pontiac on “The Apprentice” cost more than $1 million.  The candidates 
had to design a brochure for the new model. Viewers were sent to a Web site, where visits rose 1400 
percent in the hour after the show. The site included a certificate that allowed viewers to order one of 
the first 1000 Solstices available.  The cars went in 41 minutes. The integration of the placement and 
the Web site made the partnership a success. 
 A failure, at a cost of $16 million for product integration fees and media, was Toyota’s 
appearance on “The Contender”.  The problem was there was no logical connection between the 
product and the storyline; the program also attracted lower ratings than anticipated (“Product 
Placement”,2005). 



IPRRC - 247 

 

 Because of wide distribution, followed by rentals and sales, product placement in films can be 
a great bargain. A small company called Mountain Valley Spring water,  actually the nation’s oldest 
bottled water company, was able to purchase a placement in the Tom Cruise movie “War of the 
Worlds”, which helped reestablish it as premium brand.  It was the right kind of exposure for the 
company, which does not have the resources for a national campaign (Dunlap, 2005). Mountain 
Valley paid $10,000 for “War”, much less than a national advertisement would cost. 
 It’s creating buzz, like products used on “Queer Eye for the Straight Guy” and on “The 
Apprentice”, a concept that while difficult to measure is recognized as beneficial.  
 In terms of public relations practitioners themselves, the trend can also be seen as a bonus.  
According to PR Week, product placement is “an exploding area of growth for PR agencies . . . More 
and more public relations firms are formalizing their stakes in this arena with new divisions or hires 
aimed solely at building product placement abilities and cementing their spots as legitimate players in 
this market” (“Entertainment”, 2005, p. 13). 
 Some think public relations agencies have the advantage in this arena because they bring 
“longstanding relationships in the close-knit entertainment industry.  Advertising agencies aren’t used 
to working with celebrities.  They’re not in Hollywood,” according to Tom Tardio, Rogers and 
Cowan agency (“Entertainment”,2005, p. 13). 
 On the other hand, there are several potentially negative results to product placement, too, 
including: 

• Intrusion into creative process;  
• Competitors reactions;  
• Overuse; 
• Show and product are tied together;  
• Timing;  
• Increased cynicism among consumers. 

 Creative Intrusion.  In the book “Shopgirl,” written by Steve Martin, the title character 
works at Neiman Marcus.  In the film by the same name, also written by Martin, she works at Saks. 
In a recent revival of “Sweet Charity”, playwright Neil Simon changed a drink order from a double 
scotch on the rocks to Gran Centenario Tequila (Laurence, 2005). Is this an affront to creative 
freedom? 
 The Writers Guild of America thinks so.  In a statement, the Guild declared that “product 
integration is blurring the line between advertising and content.”  The president called it a “disservice 
to the American audience” (Laurence, 2005, p. A-1).  
 The encroachment on creative freedom is probably one of the most troubling aspects of 
product placement.  Companies want their products to be used by the heroes, not the villains.  In the 
reality series “The Restaurant”, one product placement partner wanted to know if something could be 
done to make the chef Rocco DiSpirito more likeable (Parkes, 2004).  The Gap wanted script 
approval for “Dawson’s Creek” and “Felicity” (Romano, 2004), and because of that was denied a 
partnership.  In the film “Catwoman”, a representative from Jaquar cars actually got to review daily 
footage (Burt and Chaffin, 2005, P. 14).   
 It is not surprising that writers are at the forefront of challenging any intrusion of creative 
freedom.  Among them are the writers of reality shows, which may, at first glance, sound like an 
oxymoron.  Among the duties of reality show writers is to go through thousands of hours of tape to 
pull out segments that will create a plotline. 
 Several have reported instances when allegedly spontaneous comments had to be reshot or 
content manipulated to fulfill an agreement. 
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 In “A Simple Life,” Greyhound Bus had a scene pulled where a bus skidded for comedic 
affect.  On “The Swan,” contestants were shown eating Jenny Craig food, when they were not, on the 
orders of their trainers. 
 In “Livin’ Large,” the late placement of Tums caused an ironic situation.  A scene featured a 
roller coaster ride, and the owner of the ride explaining his ride was safe and easy on people’s 
metabolism, meaning it didn’t make people sick.  A clip was added at the end of two girls getting off 
the ride, and one saying she needed a Tums (“Behind the Scenes”, 2006). 

There is also the possibility of harm to the performer’s artistic credibility.  The audience has 
historically looked at acting as an artistic endeavor, not as a sales practice. 
 Competitors reaction.  The fear of a reaction from competitors might also influence the 
creative process.  For example, if Coca-Cola buys advertising during a situation comedy, will the 
show feel free to feature its characters drinking Pepsi?   
 Overuse.  Reports of complaints from consumers are rising, complaints about their favorite 
television shows becoming infomercials.  “The Apprentice” is an example of backlash:  ratings 
decline in direct proportion to the frequency of product placement in the show, according to Jeff 
Greenfield (Edwards, 2006).  
 Others say the often-quoted explosion in use only seems large in comparison, because use was 
so low only a few years ago (Edwards, 2006). 
 Interaction.  The same problems may arise as do when a company hires a spokesperson.  If 
the show’s ratings come down, does that affect the way people feel about the product?  Reversely, if 
the product experiences bad publicity, will the show be affected?  Would viewers turn the show off? 
 Timing.  Advertising campaigns, especially those for new products, are carefully timed.  
Some television shows, however, are in development for years, and launch dates may change from 
fall to mid-season. The lag time in films is even longer. 
 Cynicism. As the president of the WB Network said,  product tie-ins have to be done 
correctly or they can “kill a show” (Schlosser, 2002, p 24).  He said it has to be hidden. “I think the 
minute the viewing public starts to smell they are sold in the program is the minute those programs 
begin to fail.” 
 Does this reaction differ by generation?  Professor Jay Newell has found that his students 
expect to find recognizable products in their television and film shows, and are not upset by it 
(Laurence, 2005). 
 Two surveys have indicated consumers are nonchalant about product invasion, especially the 
younger demographic. 
 Male gamers were asked about a new game that included a Cingular logo that appeared 
frequently, giving the user text messages about play information.  The sample included 1350 players 
between the ages of 13 and 44. The responses were very positive from the perspective of Cingular.  
Only four percent  gave the brand a negative rating because of product placement, while 34 percent  
gave it a positive.  Brand recall was a very high 69 percent.  More in the test group said they would 
recommend the brand than those in the control group (Hein, 2005). 
 Another survey asked 700 people about product placement in magazines. Sixty-five percent 
said they thought advertisers paid for placements; about 50 percent thought the practice was all right.  
 Publishing executives disagree.  One publisher said magazines need to maintain a difference 
between themselves and catalogs (Starcom Study: 2005). 
 When balancing the benefits and possible drawbacks of product placement, public relations 
needs to be cognizant of all of these.  
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Ethical Concerns and Legal Constraints 
 Three of the primary ethical issues involving product placement are the hiddenness of the 
message, what some call stealth advertising; the pressure on the creative process, and the targeting of 
children.  
 It seems in every part of daily life, people are being sold something.  Product placement is 
“part of the commercial takeover of every nook and cranny of our lives and our culture,” according to 
Gary Ruskin of Commercial Alert (Lasswell, 2004, p. 1.)  He calls it “dishonest advertising. . . stealth 
advertising.  It sneaks by our critical faculties and plants images in our brains when we’re paying less 
attention” (Laurence, 2005, p. A-1).  
 Commercial Alert filed complaints with the Federal Communications Commission and the 
Federal Trade Commission in 2003 asking for clearer notification of brand embedding, like an on-
screen alert. Not surprisingly, Ralph Nader also petitioned the FTC to crack down on product 
placement. Nader calls product placement “deceptive” and “a form of consumer molestation” (Burt 
and Chaffin, 2005, p.14). The FTC decided not to take formal action on the complaints, saying that 
product placement is not “inherently deceptive.” However, FTC associate director Mary Engle said 
that product placement remains a form of advertising, and thus is subject to FTC jurisdiction.  She 
said the FTC would be looking for deceptive product claims, and that such claims have to be 
substantiated (Edwards, 2005). 

The Commercial Alert complaint included “Product placement is deceptive because it flies 
under the viewer’s skeptical radar.  Product imagery and script write-ins can be so subtle, that 
viewers fail to identify them as a veiled commercial “  (Lasswell, 2004, p. 18).  The complaint also 
charged “product placement is implicated in the epidemic of marketing-related diseases in children,” 
such as obesity and diabetes. 
 The results of one study would seem to support this claim  In 2005, two of the top five shows 
in terms of the most soda and fast food placements also drew about one-fourth of their audience from 
children under 16. During 2005, children saw 3,461 occurrences between  “American Idol” and “The 
Contender” (Hein A, 2005). Disney’s “Curious George” film is reportedly the first animated film to 
identify products by logo (Hales, 2006). 
 The Children’s Advertising Review Unit (CARU) of the National Advertising Division 
(NAD) of the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) announced in September 2005 that it had 
commenced a review to determine if product placement on children’s television shows should be 
banned completely (Edwards, 2005). 
 Getting into the debate is the Grocery Manufacturers of America, which called on CARU to 
ban product placement on children’s television, but only paid placement, which some estimate 
constitutes less than 30 percent of all placement (Edwards, 2005).  
 The American Society of Magazine Editors addressed product integration when revising its 
guidelines in October 2005. While the guidelines require special issues and inserts to be clearly 
marked as advertising, Inside TV ignores the guidelines, saying it should not be held to them in the 
same way a magazine such as Newsweek is.  The editor-in-chief said his readers view product 
integration as “natural” and “seamless value-added experience” (Ives, 2005).    
 In a WGA member survey, 73 percent said the line between advertising and content needs to 
be clearer (Carvajal, 2006). The Writers Guild and the Screen Actors Guild have both called for a 
code of conduct (the USC Annenberg School for Communication also joined) that would include 
disclosure of product placement at the beginning of each film and television program, and would 
limit its use in children’s programming (Marr, 2005). The Screen Actors Guild President called for a 
truth-in-programming right similar to the existing truth-in-advertising right.  He also opined that 
performers should receive compensation.  
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Another potentially legal issue is the appropriation of image.  If an actor consumes a product, 
endorsement is implicit.  In a television show, the actor gets nothing whereas endorsement deals can 
run into the millions of dollars (Johnson, 2005).   
 Some in the creative community have said it’s important to adopt such a code before the 
government gets involved, with some strongly opposed to any kind of government intervention in the 
arts.  Other have suggested including a Web site address at the end of a program, where all product 
integration sponsors could be listed.  Another idea is having a crawl at the bottom of the screen, 
which viewers could turn on or off (Benjamin, 2005). 
 Commercial Alert and other groups are sponsoring a Parents’ Bill of Rights that they would 
like the U.S. Congress to support.  The Bill includes nine provisions, one of which is the Product 
Placement Disclosure Act, which would “require corporations to disclose, on packaging and at the 
outset, any and all product placements on television and videos, and in movies, video games, and 
books.  This would let parents know there are ads in media typically assumed to be ad-free” (Wolcott, 
2004, p. 11). 
 In England, such deals are illegal.  A show like “American Idol” has to remove references to 
Coke before it can be rebroadcast.  But there seems to be little movement towards such regulation 
here, away from the current method, with quick credits at end of show (Lasswell, 2004), although 
some marketers are worried. The products to be identified would also have to be defined.  Would it 
include products chosen by the prop master because they are handy, products used as a nod to an 
advertiser, or products used as a trade-out?  And do not all such appearances look the same to the 
viewer? 

 
Case Study: One Attempt at Legal Limitation 
Would such a law be effective?  Research looking at the impact of the Master Settlement 

Agreement provides little supportive evidence. 
Tobacco companies have long been cognizant of the power of product placement (Mekemson 

and Glantz, 2002). Cigarettes and other tobacco products have been and are common props in films. 
In 1998, a Master Settlement Agreement was signed between 46 state attorneys general and the 
tobacco industry under which the tobacco companies had to pay restitution to 46 states for health 
costs associated with tobacco-causing illnesses. The product placement of tobacco products in films 
was also addressed. 

To examine if the MSA resulted in less cigarette use in films, the top 10 box-office hits in 
terms of worldwide revenue for 1999, 2000 and 2001 were studied. 

Movies were divided into 5-minute intervals to document the presence of “tobacco events,” 
with the definition taken from Stockwell and Glantz’s 1994 study.  A tobacco event is “implied or 
actual consumption of tobacco, paraphernalia (ashtrays and matches), talking about tobacco, and 
tobacco product logos” (Stockwell and Glantz, 1997, p. 282). 

The findings of this study provide no evidence that the signing of the Master Settlement 
Agreement resulted in a decline in the portrayal of tobacco use in films. Of the 30 films studied, 80 
percent included at least one tobacco event. These 30 films yielded 231 tobacco events, averaging 
6.76 per hour, or slightly more than one every 10 minutes. Indeed, there is substantial evidence that 
the number of portrayals actually increased.  There also was no evidence that the portrayal of tobacco 
use became more negative, or that negative consequences of tobacco use were discussed more 
frequently. 

However, it must be recognized that the MSA placed an obligation on tobacco companies, not 
film production companies.  This research did not determine which placements were paid for, and 
which were a measure of creative decision-making. 
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It is unlikely product placement is going to evaporate; it is much more likely that its use will 
continue to grow.  Public relations consultants need to be mindful of both the negative and positive 
consequences such partnerships may cause for their clients or employers.   
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This study develops a multiple-item scale for measuring public relations stance, as the 
starting point for making strategies and tactics.  Following the conceptualization and 
operationalization of stance as degrees of accommodation, one judge panel and two 
PRSA member survey data sets are employed for scale development and testing.  The 
scale’s reliability, factorial structure and validity are further assessed.  This systematic 
procedure provides a valid and reliable scale with two clusters of enactments of 
stance: action-based accommodation and qualified-rhetoric-mixed accommodation.  
This scale can be used by practitioners to measure the organization and its publics’ 
willingness to take accommodation in a given situation, as well as how these stances 
evolve and/or persist longitudinally. 
 

Stance, as a key concept in understanding public relations practice, has been of great interests to 
researchers.  According to Cameron and his colleagues, stance moves along the continuum of 
accommodation.  Organizations practice a variety of stances with its publics at any given point, and 
these stances change, depending on the circumstances. The continuum has two ends as advocacy and 
accommodation, which represents the willingness to make concessions or give or offer trade-offs: at 
one end the organization pleads its case and at the other makes overtures toward a trade-off or toward 
concessions.  One key argument of contingency theory is the disentanglement of stance from the 
cluster of strategies and tactics. Unlike strategies and tactics, stance is operationalized as the position 
an organization takes in decision-making, which is supposed to determine which strategy or tactic to 
employ.  

For the public relations strategy measurement, Huang (2004) developed a multiple-item scale 
called the Public Relations Stance Assessment (PRSA) with five dimensions (mediated 
communication, social activities, interpersonal communication, two-way communication, and 
symmetrical communication).  Given its good reliability and validity, it can be used to better 
understand organizational perceptions of public relations strategies.  As a construct distinct from 
strategy, public relations stance is also to be measured, as the starting point for making strategies and 
tactics.  However, there is a lack of any multiple-item scale or inventory being developed and tested 
in terms of evaluative qualities.  For researchers and practitioners, a scale specifically measuring 
stance is needed for better understanding of public relations practice.  

Therefore, the purpose of this study is to develop a multiple-item scale for measuring public 
relations stance, which would meet reliability and validity standards and can be applied in public 
relations practice.  This paper first conceptualizes stance into the poles of advocacy and 
accommodation, with the concept of accommodation as the focus of this scale development.  
Specifically, stance is operationalized as the degrees of accommodation or the willingness of taking 
accommodations toward publics in varied situations.  One judge panel and two survey data sets (103 
and 144 PRSA members, respectively) are employed to develop a reliable and valid scale to measure 
stance as degrees of accommodation, and then its quality via systematic psychometric evaluation is 
assessed.  
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Conceptualization 
As Cameron and his colleagues proposed, stance moves along the continuum of 

accommodation, the position of which reflecting the degrees of accommodation.  Organizations 
practice a variety of stances with its publics at any given point, and these stances change, depending 
on the circumstances. The continuum has two ends as advocacy and accommodation, which 
represents the willingness to make concessions or give or offer trade-offs: At one end the 
organization pleads its case and at the other makes overtures toward a trade-off or toward 
concessions.   

Examining from the perspective of the contingency theory, at the stance level, Yarbrough, 
Cameron, Sallot and McWilliams (1998) argued that a central point of the contingency theory is that 
the degree of willingness of accommodation or advocacy “depends upon the weighing of many 
factors found in the theory” (p. 50), based on the matrix of around 90 factors suggested. Studies on 
the contingency theory have shown that certain key variables predispose an organization to 
accommodation while others prohibit any form of accommodation. Then, there are also those that are 
in between, depending on the prevailing circumstances, which steer the organization towards more 
accommodation or advocacy.  For example, Cameron, Cropp and Reber’s study (2001) on the 
proscriptive factors explaining why symmetrical or accommodation stances can not be taken at some 
situation.  The morality of top management, the position caught in-between two contending publics at 
the same time, restriction from regulation, regulation and jurisdictions, are all found to preclude an 
organization to accommodate or even communicate with a public.  It is concluded that for those 
situations (especially conflicts), even though at the surface an organization seems to take an 
excellence approach, but their stance swiftly changes and moves on the continuum of accommodation 
based the influence of those proscriptive factors.   

The conceptualization of contingency continuum is bipolar as stance moving along Pure 
Advocacy to Pure Accommodation.  However, given the situations that an organization can be at the 
same time both advocating and accommodative toward a given public at a given time toward multiple 
publics or one or more publics across time, it is important to examine the feasibility of exploring 
what comprise “advocacy” and what comprise “accommodation”.  According to Cameron and his 
colleagues, advocacy is closely related to asymmetry, conflict, and competition, while 
Accommodation is centered on the “willingness to change or accept or yield…”.  In that sense, even 
the conceptual level of contingency continuum is bipolar, its application at measurement level could 
be assessed by looking at each respectively.  As a first step of scale development, this study will 
focus on how to measure stance as the degrees of accommodation or the degrees of “willingness” to 
make concessions or give or offer trade-offs, and so forth.  

 
Method and Scale Development 

Study 1: Item Generation and Refinement 
 In order to generate the initial pool of items for the stance scale, relevant literature on crisis 
communication, conflict management and public relations was reviewed and an initial pool of 54 
scale items were compiled (see Appendix A).  Those items were mostly drawn from Shin’s (2003) 
study on conflict management stances and strategies and Huang’s (2004) study on measuring public 
relations strategies. 
 Similar to a procedure used by Bloch, Brunel, and Arnold (2003), Bearden, Netemeyer, and 
Teel (1989), and Zaichowsky (1985), a group of five public relations faculty and Ph.D. students at a 
large Midwestern university judged the content validity of the items.  Each judge was presented with 
a written definition of stance with the 54 candidate scale items.  Judges were then asked to rate each 
statement as being “clearly representative,” “somewhat representative,” or “not representative” of the 
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construct definition.  Items evaluated as clearly representative by three judges and no worse than 
somewhat representative by a fourth judge were retained.  This process resulted in a set of 12 items 
for further analysis (see Appendix B).  In addition, the face validity of each item was also judged by 
each panel member. 
Study 2:  Item Reduction and Reliability Testing 
 This following study involved scale purification and reliability testing for the 12 items.  Data 
were collected via a Web survey of a random sample drawn from Public Relations Society of 
America (PRSA) member’s directory (2002).  The practitioners were asked to think of a public 
relations situation and one primary public they dealt with, and then their willingness of taking the 
twelve listed stance items.  After testing the email links included in the sample, an initial mailing of 
deliverable 800 surveys was followed by a reminder email sent one week later.  Usable responses 
were received from 103 public relations professionals resulting in an overall response rate of 13%.   

Descriptively (see Table 1), slightly over half of the respondents were female (56.3%).  Most 
of them are in the age group from 40-49 years old (31.1%) and 50-59 (30.1%).  In terms of highest 
educational level, half of them have some college or bachelor’s degree (51.5%), while 37.9% of them 
have Master’s degree and 2.9% of them have Doctorate degree.  The majority of those professionals 
are working for PR agency or firm (23.3%), corporation (19.4%), non-profit organization (24.3%) 
and government (17.5%), while the rest working for education institutes and other types of 
organization (15.6%). Most of them have worked in the field of public relations for at least 10 years 
(76.7%).  Especially, more than 98% of the respondents have involved in dealing with conflicts and 
crisis, with almost half of them reported “often” (26.2%) or “very often” (20.4%) in terms of 
frequency of dealing with those situations for their organization. 

Analysis of Item Distribution.  As an initial reduction method, analysis of item distributions 
were examined, aiming at eliminating highly skewed and unbalanced distributions due to their little 
information, limited variability and highly unstable correlational results (Clark & Watson, 1995).  
Item 12 was excluded due to its large skewness (-3.24) and kurtosis (12.50).  The frequency tables 
indicated the normal distribution for the rest of the 11 items, which were retained in the scale.  As the 
second step of item reduction, the correlation of each item with the score for the total set of 11 items 
was computed, with all items having corrected item-total correlations above .40.  Therefore, no item 
was deleted. 

Structural Analyses and Internal Consistency.  Aiming at a theoretical solution 
uncontaminated by unique and error variability as well as on the basis of underlying stance construct 
that are expected to produce scores on the indicator items, factor analysis (FA) instead of principal 
component analysis (PCA) was employed.  Therefore, only the variance that each observed variable 
shares with other observed variables is available for analysis (Tabachinck & Fidell, 2001).  All items 
were scored using a seven-point Likert format with higher scores representing greater degrees of 
accommodation (1 = Completely Unwilling, 7 = Completely Willing).  Prior to data analysis, the 
Kaiser-Meyer Olkin (KMO) test of sampling adequacy and the Bartlett test of sphericity were used to 
determine the appropriateness of factor analysis (Kaiser, 1974).  The KMO level of .861 and the 
significance of the Bartlett test (.000) indicated that factor analysis was appropriate for the data 
(Kaiser, 1974). 

Considering the possible factors themselves might be correlated, Principal Axis Factoring, 
strongly preferred by Comrey (1988), with Promax Rotation (correlation between factors are 
expected theoretically), was performed next on the remaining set of 11 items.  Two factors were 
generated.  The factor loading of each item was computed.  Items having factor loadings of less than 
.40 with the other items of their respective subscales were to be eliminated.  As a result, one item 
(Item 5) failed to exhibit simple structure on either factor and deleted. Corrected item-total 
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corrections were again calculated with no item deleted.  Follow-up factor analyses on the remaining 
items suggested a 10-item scale with two factors. 
 Exploratory factor analyses first indicated two factors (See Table 2): Action-based 
accommodations and Qualified-rhetoric-mixed accommodations, as two clusters of enactments of 
stance that were operationalized as degrees of accommodation and willingness to take 
accommodations in this study.  The resulting subscales demonstrated internal consistency coefficients 
(alphas) of .89 (5 items for factor 1) and .80 (5 items for factor 2), respectively, which matched with 
the recommendation of Clark and Watson (1995) about the coefficient alpha benchmark of .80 
secured with an appropriate number of items (minimum of 4 or 5).  In addition, the inter-item 
correlations were moderate in magnitude within factor, as Clark and Watson (1995) strongly 
recommended avoiding “attenuation” problem in scale development.  The results indicate that the 10-
item instrument measuring stance reflected satisfying internal consistency within each factor and the 
subscales for each cluster of stance enactments seemed reasonable and parsimonious.   
Study 3: Confirmatory Factor Analysis 
 A second Web survey was conducted to generate data for confirmatory factor analysis.  Once 
again, a Web survey was mailed to a random sample of PRSA members (2004) excluding names 
sampled in the previous survey.  As in the first survey, the practitioners were asked to think of a 
public relations situation and one primary public they dealt with, and then their willingness of taking 
the twelve listed stance items.  After testing the email links included in the sample, an initial mailing 
of deliverable 1340 surveys was followed by a reminder email sent one week later.  Usable responses 
were received from 144 public relations professionals resulting in an overall response rate of 11%.   

Descriptively (see Table 1), slightly over half of the respondents were female (59.7%).  Most 
of them are in the age group from 40-49 years old (25.7%) and 50-59 (32.6%).  In terms of highest 
educational level, half of them have some college or bachelor’s degree (54.2%), while 37.5% of them 
have Master’s degree and 5.6% of them have Doctorate degree.  The majority of those professionals 
are working for PR agency or firm (23.6%), corporation (25.0%), non-profit organization (25.0%) 
and government (15.3%), while the rest working for education institutes and other types of 
organization (11.1%).  Most of them have worked in the field of public relations for at least 10 years 
(72.3%).  Especially, more than 95% of the respondents have involved in dealing with conflicts and 
crisis, with more than half of them reported “often” (28.5 %) or “very often” (26.4%) in terms of 
frequency of dealing with those situations for their organization.  Upon the above, the demographics 
of the second sample were similar to those achieved in the first mailing. 
 Confirmatory factor analysis of this two-factor 10-item model was examined using AMOS to 
evaluate the adequacy of the hypothesized factor structure, which demonstrated satisfactory fit of the 
data. Maximum likelihood estimation was employed.  The extent to which an estimated model fits the 
observed data (item variance and covariance) was indicated by a variety of goodness-of-fit indices: 
Comparative Fit Index (CFI) = .91; Non-Normed Fit Index (NNFI) = .88; and Normed Fit Index 
(NFI) = .90.  
 For confirmatory analysis, Morgan and Hunt’s (1994) suggestion was adopted to compare the 
proposed model with its rival models.  In this study, a two-factor oblique model was compared 
against two alternative models, a two-factor orthogonal model and a single-factor model, to 
determine the number of latent variables underlying response to items on a test.  For model 
comparison, the Akaike Information Criteron (AIC) was used to select the best fitting model.  The 
null model served as a basis of reference for computing goodness-of-fit indices for the three 
competing models (CHI is specified here as it is a rigorous fit index considering all relevant issues 
such as sample size, estimation method effects, effects of violation of normality, and independence, 
according to Bentler and Bonnett (1980)).  The null model assumes no common variance among the 
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ten indicator items.  The two-factor oblique model appeared to fit the data best (CFI = .91, compared 
to .76 for the two-factor orthogonal model and .88 for the one-factor model).  For model comparison, 
the two-factor oblique model, among its competing models, provided the smallest AIC value and 
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (REMSA) (AIC = 390.77, RMSEA = .12, compared to 
the orthogonal model: AIC = 868.18, RMSEA = .20, and the one-factor model: AIC = 474.40, 
RMSEA = .14). 

In conclusion, CFA seemed to demonstrate that stance, operationalized as degrees of 
accommodation and willingness of taking accommodations, was represented by two distinguishable 
but related clusters of enactments as Action-based accommodations (AA) and Qualified-rhetoric-
mixed accommodations (QRA).  More specifically, action-based accommodations refer to stances 
enacted by agreeing with what the other party proposes, acceptance of the public’s suggestions, etc., 
while qualified-rhetoric-mixed accommodations weight more toward expressing regrets and 
qualifying the organization’s tendency of collaboration and so forth without explicitly taking concrete 
actions.  The oblique nature of the inter-factor correlations reflects that both stance enactments, 
though each capturing different aspects of stance, are consistently measuring the degrees of 
accommodation toward the public as the contingency theory proposed.  The corresponding 
coefficient alpha estimates of internal consistency reliability for the two factors were .89 for AA and 
.79 for QRA, which demonstrated acceptable internal consistency according to Clark and Watson 
(1995)’s .80 or higher Alpha standard.  The 10 confirmed items and their corresponding factor 
loadings are presented in Table 2.   

Discussion and Implications 
This study developed a scale for measuring stance as degrees of accommodation, which 

advances contingency theory at the measurement level.  This systematic scale development and 
psychometric assessment procedure provides a valid and reliable scale with two clusters of 
enactments of stance in terms of action-based accommodation and qualified-rhetoric-mixed 
accommodation (five items for each cluster). 

For scale items, two distinct clusters of enactments of accommodation were identified and 
confirmed (see Appendix C): In a given situation and a given public, a public relations practitioner’s 
stance varies in the degrees of how much he or she “will be ___________ (1 = Completely 
Unwilling, 7 = Completely Willing)”: 1) to take action-based accommodations as yielding to the 
public's demands, agreeing to follow what the public proposed, accepting the publics' propositions, 
agreeing with the public on future action or procedure, and agreeing to try the solutions suggested by 
the public; and how much he or she “will be ___________ (1 = Completely Unwilling, 7 = 
Completely Willing)”; and 2) to take qualified-rhetoric-mixed accommodations as expressing regret 
or apologizing to the public, collaborating with the public in order to solve the problem at hand, 
changing his or her own position toward that of the public, making concessions with the public, and 
admitting wrongdoing.  The two indexes capture the domain of accommodation as one key aspect of 
stance movement on the contingency continuum. 

Public relations professionals can use this scale to measure the organization and its publics’ 
degree of accommodation or willingness to take accommodation in a given situation, as well as how 
these stances evolve and/or persist longitudinally.  As this study suggests, public relations 
professionals might take or adjust different stance enactments upon different situations so as to make 
optimal decisions on prioritizing action-based or qualified-rhetoric-mixed accommodations. 

Future research on stance movement may cross-validate this scale and further identify other 
enactments of stance to fully capture the domain of both accommodation and advocacy along the 
contingency continuum.  Further tests on criterion validity, convergent validity and discriminate 
validity (especially against the concepts of strategy and tactics) of this scale will make the stance 
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scale a more rigorous measurement of stance as degree of accommodation.  Notably, the scale 
developed in this study operationalizes stance from the perspective of accommodation.  To better 
capture the advocacy facets of the contingency continuum, future scale development and theory 
advancement efforts are needed. 
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Table 1 
Demographic Statistics of EFA* (N = 103) and CFA** (N = 144) 

EFA CFA Variable Measure 
N % N % 

Age 20 - 29 years 9 8.7 14 9.7 
 30 - 39 years 14 13.6 33 22.9 
 40 - 49 years 32 31.1 37 25.7 
 50 - 59 years 31 30.1 47 32.6 
 60 and above 17 16.5 13 9.0 
Gender Male 45 43.7 58 40.3 
 Female 58 56.3 86 59.7 
Education Some college and bachelor’s degree 53 51.5 78 54.2 
 Master’s degree 39 37.9 54 37.5 
 Doctorate degree 3 2.9 8 5.6 
 Law or Medical degree 0 0 1 .7 
 Others 8 7.8 3 2.1 
Organization PR agency or PR firm 24 23.3 34 23.6 
 Corporate 20 19.4 36 25.0 
 Non-profit organization 25 24.3 36 25.0 
 Government 18 17.5 22 15.3 
 Educational institute 11 10.7 10 6.9 
 Others 5 4.9 6 4.2 
Work Not recently in PR 0 0 1 .7 
 Less than 1 year 0 0 0 0 
 1 - 4 years 1 1.0 15 10.4 
 5 - 9 years  23 22.3 24 16.7 
 10 - 14 years  13 12.6 27 18.8 
 15 - 19 years 11 10.7 18 12.5 
 20 years and more 55 53.4 59 41.0 
Crisis cases Never or almost never 2 1.9 6 4.2 
 Rarely 15 14.6 13 9.0 
 Sometimes 38 36.9 46 31.9 
 Often 27 26.2 41 28.5 
 Very often 21 20.4 38 26.4 

Note: * Exploratory Factor Analysis ** Confirmatory Factor Analysis 
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Table 2 
Structural Analysis in Enactments of Stance as Degrees of Accommodation 

Factor Items Factor Loadings 
   

EFA* 
 

CFA** 
 

Factor 1 
Action-Based 

 

1. To yield to the public's demands  
2. To agree to follow what the public proposed  
3. To accept the publics' propositions  
4. To agree with the public on future action or procedure  
5. To agree to try the solutions suggested by the public  

.93 

.89 

.83 

.58 

.54 

.72 

.88 

.83 

.77 

.79 
 
 

Factor 2 
Qualified-Rhetoric-

Mixed 
 

1. To express regret or apologize to the public  
2. To collaborate with the public in order to solve the problem 

at hand  
3. To change my own position toward that of the public  
4. To make concessions with the public  
5. To admit wrongdoing  

.91 
 

.72 

.58 

.48 

.43 

.67 
 

.59 

.70 

.83 

.51 
Note *: Exploratory Factor Analysis using Principal Axis Factoring with Promax Rotation with Kaiser Normalization.  
Factor loadings of values less than .40 were suppressed.  The two factors accounted for 64.87% of the variance.  
Coefficients of internal consistency are .89 and .80, respectively. 
**: Confirmatory Factor Analysis via AMOS and a Maximum Likelihood Criterion: Two-factor oblique model, 
Comparative Fit Index = .91, Non-Normal Fit Index = .88, Normed Fit Index = .90.  Coefficients of internal consistency 
are .89 and .79, respectively. 
 
 
 

APPENDIX A 
Initial Item Pool for Measuring Stance 

____________________________________________________________________ 
1. To have dialogue with the public 
2. To give what the public wants as they stated 
3. To make concessions with the public 
4. To collaborate with the public in order to solve a problem 
5. To yield to the public 
6. To concern the public’s benefit as well 
7. To change my own position toward the public 
8. To accept the public’s propositions 
9. To explain two sides of an argument 
10. To suggest compromise to an argument 
11. To show care about the Public 
12. To state that you and the Public can work out the problem at hand 
13. To agree to try the solutions suggested by the Public 
14. To respect the Public’s feelings 
15. To be concerned about the outcome, benefit of the Public 
16. To provide some aid or assistance to the Public 
17. To agree to follow what the Public proposed 
18. To minimize complaints about the Public 
19. To stop criticizing or blaming the Public 
20. To accept the accusation from the Public 
21. To comment on the situation 
22. To suggest action or policy  
23. To request action of the Public 
24. To ask for information from the Public 
25. To meet with the Public 
26. To send note to the Public 
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27. To express regret or apologize to the Public 
28. To admit wrongdoing 
29. To agree with the Public on future action or procedure 
30. To promise financial support 
31. To attribute a mistake to the lack of knowledge of my organization 
32. To express the good intention of my organization 
33. To reduce the negative feelings of the Public 
34. To separate the actions of my organization from the characteristics of my organization 
35. To pay damages to the Public due to the mistake of my organization 
36. To correct action for a mistake made by my organization 
37. To send out press releases and hold press conferences 
38. To distribute position papers or other information 
39. To use mass media to clarify the position of my organization 
40. To send out organizational publications to address the issue 
41. To use advertising to repair the image of my organization 
42. To organize activities involving the Public to influence legislators for the benefit of my organization 
43. To hold special events inviting the Public to attend 
44. To give cards and gifts to the Public 
45. To state in public showing appreciation of the Public 
46. To contact the representative of the public in person 
47. To research on the issue to understand the positions of my organization and the public 
48. To conduct research to evaluate the communication between my organization and the public 
49. To listen to or try to understand the opinions of the public 
50. To consult the key people related to the public during my decision making 
51. To take into account the possible negative impact on the public 
52. To consider both sides’ opinions and positions 
53. To consider how my decision might influence the public 
54. To explain the motives and reasons for actions and policies to the public  
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

APPENDIX B 
Preliminary Questionnaire Items for Stance Measurement 

______________________________________________________________________ 
1. To collaborate with the public in order to solve the problem at hand  
2. To express regret or apologize to the public  
3. To change my own position toward that of the public  
4. To agree to try the solutions suggested by the public  
5. To pay damages to the public due to the mistake of my organization* 
6. To make concessions with the public  
7. To agree to follow what the public proposed  
8. To yield to the public's demands  
9. To agree with the public on future action or procedure  
10. To admit wrongdoing  
11. To accept the publics' propositions  
12. To correct action for the mistake made by my organization* 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Note: * These two items were deleted after structural analyses in the course of exploratory analyses. 
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APPENDIX C 
Stance (Degrees of Accommodation) Measurement Scale 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
Given the situation, I will be_________________ (1 = Completely Unwilling, 7 = Completely Willing) 
AA: Action-based Accommodations: 
1. To yield to the public's demands  
2. To agree to follow what the public proposed  
3. To accept the publics' propositions  
4. To agree with the public on future action or procedure  
5. To agree to try the solutions suggested by the public  
QRA: Qualified-Rhetoric-mixed Accommodations: 
1. To express regret or apologize to the public  
2. To collaborate with the public in order to solve the problem at hand  
3. To change my own position toward that of the public  
4. To make concessions with the public  
5. To admit wrongdoing  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Communications – From the Outskirts to the Center of Value Creation or  
Extreme Makeover in the Business World 

Hans V A Johnsson 
Kreab and RealBiz, Sarasota, Forida 

HVAJ@aol.com 
 

Please join me on a trip to an uncharted territory! 
We will go beyond where most communicators have ever gone, and way beyond where most 
ccountants have even dreamt of going. Yet, it is high time for the two groups and other business 
executives to explore this territory, best of all jointly. Our trip will include a look at the decline and 
fall of a more than 500 years old, deeply entrenched business reporting system, and a search for a 
different way to monitor company success or failure, badly needed to improve business management 
in the 21st century. 
 
Two reasons why communicators need to take this trip: 

#1: the hurricane of corporate accounting scandals in recent years. In the bad climate they 
have created, corporate communications, as a profession, must stand up for transparent, honest, and 
meaningful reporting. We need more reliable reporting. 

#2: the new reality of value creation, the core and purpose of all economic activity. Value 
creation is different today than it was just fifty years ago, and communications plays a big part in the 
value-creation process. 
A new reporting system is an issue for us in corporate communications.  
 
What is wrong with accounting? 
The accounting disasters have proven that accounting is much too easy to manipulate.  And it is not 
enough to hide its shortcomings as exceptions to the system – the accounting system is to blame. 
Enron, Worldcom, and Parmalat were not exceptions. A new book1 claims that 60 major corporations 
restated their earnings over the last couple of years, big companies with a market cap over $3 trillion! 
The total scrap pile of examples includes not 100s but 1,000s of cases –  causing losses to 
communities, investors, employees, and retirees to the tunes of Bill. $100s. GM alone lost Bill. $90 
on misguided capital investments and acquisitions in the 1980s, basing its decisions largely on 
accounting data. Fortunately, as a recent article headline in NYT stated, ”Disasters Can Act as 
Accelerators of Change”.  
 
The Stock Market Knows. 
50 years ago, the balance sheet value and the market capitalization were broadly at the same level. In 
other words, the average investor bought and paid for the fixed assets a company had. Today, most of 
the value drivers in our companies never show up on the balance sheets. Share prices today are, in an 
average industrial company, eight times the balance sheet equity. Many companies have market caps 
that are ten, twenty or fifty times higher than their balance sheet equity. So what do investors pay for? 
Anybody´s guess, since the old system we use, accounting, only shows anything cash and physical 
assets on the balance sheets. 
What do investors pay for? Do they know? (Source: Business Week, December 2005) 
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Three previous economies – and now a fourth: 

Through history, we can distinguish four major periods of economic activity, each with its own 
distinct base of value creation: 

Value creation base 
The first economy  ”Hunters and gatherers” Finding food 
The second economy  Agriculture   Earth-based 
The third economy  Industrial   Manufacturing 

A common denominator for all these economies was value creation based on physical resources.  
Today we are entering the fourth economy, the global, post-industrial economy. Its most important 
characteristic: Value creation largely based on innovation, creativity, relationships, and other forms 
of ”minds in interaction” – in other words communications.  
 

“Minds in interaction”, not physical assets, make the major difference  
between rich and poor companies, individuals, and countries. Zambia has plenty of natural resources, 
Taiwan has none. Yet, Taiwan is rich, Zambia is not. Growth companies today, e.g. Microsoft, 
Nokia, Google, Skype, Cisco, and many others, base their success on ”minds in interaction”, not on 
physical resources. Successful people today are those who can interact with others, communicate. 
 

We need a reporting system that matches today´s reality. 
This is an urgent corporate governance and management issue, a matter of trust or distrust in 
business, and a matter of serious decision-making support. Two pioneers in the call for change are 
Robert Litan of Brookings and Peter J. Wallison of AEI. A few years ago, they published a research 
report, ”The GAAP Gap”, where they exposed some of the shortcomings in our 500 years old 
accounting-based reporting system. The wave of accounting scandals is a consequence of these 
shortcomings, but also a wave of disastrous decision-making based on or influenced by traditional 
accounting data.  
 
Accounting was created in 1494  
as a way to register business transactions. It still performs this role reasonably well. But over the 
years, accounting has been allowed to add many additional tasks, to support decision-making, to 
influence mergers & acquisitions, to make projections into the future, to be part of lending and 
investment processes. It has turned into the ”Swiss Army knife” of the business community.1 
Accounting is a transactions-based system. But today many of the most important value drivers are 
not transactions-based and thus not included in accounting data. Peter Wallison, AEI: ”Many 
developments in business take place long before the transactions.”  
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If accounting is so bad, why doesn´t the accounting community do something about it?  
Fair question! Some initiatives for improvements have, indeed, come from accounting experts, 
academics, think-tanks, and practitioners. CFO Magazine wrote an editorial headlined ”The Failure 
of Accounting” as early as 1994. What we must recognize, though, is an experience that seems to be 
general: Initiatives for small, step-by step improvements may come from within a profession, but 
major changes have to be kicked off by outsiders. The King of France did not start the French 
Revolution! Company reporting is too important to leave to the accountants. 
Pioneers, from Copernicus, Da Vinci and Galilei, to Darwin, Einstein, Chomsky, and Gleick (Chaos 
theory), all seem to have had to force their way through killing fields of entrenched opposition, 
mostly from established forces from within their fields of expertise. 
 
When value creation is based on ”minds in interaction”, i.e. communications in the widest sense, the 
role and function of communications in business and society become entirely different, moving from 
”supporting actor” to the lead role. This is an Extreme Makeover in business. The greatest challenge 
facing the global business community is creating a reporting system to match this new situation. It 
has major impact on the communications profession: Communications research must take a broader, 
more businesslike approach. Communications measurement changes from a dispensable luxury to a 
necessity. Communicator education must be wider and go more deeply into total business concepts. 
 
Consequences for business in general are even bigger.  
Company reporting must change from present scandal-ridden accounting to a more all-inclusive 
scope, where not only cash and physical items, but also non-financial indicators, relationships, 
dependencies, reputation and other ”minds in interaction” factors are defined, assessed and included 
in the bases for investment/lending decisions, governance, auditing, accountability, and performance. 
One of the true visionaries in US corporate communications, Pat Jackson, rang this alarm bell ten 
years ago. Jim Grunig, inspired by Pat´s legacy, has done valuable research and submitted his 
material to the PR Institute. Broader business reporting methods, replacing narrow financial 
reporting, can be developed. In fact, such systems have already been tested in practice. 
 

What can we use instead of accounting?  
Our answer may sound radical – and it is: Keep accounting for registering transactions. Use it 
perhaps as a base for taxation, but NOT for serious stakeholder reporting or decision-making. We 
must be able to create, in its place, a broader reporting system that covers the 80-90 percent of 
company value drivers that investors and other stakeholders are interested in, the value drivers that 
indicate company success or failure in our time.  
 

We need a system that defines and measures business conditions. It can be done! 
The model we propose is one example of such a system. It is an Extreme Makeover in the Business 
World, drastically different from accounting-based systems. It is backed by research, experiments and 
testing, over a period of more than 20 years, in 1,500 businesses in dozens of countries, with 4-5,000 
executives involved. Its main features: 
♦ It is not built on past transactions. Instead it defines and shows present conditions for company 

success or failure. This, in itself, is a huge step! 
♦ Each aspect of it is measurable, but not from accounting numbers. 
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♦ It looks at the company´s situation through the windshield – not the rear-view mirror – but does 
not make trend extrapolations or other guesses about an uncertain future. 

♦ It is all-inclusive with a strong focus on relationships and stakeholder management. 
♦ It is based on practical, down-to-earth business experience – not on accounting theory. 
♦ It draws heavily on three characteristics of the fourth economy, characteristics that most business 

people seem prepared to recognize and agree on:  
Companies (and countries!!!) in the 21st century, the fourth economy: 
1. Must be able to handle sudden, unexpected, and unpredictable change, coming from any 

corner. Peter Drucker called it ”The Age of Discontinuity” 
2. Grow and generate value basically from ”minds in interaction”, rather than from physical 

assets. ”The Age of Communication” 
3. Live and act in flexible networks, largely replacing formal organization and established 

hierarchies, ”The Network Economy” 
Accounting does not cover these three factors, nor can it handle them. 
 
Baseline™ - a four-dimensional business reporting system. 
To meet the demands of today´s reality, we have developed and tested a new set of fundamentals, 
four groups of basic measurable business conditions that indicate a company´s chances to succeed, in 
terms of survival, growth, and earnings, or show if it is in a risk zone towards failure: 
 

 
These fundamentals give an all-inclusive, four-dimensional view of a living company. Two of them 
are directly, two indirectly, related to communications: 
1. Business Definition. A clear definition of a company´s business, answering Peter Drucker´s 

classical question: ”What business are you in?” makes it clear how the company is planning to 
make money, what it is planning to sell to whom. The Baseline system offers a 25-point outside – 
in process that results in clear Business Definitions. For each business area, it ends up in sharp 
and concise ”Unique Buying Reasons”, starting points for company success. 

2. Business  
Position 

3. Business 
Reputation 

Survival 
Earnings 
   Growth 

4. Cash 
Performance 

1. Business 
Definition 
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2. Business Position. (Encl. 1) Like any other living organisms, companies depend on their 
environment for survival and growth. Baseline™ uses a computer-supported process to help 
define the most important relationships, measure (!) them on a 1 – 3 scale, present them in graphs 
and charts, and summarize them in a ”Freedom to Act” index, on a scale of 1 – 6. This index is 
the single most significant indicator of a company´s success or failure.  

3. Business Reputation. (Encl. 2) All communicators know that a company´s stakeholders have a 
tailwind/headwind influence on the company. Jack Welch of GE expressed it in simple terms: ”If 
customers like us, they buy from us. If employees like the company, they do a good job and stay 
with us. If investors are happy with the company, they are likely to stay as investors and put in 
more money.” Baseline™ makes stakeholder relations, the field of corporate communicators, 
visible and measurable through a SMART (Stakeholder Management And Reputation Test) 
Dashboard that monitors five crucial stakeholder groups, and measures a number of significant 
indicators in each group. 

4. Cash Performance. A company´s cash flow is harder to manipulate than earnings statements and 
b.s. (balance sheets). Baseline™ introduces a new concept, Cash Performance, which is basically 
an improved cash flow statement. It links Baseline™ to accounting, but as a unique feature it also 
links company cash use to company strategies, thus creating an entirely new way for stakeholders 
to keep management accountable. 

 
How to use Baseline™? 

♦ Remember, Baseline™ is experience-based, not a theoretical invention. 
♦ It has been used successfully in practice for a wide range of applications, including general 

business reporting, preparing mergers & acquisitions, improving investment, venture capital and 
bank lending processes, strategic change processes, risk assessment, and auditing. 

♦ It has been used successfully in widely different legal and economic environments: in traditional 
market economies, developing countries and post-communist countries. 

♦ It has been used successfully in small start-up companies, in medium-sized companies and in big 
multi-division corporations, and in companies of all kinds of industries and businesses. 

♦ When the system has competed with traditional management consulting approaches, it has 
invariably done a better job faster and at less expense, typically at 1/5 or 1/10 of the costs.  

We have yet to find an application where it does not work. 
 
We are not saying that Baseline™ is the only or final solution to the business world´s search for a 
new, reliable, and relevant, practically accounting-free system, but it shows that it is, indeed, feasible 
to create such systems. 
 
Enclosures:   Business Position – The RealBiz© model 
          Business Reputation – The SMART™ Dashboard 
For more details, see Hans V A Johnsson/Per Erik Kihlstedt:”Performance-Based Reporting. New 
Management Tools for Unpredictable Times”, John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 2005. ISBN: 0-471-73543-4 
Encl. 1. Business Position:  Strategic Relationships Can be Defined – and Measured! 
A company´s freedom to act is largely dependent on the strategic links between the company and its 
environment, and how these links create strengths and weaknesses in the company. Positive links 
between the company and its stakeholders are indicators of business success. Negative links indicate 
potential threats, which must be dealt with. A software-supported process to do this in a systematic, 
controllable way is called RealBiz®. This overall presentation will serve as a starter. 
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RealBiz® is made up of what management writer Eric von Hippel calls ´sticky knowledge´, 
i.e. practical knowledge. The built-in knowledge in this system is derived from 1,500 
performed diagnoses of businesses of all sizes, from all industries, from different countries 
and legal environments. Integrating business diagnosis and analysis into a database makes the 
system inexpensive, easy to transfer, and easy to use anywhere. 

 
It recognizes that we live in a world of fast change, a world in which the future is genuinely 
unpredictable. Unlike most existing company assessment systems, it refuses to make predictions 
based on trend extrapolation or other guesses about future revenues or cash flows. It also presumes 
that a company, like any living organism, depends on its environment for survival and growth. It 
makes a systematic review of the relationships that the company depends on for its survival, earnings 
and growth. 
 
RealBiz® uses the best available source of knowledge about the company, its top management. The 
computer-supported interview is frequently completed in 5-7 hours for a company with one business 
area, plus another 1-3 hours for each additional business area. The clue to the process is a clear 
structure of all important relationships. To achieve this, all such relationships are classified by 
category and strength level. Can it be done?  Are not relationships something “fuzzy” and imprecise? 
Not really. Here is how RealBiz® works its way through the apparent jungle of relationships:  
 
A. Relationships can be defined and classified. Any relationship or dependency, in business or 

human relations (or between countries!), can be classified in one of four categories: 
 
   Dominating (We decide the conditions   
for the exchange with the other party) 

  “Underdog” (The other party decides the 
conditions for the exchange)  

   Alliance (Win-win. Both parties gain)   Competitive (Zero sum.) 
 
B. Relationships can be measured. The strength or potential impact of each relationship is the next 

step. RealBiz® measures the strength on a scale from 1 to 3, where 1 is a “normal” relationship, 2 
is a very strong relation and 3 is a relation which can be fatal to one or both parties. This broad 
classification in three strength groups is quite satisfactory: strategies are never about decimals – 
strategies are about making choices between major avenues. 

 
C. Combining categories and strength levels, the system ends up positioning all significant 

relationships in one of 12 classes:  
Dominating: D1, D2, D3 “Underdog”:    U1, U2, U3 
Alliance:         A1, A2, A3 Competitive:    C1, C2, C3 

   
This clear structure may seem like an oversimplification to some. However, it reflects important 
success/failure factors in a better way than any accounting-based system, without the “fuzziness” that 
accounting-oriented executives sometimes associate with the word relationships.  
 
Details of a Relationship Diagram. 
All level 1 relationships, whether A1, D1, C1 or U1, show relations that allow a satisfactory level of 
leeway. The relations do not limit either party to any threatening degree. They are desirable in the 
short and long run, since they take the company toward its strategic goal of ”freedom to act”. 
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Level 2 relationships call for more attention.  
In an A2 relation, both parties are dependent of each other. It may seem like a desirable relation, 
since it motivates both parties to continue to maintain their cooperation. If, however, one of the 
parties were to be eliminated for some reason, the loss could create a serious, although probably 
manageable situation. 
A D2 relation may also seem good, for a time. However, the other party will probably act to get out 
of this relation, so in the long run it requires action to reduce one´s dependence. 
A C2 relation points to competing relationships where the other party has the potential to damage the 
business. Action required! 
A U2 relation means that the other party has the power to inflict serious damage to the business. 
Strategic action is strongly called for! 
 
Level 3 relationships are crucial. They require attention and action: 
An A3 relation indicates an alliance that is so strong that the other party would be eliminated, if one 
party disappears. Repositioning urgently required! 
A D3 relation may seem wonderful. You are in control! However, experience shows that, since the 
environment is always bigger, this position is untenable in the long run. Strategic action to get out of 
that position must be taken before others do it to you! Well known D3´s are e.g. Microsoft (which 
contributed to its famous law suit) and the US as the only superpower, a situation which is not as 
enviable as it may seem! 
A C3 relation, where competing businesses or other factors can take such action that your company is 
eliminated, calls for strong strategic action, either by redefining the business idea, by reviewing the 
means of competition, or by strengthening your company´s financial power vis a vis the competitor. 
A U3 relation is a potential bankruptcy risk. Strong, immediate strategic action to get out of this 
position is urgent! Various ways to do this can be envisaged. A company with several U3 relations is 
in serious danger of getting eliminated. The result of the process is a specific diagnosis of the 
company, complete with graphs, charts, tables and text, with logic and conclusions explained in 
detail. The system assesses each important relationship in terms of its impact, positive or negative, on 
the company.  
The process generates a clear and easy-to-read report, and it can not be manipulated. The report 
becomes the platform of the Position Statement. Linked to the Business Definition, the suggested 
Position Statement shows how each one of a company´s significant relationships can affect its 
success or failure. The strengths and weaknesses of vital relationships are summed up in a graph:  
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A Business Position Graph and How to Read it. 

 
To indicate how operational the chart is: a thick arrow pointing towards the company, a U3 relation, 
is a bankruptcy ”red flag”. The example shows three potential U3 risk factors, related to patents 
(rights and agreements), disasters, and currency. 

 
The Business Position Graph and its back-up in the complete report offer a more concise 
review of the company´s crucial strategic relationships than any other method we have 
encountered. The common sense behind the system is that very strong relationships have a 
higher level of impact than weak relationships. As a specific benefit, relationships are defined, 
measured and presented in an easily communicated way for easy, coordinated action in board 
or management teams.  

 
A ”Hot List” Shows the Threats. 
An additional instrument provides a ”Hot List” that clearly shows potential threats that the company 
is exposed to. The threats are highly relevant to 
- the board and management of the company in choosing strategies and in evaluating various 

alternative courses that the company can take, 
- a consultant or company representative considering a merger or acquisition, in a due diligence 

process, 
- an auditor or risk manager, in a risk assessment process,  
- any stakeholder, in assessing his/her ongoing relationship with the company, 
- an investor or venture capitalist, before investing in the company, 
- a banker or other lender, considering a loan application. 

Chapters 5-10 show examples of applications to selected strategic decision-making areas: 
corporate governance and strategic management, internal and external reporting, ”due 
diligence”, auditing, investing and financing, risk management and bank lending. 
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Encl. 2. Business Reputation: Stakeholder Management And Reputation Test (SMART) 
 
(For details, see “Performance-Based Reporting” Chapter 4, p.120 sq.) 
 

Market 
1. Awareness 
To what extent are potential customers at least aware of our company and its offer? 
 0 – 5 
2. Brand Position 
How strong is our Brand Position?  

0 – 5 
3.     Customer Satisfaction 
How high is the customer satisfaction level? 
 0 – 5  
4.     Customer Loyalty 
How many of our customers are regular repurchasers? 

0 – 5  
5.     ”Zero Neglect” or ”First Choice” 
To what extent do our customers ”shortlist” us at their moment of (re)purchase? 
 0 – 5 
Total Market Reputation (max. 25) 
 

Employees 
1. Awareness 
To what extent are potential employees aware of our company´s existence? 
 0 – 3 
2. Training Investment/Employee 
How does our investment in training per employee compare with business average? 
 0 – 3 
3. Expertise 
How does the expertise level of our employees rank (in the opinion of our customers)?  
 0 – 3 
4. Support for Visions etc. 
How well do our employees know and endorse our company´s business definition? 
 0 – 3 
5. Motivation 
Is the motivation level of our employees as high as it should be? 
 0 – 3 
6. Empowerment 
Do our employees feel that they are encouraged and authorized to take own initiatives in their daily work? 
 0 – 3 
Total Employee Support (max. 18) 
 

Investors/Finance 
1. Awareness 
To what extent do potential investors know about our company and what it does? 
 0 – 3 
2. Ratings and Rankings 
How do relevant media and ranking institutions rate our company? 
 0 – 3 
3. Investor Satisfaction 
How satisfied, overall, are our investors? 
 0 – 3 
4. Investor Loyalty 
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How high is our shareholder turnover? 
 0 – 3 
5. Board Commitment 
How is our board performance in corporate government terms? 
 0 – 3 
Total Investor Appreciation and Performance 
(max. 15) 
 
Public Opinion 
1. Awareness 
To what extent do public opinion builders in our interest area have at least a general awareness of the company? 
 0 – 3 
2. Visions, Strategies 
To what extent do they know and respect our visions etc.? 
 0 – 3 
3. Issue Management 
To what extent do they appreciate our ability to handle difficult issues (ex. race, gender, environment, disasters)? 
 0 – 3 
4. Confidence 
What general expressions of confidence/ nonconfidence do we experience? 
 0 – 3 
Total Public Opinion Index (max. 12) 
 

Leadership 
1. Awareness 
To what extent do our key audiences know the top names of our company? 
 0 – 3 
2. Support for visions, strategies 
How well do they know and endorse the main visions and strategies of our leadership? 
 0 – 3 
3. Support for basic values 
To what extent do they support the moral and ethical norms that guide our leadership? 
 0 – 3 
4. Confidence, trust 
What level of confidence do they have in our company and its leadership? 
 0 – 3 
5. Supportive behavior 
How clearly do they express their support for our company and its leadership? 
 0 – 3 
Total Leadership Index (max. 15) 
 
 
Endnotes 

1. John C. Bogle: “The Battle for the Soul of Capitalism.” Yale University Press, 2006 
2.    People may well ask: ”Is it the same system we use today?”  An answer: The web site of The Ass´n of Chartered 
Accountants ends a long article on the history of accounting: ”Perhaps most surprising is how little bookkeeping 
methods have change since Pacioli.” It includes a quote about bookkeeping techniques: ”persisting like buttons on 
our coat sleeves, long after their significance has disappeared.” We have changed from goose quills and ledgers to 
computers, but the input to the system is largely the same, and so is the output from it. 
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This study provides a descriptive analysis of communication preferences based on a 
survey of 200 undergraduate students at a regional comprehensive university located 
in the Mid-Atlantic region. Understanding the preferences and experiences of this 
population with regard to new communication technologies is essential to 
understanding the future of public relations theory and practice. Implications for a 
social capital theory of public relations are considered. 
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A Thesis Against Reality for Ethical Sense-Making: 
Developing a Code of Ethics for the Korea Public Relations Association 

Jeong-Nam Kim & Justine Weber 
Xavier University 
Kimj2@xavier.edu 

 
The purpose of this paper is to develop a set of professional standards for the Korea Public Relations 
Association (KPRA). The KPRA was established in 1990 to assist public relations practitioners and 
academic researchers in Korea in networking. Although the association has worked diligently to 
establish public relations as a profession and to accumulate a body of knowledge in the field, it had 
no formal ethical principles to guide members’ practical activities.1  

As a first step in developing an ethical code, we propose the advantages of ethical code to 
promote frequent application, consistent ethical decision-making, and the cultivation of ethical sense 
among members. Also, we review the importance of the Hegelian dialectic process in establishing an 
ethical code, a process analogous to symmetrical approach (J. Grunig, 1992; L. Grunig, J. Grunig, & 
Dozier, 2002). 

Second, we suggest several Korean cultural variables that should be considered in making an 
ethics code. Korea not only has been greatly influenced by Buddhism, Confucianism, Shamanism, 
and Taoism, but it also has cultural remnants such as a social hierarchy and reciprocity, an open 
society, an emphasis on education, and a tendency to ignore commerce. In addition, we review how 
the yin-yang concept can be linked with a symmetrical worldview, which is fundamental assumption 
in ethical public relations practice.  

Third, we diagnosis and describe the current situation of public relations practice in Korea and 
consider the applicability of ethical principles. Also, we offer an overview of social activism in 
Korea. As research has shown, the level of activism is a critical driving force for ethical practices in 
public relations (L. Grunig, 1992). 

Fourth, we critically review existing ethics codes in the U. S. and in international professional 
associations. This includes a review of major criticisms about the codes and the extraction of 
commonalities from those codes. We then propose a set of ethical principles and suggest how Korean 
practitioners might apply the principles.   

Finally, we present a rationale and justification for each principle. After that, in the last section, 
we discuss some implications and limitations of this initial effort for establishing a code of ethics in 
Korea. We suggest that our approach in building an ethical standard can provide a good model 
procedure to those countries where public relations is an emerging profession. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Endnote 
1 Part of this study has become the official code of ethics and its theoretical rationales for KPRA. Our paper illustrates 
how an ethical code can be established in a country where public relations is a burgeoning profession. 
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The Impact of Language Choice on Message Perception: 
 A Study of Responses to Bilingual News Releases 

Emily Kinsky, Alex Ortiz, Marilda Oviedo, & Michael Parkinson 
Texas Tech University 

michael.parkinson@ttu.edu 
 
Public relations scholars and professionals have little data upon which to base language choices when 
attempting to reach Hispanic bilingual publics.  Prior research suggests variations in perceptions of 
message source and preference for media based on language of presentation. However, the existing 
research does not address perceptions of source credibility and media attractiveness that co-occur 
with language variation. This study is intended as the first of a two-part research study that attempts 
to identify the attitudes and perceptions of bilingual subjects as those individuals respond to identical 
messages presented in English, Spanish, and bilingual news releases.  The theoretical foundation of 
the study combines principles from sociolinguistics, code shifting and dialect reactions. 

This research uses focus groups and a pilot study to modify Mulac’s Speech Dialect Reaction 
Scale (1975) so that it can be used to measure perceptions of the source and message in news 
releases.  Specifically, the intent is to develop an instrument that will reliably measure the responses 
by bilingual subjects to news releases when those releases are presented in English, Spanish, or both 
languages.   

The second stage of the research will use a quasi-experimental design that will be completed 
late in the spring of 2006.  The independent variable for this study is language of presentation and the 
dependent variables are subject perceptions of message and message source. The IV is presented in 
the form of newspaper articles or releases in English, Spanish or both languages.  The DV is to be 
measured using the modified version of the Speech Dialect Attitude Scale created in this stage.   

 
Previous Research 
 The rapid growth of the U.S. Hispanic market has created an emerging field of research 
within the public relations community that includes issues of language, culture, generational status, 
and national differences.  The popularity of bilingual children’s television programs such as 
Nickelodeon’s “Dora the Explorer”, “Go, Diego, Go!”, Scholastic’s “Maya & Miguel” and the 
increasing availability of bilingual print media, such as Latina magazine, indicates a growing need to 
analyze the sociolinguistic use of bilingual messages among a growing, and an increasingly sought-
after, population of Hispanic consumers.  
 Existing studies of public relations practitioners and Hispanic audiences have largely 
approached the issue from an industry perspective that emphasizes the market growth of Hispanic 
and other multicultural publics, such as African-Americans, Asian-Americans, and Native 
Americans.  Research has also focused on the need for PR practitioners to gain a greater 
understanding of these audiences (Kern-Foxworth, 1991). Other perspectives focus on implementing 
training programs to better reach Latino audiences. Kotcher’s (2002) national survey of public 
relations practitioners indicates a desire for practitioners to gain increased knowledge of 
communications methods to more effectively reach Hispanics and other racial and ethnic minority 
groups.  These communication methods include improved training for workers, recruitment of 
minorities into the field, and offering culturally-sensitive communications programs to reach 
increasingly multicultural publics.  

Some researchers have sought the perspectives of Hispanic public relations professionals, 
whose experiences in the industry may inform delivery of culturally competent messages. Perez’s 
(2002) interviews with Hispanic public relations professionals indicated that effective Hispanic 
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public relations demands unique approaches to reach a diverse Latino who can vary by generation, 
history, language, phenotype, culture, and socioeconomic status. Respondents indicated that public 
relations practitioners must consider that family and cultural roots are critical elements to consider 
when designing a Hispanic public relations campaign. Correct language use in printed materials is 
difficult, particularly when translating material from English. Other factors that must be considered 
include understanding of different Hispanic audiences, such as Cubans, Mexicans, and Puerto Ricans, 
and recognizing that hiring Latinos based on surname alone does not always guarantee a thorough 
understanding of the broad U.S. Hispanic market.  

Other research with Hispanic industry professionals indicates that Latinos are increasingly 
being sought in the public relations field, and that second language skills are especially prized. 
Abeyta and Hackett’s (2002) interviews with Hispanic public relations practitioners indicated that 
Latino PR professionals have advantages in the workplace and can use their Spanish-language skills 
to communicate with Hispanic publics. Despite these efforts, respondents noted that Latinos in public 
relations must continue to deal with stereotypes such as beliefs that all Hispanics speak Spanish, and 
share the same values and traditions. 
 
Sociolinguistics 
 The increased attention given to Hispanic public relations by the industry has motivated new 
inquiries by scholars interested in studying how bilingual Hispanics respond to bilingual, English-
language, and Spanish-language news releases. Previous scholarly research of U.S. Hispanics in mass 
media primarily investigated Latinos’ portrayal in news coverage (Subervi-Velez, 1986), and their 
representation and language preference in advertising (Roslow & Nicholls, 1996).  Much less 
research has addressed the use of sociolinguistic theory in mass communications.  
 Fishman, in 1972, defined sociolinguistics as 

… the study of the characteristics of language varieties, the characteristics of their functions, 
and the characteristics of their speakers as these three constantly interact, change, and change 
one another within a speech community. (p. 4) 

Koslow, Shamdasani, and Touchstone (1994) investigated how Latinos responded to Spanish-
language advertisements by using sociolinguistic theories of accommodation.  More recent work 
includes Luna and Peracchio’s (2005) analysis of the persuasiveness of code-switching, or the use of 
mixed languages, within advertisements targeting Hispanic bilingual consumers. Ramirez-Esparza, 
Gosling, Benet-Martinez, Potter, and Pennebaker (2004) conducted a four-part test to analyze 
whether bilingual Mexican-Americans displayed different personality characteristics when speaking 
English or Spanish. Their findings suggest that respondents were more likely to reflect qualities 
associated with American, English-speaking culture, such as assertiveness, when speaking English 
compared to reflecting more collectivistic ideals when speaking Spanish. 
 Wherritt and Gonzalez’s (1989) ethnographic study of language maintenance patterns in rural 
Iowa indicates that the area’s socially isolating geography, immigration,  respondents’ close familial 
contact to other Latinos in Mexico and Texas, and persons over the age of 50 were more likely to 
speak Spanish at home. Other factors that can influence native language use include education, 
availability of local governmental services, church affiliation, mass media, and culturally appropriate 
stores. By contrast, a shift to English was encouraged by English-only schooling and the number of 
second-generation bilingual Latinos.  
 Other sociolinguistic research has focused on the use of language along the Texas-Mexico 
border. Martinez’s (2003) study of dialectal perceptions in the border city of Reynosa, Mexico 
indicates that younger respondents were more likely to speak in dialects similar to those spoken by 
their counterparts in McAllen, Texas, located just across the Rio Grande.  The study also suggests 
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that linguistic stereotypes commonly associated with U.S.–based Spanish are diminishing and that a 
linguistically homogeneous dialect may develop along the Mexico-Texas border. 
 
Methodology  
 Based on prior research the following research questions were identified. 
 Research Question 1: Does language of presentation impact perceptions by bilingual subjects 
of the source of information?  
 Research Question 2:  Does language of presentation impact perceptions by bilingual subjects 
of the message itself? 
 For the purpose of this study, language of presentation is operationalized as English, Spanish 
or a combination of the two languages, and perceptions are conceived to include competence of the 
source, trustworthiness of the source and composure or presentation of the message.   These three 
components were chosen because they parallel the typical elements of credibility --- competence, 
character and composure.   Credibility was chosen as a focus for operationalizing perceptions because 
it has historically been associated with the ability of messages or message sources to influence 
message recipients.  Typically credibility is divided into three components: perceived expertise, 
perceived character or trustworthiness, and perceived composure or dynamism.   

The Speech Dialect Attitude Scale (SDAS) provides a method for measuring such perceptions 
that produces stable and reliable measures when applied to oral speech (Mulac, 1975). This scale has 
been used to measure perceptions based on international accent, regional dialects and other linguistic 
variations (Mulac, 1975).  The original SDAS contained 21 pairs of adjectives arrayed with a seven-
point scale between them.  The two adjectives in each of these pairs are polar opposites as are 
typically used in semantic differential scales (e.g. Berlow, Lemert, & Mertz, 1967).   This format was 
tested in five experiments whose results were tested with factor analyses.  The experiments compared 
subject evaluations using the SDAS to accented speech, dialects, speech pathologies, broadcast 
reporting and speech with and without obscenity.  The analyses identified three factors that 
correspond with the three traditional components of credibility.  Specifically, the pairs of adjectives 
produced three factors Mulac labeled Socio-Intellectual Status, Aesthetic Quality and Dynamism.  In 
a varimax factor analysis, these three factors accounted for 63% of the total variance.  Of particular 
significance to this application, the SDAS was particularly capable of discriminating among speakers 
drawn from different dialect and accent populations (Mulac, 1975). 

Mulac later expanded his work with the SDAS and found that an abbreviated form could 
retain the validity and reliability of the original.  He also demonstrated that the SDAS could be 
applied to written transcripts.  Mulac found that using 12 pairs of adjectives maintained stability of 
the three factors when applied to transcripts of subject speech and to passages selected from fiction 
(1976).   Except for one experiment, which dealt with reactions to a speech pathology, all 
applications of the three factors identified in earlier SDAS studies accounted for more than 70% of 
the variance in subjects’ recorded perceptions (Mulac, 1976). 
 The SDAS was selected for this study because of its demonstrated validity and the factor 
structure that appears to parallel the typical components of credibility.  Although the SDAS was 
developed to deal with variations within a language and to address differences in oral speech, the 
authors sought input for its modification to ensure it could adequately measure responses by bilingual 
Hispanic subjects to written messages in English, Spanish, and bilingual formats. 
 Modification of the SDAS was implemented by using two focus groups of bilingual 
Hispanics. Responses were analyzed to help identify either new pairs of adjectives that could be 
added to the SDAS or to eliminate pairs of adjectives that were not relevant to the perceptions of our 
target population. 



IPRRC - 278 

 

Two focus groups were conducted in late 2005 on the campus of Texas Tech University in 
Lubbock, Texas. Subjects were recruited using a convenience sample of adult Hispanics, mostly 
Mexican-Americans, residing in the city and surrounding communities. This sampling procedure 
identified 11 bilingual subjects all of whom self identified as Hispanic or Mexican-American.  The 
subjects ranged in age from 21 to 64 and included five males and six females. Three respondents 
were college students at the university and two were employed as staff members there.  No faculty 
members were used as subjects. Respondents varied from first to fourth generation U.S. residents.  
Most described themselves as second or third generation.   All reported being consumers of Spanish 
language radio and television and all but one reported regularly reading Hispanic newspapers.  When 
asked which language they used while conversing with friends, seven said they used a combination of 
English and Spanish, one reported using Spanish exclusively and three reported using English only. 
Reinforcing this, we observed that when the subjects were given the option of completing a research 
release in English or Spanish, all but one opted to complete the English release.   
 The first focus group, conducted in the morning, consisted of five respondents, and the 
second, in the afternoon, had six participants. The focus group moderator was a bilingual mass 
communications professor who conducted the groups in English and Spanish.  In order to control for 
any language bias, one group’s interaction began in English and then transitioned to Spanish while 
the other group began in Spanish and later transitioned to English.  The order or presentation of 
stimulus questions was also reversed between the two groups.   

Subjects were guided to discuss how the language used by individuals impacted their 
perceptions of those persons.  Specifically they were asked to describe reactions to individuals who 
spoke either English or Spanish who worked across a continuum of high social status, high-trust 
occupations in health care, to other positions such as hair care professionals.  The sessions were 
recorded for further analysis using DVD and video tape. 

 
Focus Group Findings 
 Analysis of these discussions revealed some reactions to language difference that had not 
been anticipated and some that are not addressed in the SDAS.  For example, when subjects 
discussed the perceived education, literacy, or expertise of Spanish-speaking individuals, they 
reported that an Anglo who speaks Spanish is well educated or an expert while a Hispanic speaking 
Spanish may or may not have the same status. Participants suggested that a Spanish-speaking Anglo 
would have acquired a second-language through some means of formal education, although the 
Hispanic respondent may have picked up Spanish at home, without the use of formal schooling. This 
reaction does suggest it will be difficult to separate reaction to language from reaction to the ethnic 
identity of a speaker or writer.  Other responses suggest an interaction between perceptions based on 
language and the age of the speaker.   
 Respondents were also asked to describe differences involving language choice and cultural 
characteristics such as notions of individualism and collectivism. Spanish speakers were consistently 
described as more likely to have strong family ties than were English speakers, and were also 
perceived as more likely to be socially rather than individually oriented. 

Research participants were asked to identify perceptual variables that coincide with messages 
delivered in English, Spanish, or a combination of the two languages. The findings and observations 
gathered from both groups were used to modify Mulac’s SDA Scale to create a research instrument 
for future study of source and message perceptions by bilingual Hispanics. 
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Modified SDAS 
 Working from the factor analyses of the original SDAS, the 15 adjective pairs that best 
predicted reactions to regional dialects and foreign accents were selected.  These were the five pairs 
of adjectives that predicted the greatest variance in the three factors of socio-intellectual status, 
aesthetic quality, and dynamism.  From these, one pair (loud/soft) that dealt specifically with oral 
language was eliminated.  The adjective pairs young/old, family oriented/career oriented, U.S. 
citizen/foreigner, and individualistic/social (collectivistic) were then added to address the perceptions 
identified in the focus groups.   
 This procedure produced 19 pairs of adjectives.  These were randomly ordered, and 
alternating pairs were reversed to produce instruments to assess subject responses to both message 
source and the message itself.  These instruments are presented in appendices A and B. 
 
Instrument Pilot 
 The modified SDAS was pilot tested using 18 undergraduate students.  Of these subjects, only 
three were bilingual, but their reactions and responses to the instrument helped identify weaknesses 
and reinforced the instrument’s ability to assess perceptions of message content and message author.   
 These subjects were each given the copy from a hypothetical newspaper.  Some of the 
stimulus material had two articles in English, some had two articles in Spanish, and some had the 
same article in both English and Spanish.  Only those subjects who reported they were able to read 
Spanish were given the stimulus material with two Spanish articles.  All subjects were asked to 
complete two modified SDAS instruments.  One instrument asked for reactions to the message 
content of the stimulus material, and one asked for reactions to the message source.  

The pilot study sought to test clarity of the questions and presentation of material.  Based on 
the results of the pilot several modifications will be made before administering the instrument to a 
larger group of subjects.  A few students misunderstood the purpose of the two questionnaires; they 
thought there was a separate questionnaire for each article instead of a separate questionnaire for the 
message and for the source, thus the instructions must be adjusted.  Also, future tests will include 
more than two articles. The researchers also recognized a problem that arose from the use of two 
articles on dissimilar topics because the subjects reacted both to the topic or information content 
rather than the language used to deliver the information. This, too, will be adjusted in the next phase 
of research. Finally, more than half the responses by the subjects were identical to the example given 
in the instructions.   In future administrations of the instrument we will control for this bias source by 
varying the example given in the instructions.  
 Because the pilot study only used 18 subjects, factor analysis of the results was not practical.  
However the data does suggest that the SDAS, as modified for this purpose, will produce four rather 
than the original three factors.  Measurements for the adjective pairs family oriented/career oriented, 
U.S. citizen/foreigner, Hispanic/Anglo and individualistic/social do not appear to correlate with any 
of the original three factors.   
 
Further Research 

The second stage of the research will involve a quasi-experimental design that will be 
completed late in spring of 2006.  Funding has been identified to recruit 100 subjects who will be 
identified through a snowball sample of the Hispanic population in and near Lubbock, Texas. Each 
subject will read one page of a hypothetical newspaper that will produced in from four versions: all 
English; all Spanish; first in English, second in Spanish; or first in Spanish, second in English. 
Results from these subjects will be used to further validate the modified SDAS and to finally test the 
two research questions that originally motivated creation of this instrument. 



IPRRC - 280 

 

References 
Abeyta, N., & Hackett, M. (2002). Perspectives of Hispanic PR practitioners. Public Relations 

Quarterly, 47(1), 27-30. 
Berlo, D., Lemert, J.B., & Mertz, R.J. (1967). Dimensions for evaluating the acceptability of message 

sources. Public Opinion Quarterly, 33, 563-577. 
Fishman, J.A., (1972) Sociolinguistics: A Brief Introduction. Rowley, Mass., Newbury House Pub, 
Kern-Foxworth, M. Black, brown, red, and yellow markets equal green power. Public Relations 

Quarterly, 36(1), 27-30. 
Koslow, Shamdasani, & Touchstone (1994). Exploring language effects in ethnic advertising: A 

sociolinguistic perspective. Journal of Consumer Research, 20, 575-585. 
Kotcher, R. L. (1995). Diversity in today’s workplace and marketplace. Public Relations Quarterly, 

40(1), 6-8. 
Luna, D., & Peracchio, L. A. (2005). Sociolinguistic effects on code-switched ads targeting bilingual 

consumers. Journal of Advertising, 34(2), 43-56. 
Martinez, G. A. (2003). Perceptions of dialect in a changing society: Folk linguistics along the Texas-

Mexico border. Journal of Sociolinguistics, 7(1), 38-49. 
Mulac, A. (1976). Assessment and application of the revised speech dialect attitudinal scale. 

Communication Monographs, 43 (August), 238-245. 
Mulac, A. (1975). Evaluation of the speech dialect attitudinal scale. Speech Monographs, 42, 84-89. 
Perez, F.G. (2002). Effectively targeting Hispanics in the Southwest: Views from public relations 

professionals in a border city. Public Relations Quarterly, 47(1), 18-21. 
Ramirez-Esparza, N., Gosling, S.D., Benet-Martinez, V., Potter, J.P., & Pennebaker, J. W. (2004). Do 

bilinguals have two personalities? A special case of cultural frame switching. Journal of 
Research in Personality, 1-22 

Roslow, P., & Nicholls, J. A. F. (1996, May/June). Targeting the Hispanic market: Comparative 
persuasion of TV commercials in Spanish and English. Journal of Advertising Research, 67-
77 

Subervi-Velez, F. A. (1986). The mass media and ethnic assimilation and pluralism: A review and 
research proposal with special focus on Hispanics. Communication Research, 13(1), 71-96. 

Wherritt, I., & Gonzalez, N. (1989). Spanish language maintenance in a small Iowa community. 
International Journal of Social Language, 79, 29-39. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



IPRRC - 281 

 

Appendix A – Message Instrument 
 

Please read the two newspaper articles you were given and then rank the message or information in the article by making an “x” in the blank 
between each pair of adjectives that best indicates your opinion of that message.  For example, on a scale of good to bad, if you thought the 

message was neither you might mark the center space like this: 
Good  ____ ____ ____ __X_ ____ ____   ____ Bad 
 
If you thought the message was good but not completely good you might mark the scale like this: 
Good  ____ _X__ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   Bad 
 
 
Please rate the message or information in the articles: 
 
Pleasing  ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Displeasing 
 
Awful   ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Nice 
 
Poor  ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Rich 
 
White collar ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Blue collar 
 
Uneducated  ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Educated 
 
Beautiful  ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Ugly 
 
Individualistic  ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Social 
 
Hispanic  ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Anglo 
 
Young   ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Old 
 
Unattractive  ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Attractive 
 
Strong   ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Weak 
 
High social status ____      ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____    Low social status 
 
Family oriented   ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____    Career oriented 
 
Passive  ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Active 
  
Aggressive          ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____    Unaggressive 
 
Delicate              ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Rugged 
 
Leader             ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Follower 
 
Illiterate            ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Literate 
 
US Citizen      ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Foreigner 
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Appendix B – Source Instrument 
 

Please read the two newspaper articles you were given and then rank the source or author of the articles by making an “x” in the blank 
between each pair of adjectives that best indicates your opinion of that source.  For example, on a scale of good to bad, if you thought 

the source was neither you might mark the center space like this: 
Good  ____ ____ ____ __X_ ____ ____   ____ Bad 
 
If you thought the source was good but not completely good you might mark the scale like this: 
Good  ____ _X__ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   Bad 
 
 
Please rate the source or author of the articles: 
 
Young   ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Old 
   
Family oriented  ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Career oriented 
 
US Citizen   ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____      Foreigner 
 
High social status ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____    Low social status 
 
Poor  ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Rich 
 
White collar ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Blue collar 
 
Unattractive  ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Attractive 
 
Leader   ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Follower 
 
Illiterate   ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Literate 
 
Hispanic  ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Anglo 
 
Strong   ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Weak 
 
Individualistic ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ Social 
 
Passive   ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Active 
 
Aggressive  ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Unaggressive 
 
Delicate  ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Rugged 
 
Uneducated  ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Educated 
 
Pleasing  ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Displeasing 
 
Awful   ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Nice 
 
Beautiful ____ ____ ____ ____ ____ ____   ____ Ugly 
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This paper outlines the ways in which various literatures and pro-social organizations 
contribute to our understanding of corporate social responsibility (CSR) and provide a 
template for corporate practices in the public interest. The author explicates the 
perspectives of political and social scientists, and scholars and practitioner in law, 
business, communication, and public relations, as well as the groundbreaking 
principles of non-governmental organizations and professional associations (Business 
for Social Responsibility, the Global Alliance for Public Relations and 
Communication Management, and the Global Compact) into an overview of 
frameworks for socially-responsible practices. The study also explores the extent to 
which such frameworks also help activists and other public interest organizations, 
particularly in electronic communication and broadcasting, model and pursue their 
policy agendas. The six British NGOs seeking changes in broadcasting policy and 
programming have been tracked for more than a decade. They are 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-renamed MediawatchUK), and the National 
Consumer Council (NCC). Recent research has included broadcasting-centered 
coalitions and groups from the U.K. nations--Scottish and Welsh nationalists 
concerned about cultural issues and devolution--who lobby on the EC level as well as 
at home. Longitudinal data suggests that such activists’ public relations has pro-social, 
pro-democratic effects. The literatures of CSR and NGOs and the frameworks of 
“rubric” organizations may provide new perspectives on how these activists and their 
targets can rethink their pursuit of and obligations as per CSR in the communicative 
public interest.      
 

The main focus of this paper is the ways in which interdisciplinary literatures (politics, economics, 
law, business, sociology, communication, and public relations) define a bar and parameters for 
corporate social responsibility (CSR)-based organizational behaviors and corporate citizenship. The 
template provided by these literatures is enhanced by the real-world, groundbreaking principles of 
non-governmental bodies and professional associations, among them the Global Compact, Global 
Alliance, and Business for Social Responsibility (BSR). These “rubrics” for CSR set a bar for 
corporate performance and are models for activists and targets. 

This paper will also explore if and how such frameworks can guide the public relations of 
British and European activists as they advance their communication policy agendas. These activists 
consider their targets--decision makers in broadcasting, telecommunications, government, and 
cultural organizations--accountable for lapses in CSR and expect the latter to act in the public 
interest. Perhaps these frameworks can also help broadcasting activists probe targets’ capacity to 
work with them, implement policy change, and increase accountability. 

Since 1996, this author has studied the strategies and impact of six such British NGOs seeking 
changes in broadcasting policy and programming: The Voice of the Listener and Viewer (VLV), 
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Consumers' Association (CA), Campaign for Quality Television (CQT), the Deaf Broadcasting 
Council (DBC), National Viewers and Listeners Association (NVALA/renamed Mediawatch UK), 
and the National Consumer Council (NCC), and their relative viability as activist groups over time. 
Recent research included groups such as the European Alliance of Listener and Viewer Groups 
(EURALVA), lobbying on the EC level, Scottish and Welsh nationalists concerned about cultural 
issues and devolution, and coalitions of broadcasting and other voluntary groups (e.g., Mothers 
Union, Scarman Trust [community harmony]). They respond to compelling social responsibility 
issues of the day.   

In order to provide a more contextualized understanding of CSR and its relationship to the 
British and European activist agenda in electronic communication and culture, the study will also 
look to the literature of non-governmental organizations--NGOs—to explain the latter’s changing 
roles, power bases, tactics, and impact. Finally, it will explore activist and allied publics’ perceptions 
as to whether broadcasting and other communication/culture-oriented organizations have, in fact, 
complied with norms of CSR (often dubbed, but not synonymous with, accountability) and if, and 
how, activists’ pursuit of CSR has broader pro-social impact. This updated version also explores the 
impact of activists’ changing public relations and relationship-building with their key publics. 

Connecting Broadcasting, CSR, and Accountability  
In our digitalized world, decisions about electronic communication and organizational 

behaviors relate to communicative goods as resources—i.e., broadcasts and Internet transmissions 
and content. These goods are considered public goods and therefore should ideally reflect the public 
interest. Historically, a limited broadcasting spectrum gave those in control of the airwaves the 
leverage to impose a public service mandate and a bar for media performance, as measured by 
specific criteria. This mandate was felt by some to be overly paternal but clearly linked to precise 
norms, such as objectivity and balance. Therefore, this paper will relate CSR frameworks to standards 
for broadcast (and it follows, Internet) media performance (e.g., McQuail, 1992). Today’s blended 
digital media environment presents more complex communication, cultural, and policy problems than 
in previous times. Some observers perceive that the stakes in the digital marketplace are not only 
higher for investors, but for consumers who may face a digital divide—the lack of at least partial, 
real-time access to a full-range of broadcast and Internet offerings, and potentially, to information 
essential to their participation in civil society.   

Policy decisions about converging media are still strongly connected to public service media 
norms, which are increasingly echoed in debates in government institutions in the U.K. and Europe. 
Public broadcasters receive government funds and have program remits that promote cross-cultural 
understanding and representation to diverse groups. Public service broadcasters, who are struggling 
to keep pace with commercial competitors, must comply with these norms. Therefore, activists 
believe they are pursuing the public interest when they monitor broadcasters who fail to serve that 
interest.  Their public relations is a direct reaction to a perceived need for action on the part of target 
publics.   

“Accountability” has been a U.K. buzzword since at least the early 1990s. Even in the waning 
Thatcher years, the specter of “value for money” haunted British broadcasters, particularly the BBC, 
as it streamlined to keep pace with independent television (ITV) and exploding satellite services. 
While British broadcasting activists want accountability in meeting viewer and listener needs, they 
really seek proactive CSR on the part of the broadcasters. This viable distinction will be more fully 
drawn, below.     
Where Accountability and CSR Diverge 

In this paper, corporate social responsibility, as a higher level of corporate commitment than 
accountability, will be operationalized from the perspectives of broadcasters, activists, corporations, 
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NGOs, and other interested publics. Later in this paper, I will update the framework for 
accountability outlined (Author, 1998; 2000; 2001; 2003; 2004), but only after a distinction is made 
and broadcasting/ communication issues concerning viewers, listeners, and others are referred to as 
CSR issues.   

Accountability is a push from without—a move prompted by external publics and/or 
governance/regulatory bodies that apply externally-imposed standards to an organization. Paul’s 
(1992) definition, “holding individuals and organizations responsible for performance,” (p. 1047), 
provides further support for this view. Finding an operational definition for accountability is harder. 
To Fox and Brown (1998), the “politically and technically contested issue of assessing performance” 
(p. 12) is more complex. Corporate social responsibility, in contrast, should result from a push from 
within and should be proactive, rather than reactive. The motivation to engage in ethical, humane, 
and socially responsible practices should be internally driven. Although externally-driven, societal 
and broader institutional pressures can still result in positive outcomes, an “organic” drive to pursue 
the “greater good” must supplant any outside pressures. Particularly where an organization complies 
with externally-imposed regulations, it may be easy for that organization to pro forma comply with 
some practices (e.g., environmental safety or fair labor), while not truly exercising CSR. According 
to the Global Compact’s Stausberg (2005), the organization would detect and respond to 
misrepresentation. Corporate responsibility must be the foundation of a corporation’s mission and 
modus operandi. To better understand CSR, we turn to the Compact (2005), the Global Alliance 
(2005), and Business for Social Responsibility (BSR) (2005), CRS models for the U.K./Euro NGOs 
and described below.  
Choosing Rubrics for CSR 

Many present-day organizations and professional bodies have united across industries to 
adopt standards of CSR, but the above three serve as frames of reference. The Global Alliance sets 
cutting-edge professional and academic practices within an ethical, socially-responsible context. Its 
position papers expound CSR and ethical issues, but more significantly, its members are committed 
to such practices. The majority of the Global Compact’s foundational principles (mandated 
compliance for members) stress human rights. It works toward dialogue with and among NGOS 
(Stausberg, 2005). BSR, a business resource, showcases policies that value, people, communities, and 
the environment.     
The Literatures’ Views of CSR. 

In 1975, Preston and Post, scholars of management, discussed the extent to which “the 
expanding role of government and governmental protection of other groups in society—such as labor 
unions, and taxpayers, has resulted in a counter-penetration of public policy into private 
management” (p. 3). Preston and Post preferred the term “public responsibility,” defining how 
organizational management functions within public policy, as opposed to “social responsibility,” (p. 
9) which they say represents a “vague and highly generalized form of social concern underlying….ad 
hoc managerial policies and practices (p. 9). They described the corporate dilemma as, “the problem 
of defining the specific limits and consequences of managerial social involvement in a particular 
situation and deciding what--if anything—to do about them (p. 10). They distinguish between the law 
and public policy in that many formally illegal, inhumane practices—e.g., prostitution, child abuse, 
and abusive labor practices, are tolerated today because it may be too costly or impractical to end 
them. What they proposed was systematic, comprehensive social and environmental 
scanning/response process in dealing with the market, government, community, and society. One 
cannot say that such scanning has developed to the extent that they envisioned. Yet, in the last 30 
years, organizations and their management, have responded to society, perhaps because NGOs 
pressures have been greater than direct governmental influence on policy and corporate initiatives, as 
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seen below. The Europeans’ concept of CSR, one embued with the notions of sustainability and 
governance, is defined as “a way of doing business, which contributes to sustainable development, 
reinforcing competitiveness, social cohesion, and environmental protection” (Walter, 2005, 
Foreword). One must see how institutionalized CSR business practices in the U.K. compare with 
those in Europe. 
CSR a la U. K. 
 CSR in the U.K., home base for the activists studied here, is described by Zadek (2001), who 
labels it “an unwieldy blend of U. S. traditions, with its unfettered markets and privatized provision, 
and the European tradition of social partnership” (p.31). The U.K.’s blended model, he says, has been 
more globally influential in the last decade than the U.S.,’ where ‘80s open-market policies spurred 
poverty and inequality. This supports Moon’s assessment (2005) that U.K. CSR was catalyzed by 
‘80s unemployment, urban problems and social discontent. In the ‘90s there was greater focus on 
products, processes, and stakeholder/business applications of CSR globally (e.g., CSR-specific staff, 
codes, budget allocations, social reporting, stakeholder relations). Prime Minister Blair even created 
the post of Minister for CSR within the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI), within which the 
Office of Communications-Ofcom (2005) oversees broadcasting and telecommunications issues. 
Activists are unsatisfied with Ofcom’s support for public service broadcasting (PSB). The 
Department of Media, Culture, and Sport (DCMS) (2005) has ongoing involvement with PSB and 
CSR functions. The BBC’s compliance with its PSB obligations is constantly being assessed (See 
Michael Hastings’ view, below).  
 Moon (2005) also notes the growth of firms that “supply chain assurance systems, often in 
response to or in anticipation of NGO criticism” (p. 61). Further, the fact that CSR has developed as 
part of communication and marketing programs “raises the question of the extent to which CSR has 
become simply part of corporate branding rather than reflective of new business practices” (p. 61). 
Critical and even cynical comments about CSR are heavily rebutted by practitioners and scholars, 
below. First, though, we will continue to explore the meaning of CSR and related concepts.   
 
CSR, Corporate Citizenship, and Civil Governance. According to Reder (1994), “Business 
responsibility in general begins with such basic questions as, ‘How do we make a difference socially 
and still survive as a business?’ and ‘How do we minimize our impact on the environment and still 
make a profit?” (p. 16), which entail systematic and comprehensive study. Certainly, says Reder, “A 
company can hardly claim to be socially concerned, much less “responsible,” if it isn’t willing to ask 
itself the hard questions that reveal the truth behind its rhetoric” (p. 233). It must assess the economic 
impact of its behavior on itself. Reder noted: “the burgeoning socially responsible investment field 
has also maintained that good company behavior makes for good business” (p. 7) and quotes A. Hiatt, 
former Stride Rite chairman: “We look at public service as an investment. We believe the well being 
of a company cannot be separated from the well being of a community” (p. 7).  

The management and business literature discusses corporate citizenship, which (Marsden and 
Andriof, 1998) define as, “understanding and managing a company’s wider influence on society for 
the benefit of the company and society as a whole” (quoted in Andriof and MacIntosh, 2004, p. 14, 
for whom “corporate social responsibility embraces an understanding that everything a company does 
has some flow-on effect either inside or outside the company” [pp. 15-16] and “encompasses four 
distinct areas, “the environment, the workplace, the community, and the marketplace” [p. 16]). 
Marsden and Andriof place integrity at the core of corporate citizenship. According to Waddock 
(2001): “Corporate integrity means stakeholders are dealt with holistically and honestly, with their 
needs and interests taken fully into consideration” (p. 37) and accommodated. What follows helps us 
understand: 
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Corporate citizenship operationalized through stakeholder relationships is holistic, or 
integral… Citizenship demands responsible use of the power and resources that 
companies and their leaders command, and it demands relationship-building with 
stakeholders, not management of them. (p. 37) 

Waddock’s (2001) recognition of the importance of building strategic relationships with stakeholders 
resonates in public relations scholarship, with empirical relationship measurement (Hon & Grunig, 
1999) and studies of long-term relationships’ impact on goals (Ledingham and Bruning, 2000; 
Author, 1998). The extent to which good relationships impact on publics’ trust and their willingness 
to identify, acknowledge, and collaborate on shared goals, cannot be underestimated (Author, 2000, 
2004). Botan and Taylor (2005) describe the role of trust as a crucial foundation of civil society. 
When low levels of societal trust persist, citizens may have difficulty communicating and 
cooperating, and the ultimate prospect for a civil society diminishes” {p. 687). Three dimensions of 
trust—character, expertise, and dynamism-- “can tap into public perceptions of the mass media and 
formal interpersonal channels… “ (p. 700). Alternative media was more trusted than other ones, but 
multiple channels facilitated information gathering. Botan and Taylor maintain that trusted sources 
must exist for civil society to function. British activists’ have a passion to protect PSB civil society 
and multiperspectival news and        

 Zadek (2001) discussed the Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI), which brought together the U.K. 
government, retailers, NGOs and labor organizations to explore the effective implementation of 
codes of conduct for labor standards. In ETI’s first 18 months, devoted to establishing a base code, 
various groups almost quit negotiating, but the range of perspectives helped to resolve group issues. 
He notes:  

Civil governance lies at the heart of the New Economy of corporate citizenship. It is a 
key process…rules are built that companies are willing to be accountable to. It 
institutionalizes the more chaotic and arguably transitory regulatory challenges that 
NGOs and other organizations are able to mobilize through popular and generally 
negative campaigning. (p.101) 

Zadek (2001) points to the Global Compact as “just one of a profusion of recently-established 
private-public partnerships that are seeking to redefine the terms on which companies go about their 
business, and how social and environmental goods can most effectively be delivered” (p. 91). As a 
“balancing act” for NGOS, he says, its leverage over corporate practices risks diluting their larger 
agendas but also exposes business to greater public scrutiny and potential criticism as unaccountable. 
He concludes that the Compact is a “massive step…for leading corporations ….to benchmark their 
performance against the closest we have to an international consensus on what constitutes civilized 
behavior” (p. 102).   

Despite this approbation and increasing pressure on corporations to comply with stakeholder, 
including shareholder goals, recognition of CSR as good business sense is not universal and some, 
like Crooks (2005, writing in The Economist and speaking on NPR’s Marketplace) are outspoken 
critics of CSR, viewing it as corporate philanthropy with other people’s money. Paluszek’s (2005) 
rebuttal was part of a vigorous PRSA Strategic Social Responsibility section (PRSA, 2005), e-group 
discussion on Crooks’ article. “When practiced as “good management” (the predominant current 
variant), CSR protects and, sometimes, enhances long-term profits,” Paluszek asserted, describing the 
30-year evolution of CSR. He cited Business for Social Responsibility and World Business Council 
for Sustainable Development as bolstering CSR’s hold on business (Paluszek, 2005a). 

CSR principles are explored here for their intrinsic benefit to activist/NGOs and broadcasting 
corporations. Thus any focus on CSR’s shortcomings will be deferred. As Andriof and McIntosh 
(2001) noted, above, an organization that practices CSR is said to be a “good corporate citizen,” 
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which equals, if not surpasses pure profit as a goal, particularly if the latter conflicts with a pro-social 
agenda. In the NGO world, corporate citizenship and “sustainable development” are often 
synonymous. MNCs that were formerly profits-and-productivity focused are now required by 
stakeholders to “also deliver products and service in an ecologically-sustainable and socially-
responsible way” (p. 21). Later, we will see that Business for Social Responsibility (BSR) supports 
“ecologically-sustainable” activities. 
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). Offering a corporate perspective based on 20 principles of 
corporate citizenship reflecting ethical business behavior, and commitments to stakeholders, 
community, consumers, employees, investors, suppliers, and the environment, Davenport and 
Lewellyn (2004) developed a 120-keyword search of BSR’s database.  Their content analysis of 
five years of media and ten years of corporate-citizenship awards for reported and rewarded CSR 
behaviors suggested that community relations is one of several integral threads and that “employee 
principles and issues are among the most reported and the most rewarded….” (p. 274). The 20 
principles overlap with issues of concern to broadcasting publics, but we must look to these publics 
define and operationalize accountability/CSR in their own terms. 

Perspectives on Accountability 
The Broadcasting Activists’ Perspectives 
 Some variation but overall consistency characterized activists’ expectations of accountability 
in broadcasting, so that in terms of policy, the Citizens’ Charter’s (1991) principles: standards, 
information, openness, choice, consultation, courtesy and helpfulness, putting things right, and value 
for money broadly covered major areas of consumer concern. Transparency of processes/decisions, 
as evident in the Charter’s position on (financial) disclosure, have been a crucial area of activist 
concern. 

Concerns about accountability in broadcasting revolved primarily around representation, 
consultation, regional concerns, redress for viewer and listener concerns, access (to policy makers, 
processes, services), and quality (linked to access and representation) and less around actual content 
issues (NVALA/Mediawatch UK alone rallied around taste and decency). These concerns reflected 
media performance norms for broadcasting also identified by McQuail (1992).  
Specific media performance norms relating to accountability in broadcasting. To McQuail (1992), 
media institutions are within the public sphere, have public service obligations to society and 
additional freedoms in fulfilling them, and yet are more accountable--with laws, regulations, and 
public and government pressures—than other institutions. General performance norms of quality, 
taste, and impartiality form a bar for broadcasting standards and particularly for the BBC. 
 McQuail’s (1992) expanded set of performance norms included good taste, decency, quality, 
accuracy, impartial news, and coverage of controversial, public policy or political issues (e.g., strikes) 
in a way that is detached from political interests. British cultural and artistic input, diversity of 
programming and representation, and minority access are crucial. McQuail’s broad strokes for PSB is 
set within the larger context of broadcasting as a “public good,” whose notion “…implies a 
commonly-accepted consensus of opinion within society” (Curran & Seaton, 1991, p. 322). The 
BBC’s, ITV’s--commercial terrestrial broadcasters with PSB obligations--and its publics’ notions of 
accountability often diverge. Some observers feel that ITV’s franchise sales and 
mergers/consolidation meant those obligations’ end (Sargant, 1997; Hay, 2004). Channel Four’s 
strong public service remit, and absence of cable and satellite regulation, leave publicly-funded BBC 
under threat as the greatest accountability concern, particularly as per McQuail’s (1992) norms and 
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perceived responsiveness to its audiences. Respondents saw BBC as less accountable than 
competitors, given its Governors’ dual management/ regulatory role as judge and jury (Author, 1998, 
2003). The Hutton Commission Report (2003), which indicted BBC management, was a decade after 
BBC restructuring in Producer’s Choice (Cloot, 1993).  

The initial study (Author, 1998) grouped accountability concerns into means of viewer and 
listener redress and solicitation of viewer and listener preferences. Respondents desired more 
“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). New 
concerns (e.g., universal digital access) superseded some old ones (Author, 2003). Thus, both 
business’ and broadcasting’s obligations to consumer and community are heavily weighted.  
A changing industry with changing ownership. Respondents’ reacted negatively to cross-ownership 
legislation that merged ITV franchises, thus reducing programming diversity. New electronic 
technologies enabling channel proliferation and other capabilities created a “digital divide,” risking 
the poor, marginalized citizens’ free-to-air services and access to listed events. Market-driven ratings 
competition increased accountability demands on broadcasters, below. This is consistent with 
Wilson’s assessment of CSR. New expectations for corporate performance stem from the influence of 
four variables: technologies, shifts in power, economics restructuring, and globalization. 
Historic and contemporary BBC views on corporate accountability. When Sir John Reith, BBC’s  
architect, enjoined journalists, producers, and broadcasters across generations to create and broadcast 
public service programs, “Do no harm” and “Do good” were implicit mandates. Some saw Reith’s 
high culture as elitist, yet broadcasters were accountable to their publics’ “greater good” in a post-
WWII, ideology-ridden, spectrum-scarce Cold War Europe. The BBC’s raisones d’etre (inform, 
educate, entertain) reflected core societal values and a public sphere, which despite a vaguely-defined 
“public interest” and “national interest and ” produced a track record of accuracy, integrity, 
impartiality, balance, and thorough reporting, even in war zones. Nations (e.g., Poland) copied its 
model and Constitution (BBC, 1992). The current Royal Charter Review may change that role.  

The Thatcher government (1970-90s)’s market-driven initiatives, including BBC’s Producer 
Choice (Cloot, 1993) slashed whole production units and offset Extending Choice (1992), which 
acknowledged key areas of accountability. Later, license fee and Charter Renewal debates prompted 
the BBC’s Statement of Promises (1996) to audiences. According to Scannell (1999), its viewing 
share held firm at around 40% throughout, despite commercial/technological challenges. So it was 
with political ones. Ongoing debate on the BBC’s Governors as judge/jury, managers/regulators, 
boiled over as Lord Hutton’s Report (2003) led to the resignation of the Director-General and 
Chairman of the Governors. Public trust in the BBC waxed strong, despite reprimands and threats of 
restructuring.  

Accountability by ITV. ITV, formerly regulated by the Independent Television Commission, 
was replaced by the Office of Communication [Ofcom], and derived its PSB obligations from BBC 
practices (McQuail, 1992). Channel Four had a remit for diversity and in-depth news, no systematic 
measures for accountability, but viewer feedback programs such as Right to Reply (Sargant, 1997). 
This program collaborated with the Scarman Trust (2004), an organization dedicated to community 
harmony, an indication of CSR/broadcasting accountability and community relations. With merging 
television companies and ratings pressures, observers predict future declines in PSB commitments. 
The Charter Review heightened threats to PSB; NGOs have rallied to the BBC’s defense.   
 Accountability to multiple publics as manifest in the Charter Review: Broadcasting NGOs’ (e.g., 
VLV) efforts have been timely and welcome by the BBC, given the level of public scrutiny of BBC 
governance and the license fee, which the Broadcasting Policy Group (Elstein, 2004) suggested 
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should be replaced by subscription fee. Activists vehemently argue the negative impact of this 
proposal, which comes on the heels of the Hutton controversy. 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… in the run-up to the Charter 
review.  When you add … a new chief executive and a new chairman and …Hutton, you’re 
bound to get a very serious questioning of everything… (p. 33). 
Calls from activist NGOs and government for broadcaster accountability play into the larger, 

rigorous assessment of BBC’s public service. British NGOs, the political system, and the 
broadcasters form a CSR/accountability-driven triangle similar to those of the NGOs (below).  
Accountability from the NGO Perspective 

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), also called non-state actors (NSAs), are the “those 
nonprofit associations focused on social change via political influence, or to those providing social 
and humanitarian services in highly publicized cross-national contexts,” says Pearce (2003, p. xi). 
They are often are international in scope, use “creative and innovative tactics,” and approach 
businesses when governments neglect their goals. Despite differing agendas, NGOs circumvent their 
governments and regulators and ironically often are more similar than unlike organizations they try to 
change (Third and First World NGOs’ differing approaches and agendas). The rise in and interactions 
of NGOs follows. 
NGOs growth and circumvention of state mechanisms. Rice and Ritchie (1995) explained it thus: 

These three elements - the growth of citizen organizations at all levels of society, the 
imperative need for global action on…problems, and the…ease of instant communication -
have been major building blocks…of non-governmental organizations at the global level 
and…led to the increasing relationship between them and the UN family. (p. 254) 4  

Castells discussed the decline of nations and the growth of NGOs (2000, p. 268).  
….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. 

British and European (European Alliance of Listeners and Viewers Associations [EURALVA]) 
activists’ relate to these humanitarian and other NGOs engaging in power sharing and represent a 
global ‘“citizenship” lobby’ for needs unmet by governments. They are heard in halls of power. 

International non-governmental organizations are considered transnational manifestations of 
what is known as ‘civil society’ …‘the sphere in which social movements organize themselves 
around objectives, constituencies, and thematic interests’ (Rice and Ritchie, 1995, p. 254). 
Paluczek (2005) traces the growth of NGOs even more specifically: 

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).   

Although the small numbers of British and European activists studied cannot rank them as social 
movements, they engaged in NGO-like structured organizing and have a role in coalitions/ad hoc 
alliances (e.g., Public Voice [below], the 1990s Broadcasting Liaison Group [VLV, NCC, CA]).  

The role of the NGOs as intermediaries, moderators, and creators of a triangle in business-
government relations, was discussed by Doh (2003): “In some instances, NGOs may be the vehicle 
through which the business–government relationship operates, serving as mediators of this 
relationship…” (p.8). He added, “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). Doh foresaw this currently rare triangle strengthening as NGOs 
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gain global legitimacy. “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’, he said, have “the potential to replace or supplant traditional government roles” (p. 10) 
and thus suggests reframing business-government relations to include 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 seek to improve the ways in which the media serve society. 

Historical Retrospectives of Broadcasting NGOs Activity 
The 1960s saw the rise of British citizen/pressure group advocacy around broadcasting policy 

and programming issues, although the terms “public interest” and “national interest” and norms for 
performance varied from group to group.  Certainly one unifying variable among them was 
opposition to Prime Minister Thatcher’s push for advertising-led public broadcasting funding, as part 
of greater market-driven public sector under the Citizen’s Charter (1991) “value for money.”  

Mary Whitehouse’s NVALA (now MediawatchUK), the first major broadcasting-centered 
citizen group, enjoined church and mothers’ groups and other citizen entities in the 1960s to pursue 
CSR on taste and decency issues. British activists’ CSR norms transcended “value for money,” 
embracing social inclusion, universal (disabled/minority) access, cultural integrity, and transparent, 
ethical, and socially-responsible behavior. Groups built relationships with broadcasters, politicians, 
regulators, and other activists regionally (e.g., VLV/EURALVA re: children’s programs and junk 
food advertisements) and globally (e.g. VLV’s Hay was at Seattle WTO talks in 2000).  
Involvement with the U.N. and other supranational organizations. Seattle was the first of many VLV 
involvements beyond Europe. VLV was subsequently asked by the UNESCO to train Third World 
activists (who participated in the VLV International Conference); VLV/ Commonwealth 
Broadcasting Association/Commonwealth Foundation sponsored the workshop and VLV-modeled 
guidelines for Third World groups were customized and approved for discrete states.   
Adapting NGOs Frameworks to Specific Political Models. As Hay (2004) noted, VLV’s Third World 
guidelines were adjusted to reflect some countries’ lack of press freedoms because activists would be 
endangered if they opposed repressive regimes’ policies. Despite this, developing countries (e.g. 
Peru, Malaysia, Phillipines) chose VLV, working for “the citizen as consumer” (Hay, 2004) as role 
model.  

Although NGO pressure groups studied here were unofficial, they behaved like bona fide 
NGOs in that they circumvented system and nation to seek redress for broadcasting concerns and 
raise debate, public awareness, and expectations of targets and citizen-constituents regarding 
compelling issues. One such set of NGO groups was the Gaelic cultural and media lobby. 
Scottish National and Cultural Self-Definition. Despite Scotland’s and Wales’ unique cultural 
agenda, their VLV Directors work in sync with London VLV as well as pursue national goals. Welsh 
language advocacy in the ‘80s led to a dedicated, burgeoning channel (S4C) clamoring for more 
programming (Howells, 2003), but which far exceeds Gaelic language programming in Scotland. 
Beveridge (2004), Scottish VLV director, noted cultural and political tensions that stem from 
Westminster’s (U.K. Parliament’s) control of broadcasting. As “any policy [regarding broadcasting] 
is inflected through Westminster ….The Scottish dimension will come up….we have Scottish 



IPRRC - 292 

 

production and content.” Scottish drive for independence and devolved broadcasting power catalyzed 
local broadcast activism.  
How important are strategic relationships to Scottish activism? When Beveridge (2004) minimized 
the impact of relationships on autonomous Scottish broadcasting decisions, perhaps he believed that  
Scotland’s power distance (see Hofstede, 1997) from Westminster might have negated its effects. 
Public relations scholarship views good relationships and networking among targets and allies as 
facilitating good outcomes and accommodating publics’ needs. Scottish lobbying of legislators, 
broadcasters, and other NGOs mostly occurred in the EC, Council of Europe, and European 
Parliament, venues Beveridge saw as better for Scots independence lobbying. Although a prerequisite 
for successful Scots EC media advocacy, financial limitations dissuaded groups from lobbying 
abroad.  
 The Saltire (cultural) Society (2004) reached out “….in Europe and the Scottish Parliament – 
to develop 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.” Their cultural, and perhaps political, 
ends are served by its shared cultural heritage with the Flemish and its presence and opportunities in 
Brussels. VLV was also one of a few groups to network in Europe, in coalitions, and with 
EURALVA.  
Core Groups in Europe. NCC, which lobbied in Europe and globally for public service ends, 
explained the impact, influence on content, and monitoring of the  'Television without frontiers' 
directive. NCC research into PSB at national and regional EU levels was characteristic of core 
groups’ pro-PSB stance in an increasingly consolidated and culturally-threatening environment.  
VLV, despite limited resources, was committed to EURALVA and Europe, and even MediawatchUK 
(formerly NVALA) moved physically closer to Europe, where changing audiovisual policy spurred 
many alliances.  
 The author (2004) had explored NGOs’ “public diplomacy” (e.g., Scottish/Gaelic media 
lobby and nationalists’ movements in Europe and VLV’s and EURALVA’s EC anti-junk food 
advertising advocacy). U.K./EU NGO lobbying on national and regional levels involved media 
advocacy, evidence at consultations, strategic relationship building, cross-border networking, and 
issue-based coalition building. Shared advocacy goals made strange bedfellows.  
 U.K./EU coalitions engage in domestic and international campaigns. Josselin and Wallace (2001) 
noted, “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). Many 
core groups participated in coalitions but the Deaf Broadcasting Council (DBC) was the only 
permanent coalition of national groups. MediawatchUK’s constituents largely consisted of like-
minded anti-blasphemy, anti-pornography, and anti-violence groups from a broad cross-section of 
conservative voluntary groups. Similarly, Public Voice (PV) a pro-PSB coalition and public 
watchdog, was at the polar end of the political spectrum from Mediawatch. PV and its constituent 
groups (e.g., VLV and CQT) defended the BBC after the Hutton Report, the BBC leadership shake-
up, and editorial independence challenges. Activists pursuing “greater good” from broadcasting 
organizations and industries were largely non-political, but as explained above, Scottish NGOS 
linked cultural goals with political autonomy, EU alliances, and ad hoc alliances with U.K. groups 
like VLV. Many smaller cultural groups, such as local community radio stations, formed networks 
with like-minded, often Gaelic-speaking, groups to preserve their cultural heritage and language 
goals. 

Broadcasting organizations’ CSR is largely driven by activists, stakeholders, and 
government/regulators who see CSR as mandatory, not optional. The CSR standards/resources of the 
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Global Compact, Global Alliance, and Business for Social Responsibility provide activists and 
targets with principles and resources that may be of use in facilitating increased CSR.  
Basic Bars for Corporate Social Responsibility 

Fussler, Cramer, and van der Vegt’s work (2004) centers on the Global Compact’s ten 
internationally-endorsed, human rights-centered principles, relating to labor, employment practices, 
and protection of human rights, rank-ordered and embedded 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. These principles overlap with the Global Alliance’s, whose mandate 
is a bit broader.    According to the Alliance’s 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.  

The Compact, the Alliance, and Business for Social Responsibility’s affiliate organizations (see its 
[2005] Web site) have overlapping principles. The latter’s human rights focus is seen in its scope 
(behaviors towards internal/employee and external publics [all actors and organizations down the 
supply chain, and the environment]) and emphasis (labor conditions, fair wages, and human rights).  

BSR, the Compact, and the Alliance set standards/principles and encourage best practices in 
business/ industry and public relations/communication management, respectively. The Alliance’s 
CSR Committee sets standards. A Web search of the term “corporate social responsibility” produced 
27 items, beginning with a position paper. The Compact’s site provides policy papers and 
presentations. Fussler, Cramer, and van der Vegt (2004) present its operations, norms and 
expectations. The BSR site provides a comprehensive overview of CSR, access to organization-
specific principles operationalizing CSR by grounding it in concrete business practices, and 
documents CSR’s bottom-line business value.   
The NGO Perspective on Accountability and Action  
Castells (2000) explored how NGOs supplant state institutions that fail to handle certain problems. 
Paluzcek (2005) affirmed Doh’s (2003) government-business-NGO triangle concept:  

“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 inter-organizational relations for social problem solving has 
become increasingly obvious in the last decade…Inter-organizational coalitions can be critical to 
many activities, within and across the boundaries of market, state, and voluntary sectors” (Brown and 
Fox, 1998, pp. 440-441). The British and European NGO ad hoc alliances and coalitions around 
broadcasting issues behave consistently with this and have difficulty making coalitions stick, largely 
because of internal disputes. Potential or actual “turf wars” over resources and the dominance of one 
agenda over another can undermine a coalition or prevent one a priori. This was suggested (Albury, 
1997) as the reason why so many broadcasting pressure groups chose loose, ad hoc alliances over 
permanent coalitions. Brown and Fox maintained, “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), especially as per the North-South issues that these authors 
raise. 
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North, South, Legitimacy, and Representation. Brown and Fox (1998) distinguish between the 
relationships among NGOs and grassroots organizations of the North, which share ideologies and 
political ground, and those of the South (Third World), which often feel pressured to adjust their 
agendas with those of the North. The authors point to difficulties in sustaining coalitions, but say that 
they provide greater legitimacy for groups on both national and international levels.  
 There are some significant parallels, though some glaring differences, between British North-
South issues and those of NGO groups in Third and developing worlds. “Less developed” and 
culturally underrepresented areas of the U.K. (e.g., the north of England, Wales, Scotland, and 
Northern Ireland, seek more indigenous programming and production facilities. This has been, 
particularly for the BBC, an ongoing accountability sore point. According to Smith (2005), BBC’s 
COO, the Corporation 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’s sensitivity to such North-South issues arises in part from its advisory boards, but also 
from viewer emails and calls to its Programme Complaints Unit (BBC, 2004) and complaints by U.K. 
national/local pressure groups. With a new regulator, Ofcom, and proposed restructuring of BBC 
governance, there are, in principle, several avenues for redress, but many activists question if these 
mechanisms can adequately deal with such issues or others. Below, I will first examine the CSR 
frameworks of Global Alliance, Global Compact, and BSR to see what is relevant and useful to 
British activists as they pursue CSR and to see if, and how, broadcasters have been responsive to 
them. Finally, I will suggest areas for further CSR research into norms and their implementation by 
rubric groups and the most compelling broadcasting issues that have PSB/CSR implications.  

What the Private Sector Can Offer the Public One 
The differences in the mission, goals, and outcomes of public and private sectors institutions 

has relevance for broadcasting as a public good that differs from other goods. Nevertheless, public 
service broadcasters in the U.S., and even those PSB institutions of the U.K., recognize that public 
service institutions must adjust, not capitulate, to market-driven pressures and, simultaneously, 
provide redress and means to anticipate viewers’ and listeners’ needs, proactively and pro-socially. 
The latter is imperative for their survival with distinct mandates and funding. I will now discuss what 
activist NGOs and their targets can learn about CSR from the Global Compact, Global Alliance, and 
BSR.  
What can the global CSR rubrics provide in the way of a template for British activists? 

Above, I grouped the Global Compact’s ten principles into human rights, labor relations, and 
employment practices. These correspond to some categories into which the BBC’s CSR (2004) report 
is divided, as explained below. Fussler, Cramer, and Van der Vegt (2004) 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 clearly echoes Castell’s 
(2000) assessment of NGOs’ thinking. The voluntary compliance of over 1000 companies and 20 
transnational NGOs in the Global Compact is a dramatic, first-step, response to a call for CSR, also 
noted by Zadek (2000). 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.” (p. 16). This echoes concerns of 
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multi-culturally, economically, and technologically diverse British publics who struggle to adapt to 
new digital platforms and upcoming analogue switchoff.      

The three ways in which these joint solutions by Compact members are deliberated are 
through information sharing and learning, policy dialogues, and partnership projects. Companies 
share annual reports or convey essential messages in other formats, much like BBC Corporate 
Communications releases information about its CSR on the Web (see BBC, 2004). VLV works via 
media education (organizing events around compelling issues and inviting prestigious speakers), 
media advocacy, and consultations to government and regulators in the U.K. and EC. Policies are 
expounded on its Web site, in written consultations, and in oral testimony. One area where VLV and 
other activist NGOs could better embrace the methods of the Compact are in its support for 
educational and/or humanitarian partnership projects in developing countries. Some global, radical, 
alternative media production and distribution (e.g., in Latin and Central American and India (Halleck, 
2002) and video activism (Museum of Television and Radio, 2000) have been documented, but VLV 
works primarily with mainstream media and is not advocating radical change. Despite its inability to 
underwrite such a CSR projects and its dearth of a developing country environment, in principle, 
VLV could plan and network regarding socially-relevant, media-related projects in the North and 
across the nations/globe.  

VLV has assisted developing nations via its UNESCO work but much more can be done 
globally to reinforce support for PSB and viewer and listener input into electronic communication. 
For about 5% of the Compact’s members, government subsidies help fund programs consistent with 
the Compact’s goals. Such support is helpful but when unavailable, corporations and transnational 
NGOs can network globally to “…articulate more nearly universal human interests than are normally 
heard in intergovernmental forums” (Ruggie, p. 17).  

Compact members have also formed innovative alliances with stakeholders for strategic 
purposes, such as in a unanimously adopted plan for developing Melbourne. This collaborative 
planning is reminiscent of the racial harmony and political literacy campaigns implemented, in part 
through using broadcasting, of the Scarman Trust in the UK. Scarman advocates proposed 
sequestering diverse, representative U.K. publics, polling their views, and then bringing these views 
in front of television audiences to build political consensus (Groombridge, 2000). Without question, 
there are creative ways to create the sort of media democracy Halleck (2002) desired and 
broadcasting public sphere that McQuail (1992) suggested with his media performance norms.    

The Global Alliance (2004) provides a framework for companies to voluntarily integrate 
social and environmental concerns into their business plans and stakeholders interactions. Its view of 
a successful CSR model would be multicultural, multiperspectival, and integrating public relations 
with other disciplines, with public relations playing a vital role in CSR management in order to 
“..,develop and maintain reciprocal relationships with the publics (or stakeholders) that can influence 
its future” (Global Alliance, 2004). Public relations research on strategic relationship building 
recognizes its role as both strategy and outcome (Author, 1998).  The Alliance could help the activist 
NGOs studied here, “…in determining an appropriate role… in the achievement of ‘responsible 
globalization’….Public relations professionals…can contribute significantly…The Global Alliance, 
by sharing …CSR experiences and resources…will help the evolution of CSR… (Global Alliance, 
2004).  

Business for Social Responsibility (BSR) (2005) provides resources and benchmarks for 
corporations that wish to be socially responsible, works collaboratively with like-minded 
organizations, compiles data on sister organizations globally, documents awards for outstanding 
organizational behaviors, and is intermediary between corporations and civil society. it views CSR as 
“a starting point for dialogue with public interest/activist groups” (BSR, 2005):  



IPRRC - 296 

 

It is …important that such language be backed up by recognizable performance related 
to the business principles. Companies must “walk their talk” …or potentially face 
damaging consequences…. A company’s decision to publicize its business 
principles…can help it lay the foundation… a relationship built on trust.     

The strengthening of information and resources across interests provided by BSR could be 
useful to the small, niche-oriented U.K. broadcasting activist NGOs. Collaboration/data sharing 
around individual group goals is often sporadic/episodic, contingent on space (e.g., newsletter inches) 
and funding, and dependent on manpower. There is much to be gained by stepping up local, regional, 
and national “caucuses” around shared individual or collective interests, as illustrated below.   
Recent Initiatives by Viewer and Listener NGOs to Increase Broadcasting CSR.  
In anticipation and reaction to the publication of the Government’s Green Paper on the future of 
public service broadcasting (DTI, 2005), VLV launched pan-U.K. seminars identifying and taking 
positions on key issues. Testimony before the House of Lords Select Committee took place in June 
2005. Public Voice and a major U.K. community media association also presented oral and written 
evidence in support of PSB. One high-profile issue was the continuation of the license fee that funds 
PSB and how the restructuring of the BBC would put that fee and public service norms in jeopardy. 
Other VLV members and other respected figures in the broadcasting/media world reinforced Hay’s 
(2005) rhetoric and print messages cautioning against “top-slicing” the fee to partially subsidize 
commercial TV.   
Responsiveness to CSR issues from broadcasters and media industries. The BBC has consulted 
activists and corporate citizenship watchdogs for input into its CSR. The Statement of Promises 
(BBC, 1996) is but one example of its attempts to respond to viewer and listener concerns. 

Hastings (2004), BBC Head of CSR, referred to the BBC’s first CSR Report (2004), which 
was partly shaped by the Media CSR Forum, a collaborative effort of 25 organizations that identified, 
with KPMG’s help, key issues and publics in the media/broadcast CSR agenda. It aims to establish a 
consensus on these issues and has pinpointed overlapping issues for broadcast, print, and online 
industries, “common issues with distinct implications for the media sector-- e.g. informing public 
opinion,” (p. 2.) and issues unique to media (e.g., editorial policy). 
 The Media CSR Forum influences BBC CSR guidelines by identifying areas of focus, 
accomplishments, and greater effort in content, diversity initiatives, feedback mechanisms, and 
community relations. Forum for the Future, independently evaluating the CSR report, 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. 

These comments do not definitively assess BBC’s CSR initiatives and compliance but one must note 
that the Report’s (2004) detailed description of BBC CSR objectives is more open than I imagined, 
given interviewees’ negative perceptions of BBC accountability (Author, 1998). It is unclear whether 
BBC’s attentiveness therein stems from viewer and listener NGO advocacy, government pressure, or 
CSR introspection consistent with the times. Below, I try to synthesize deeper meanings for 
broadcasting CSR and its implications for CSR guidelines and compliance.  

 
Discussion 

 The case for CSR has developed as regards PSB with the same urgency as in other sectors. 
One difficulty, for both activists and their targets, in defining CSR norms and implementing 
programs, is aligning broadcasting organizations’ and their publics’ needs when broadcasting’s 
traditional parameters are dissolving in a digitally dizzying and commercially cutthroat environment. 
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Added lack of clarity in defining "public interest,"  "collective good" (Berry, 1977), and “public 
goods.” Theoretically, connectivity and communality (Fulk, Flanagan, Kalman, Monge, & Ryan, 1996) 
distinguish communicative public goods from others, and broadcasting both connects diverse publics 
and contextualizes a communal frame of reference. Connectivity and communality are achieved only if 
CSR is practiced in the best interests of all publics constituting civil society and those publics have free 
access to information and resources that enables their participation in society. To encourage and 
facilitate such participation and socially responsible mobilization of public resources, such as 
broadcasting, in the public interest, is truly the most strategic and constructive use of public relations, as 
an auxiliary to democratic civil society. 
 This is not simple. In theory, broadcasting as supply should not be diminished when multiple 
publics/groups of citizens use it (Barry & Hardin, 1982). Activists contention that profit considerations 
may undermine every citizen’s access to a free-to-air “public good” has support, if one considers 
lagging digital take-up and real-time lag in viewing listed sports and major cultural events for those 
who lack funds for subscription TV services. This outrages those who consider communicative access 
a fundamental human right no less significant other rights and areas of CSR. Digital access is still a 
largely unresolved issue that represents a glaring bone of contention between activists and policy 
makers of socially-responsible broadcasting. Although the CSR report (2004) may have skirted the 
full implications of digital take-up for the BBC’s 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 BBC’s obligation to inform must be matched by mechanisms for audience feedback. It 
acknowledges how it could better handle complaints directed to its Programme Complaints Unit 
(PCU) (BBC, 2004), yet as with the digital issue, its 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 grapple with activist NGOs’ (e.g., VLV) perceptions of these mechanisms’ 
shortcomings. Rather, it reads, “We will aim to give greater expression in network output to the 
breadth of the social output we generate locally” (BBC, 2004). Nonetheless, this verbal commitment 
may facilitate collaboration with activist NGOs work around shared goals. 
 I have briefly illustrated some of what pressure groups and their targets may learn from the 
literatures of CSR and from the CSR frameworks of private sector and professional associations such 
as the Global Compact, the Global Alliance, and Business for Social Responsibility. At least some of 
these organizations’ frameworks and programs may be useful in a broadcasting environment, even if 
only representing effective management.  I have attempted to also show how the BBC, in its CSR 
function, and as the clearest embodiment of British PSB, appears willing to undergo public scrutiny 
and move towards shared goals with activists.  

The topic of this particular research, and that which preceded it, has direct relevance to the 
future of broadcasting as a vehicle for civil society. Viewer and listener NGO advocacy is a sterling 
example of public relations’ critical role at the bargaining table and also at the polls. In particular, the 
discourse and debate that public relations generates about policy issues and PSB is indispensable to 
participatory democracy. Public relations facilitates consensus-building about broadcasting’s role in 
serving diverse publics so that they, in turn, can better serve their publics.  

One important caveat to this: CSR for broadcasting and media institutions needs to go far 
beyond serving viewers and listeners and responding to NGO activism on their behalf. The critical 
work of organizations such as Media CSR Forum evaluates broadcasting CSR in a range of “material 
impacts and responsibilities” (p. 4). Broadcasters, regulators, and independent organizations balance 
the agendas and interests of diverse groups or internal/external publics, some of which may not be 
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“representative” in terms of numbers and influence. Therefore, “material interests” and 
“responsibilities” may be broadcast infrastructure, employee grievances, or any issues related to 
activism cited here. Media institutions and external evaluators call the CSR issues as they see them, 
so the ones raised here are not the “comprehensive” CSR ones.       

This research has suggested that strategic, long-term relationships, consultation, coalition 
building, and collaboration around mutual goals, activist NGOs and broadcasting organizations can 
come to terms about practices that best serve corporations’ long-term interests, viewers and listeners, 
and for those concerned with the public sector and consequently, society. CSR affects many publics 
outside the Doh’s (2004) broadcaster-NGO-triangle is great. Given the longitudinal data on the public 
relations of activist NGOs and its pro-social, pro-democratic effects, NGOs and their targets engage 
in the strategic relationship building needed to negotiate around mutual goals. The conceptual 
frameworks explicated in the literatures of CSR and NGOs and principles and resources of “rubric” 
organizations, such as the Global Compact, Global Alliance, and BSR, may provide greater insight 
and inspiration into innovative ways for activists and their targets to rethink and pursuit their 
obligations in the communicative public interest.      
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This paper identifies flaws and weaknesses in the two-way symmetrical model of 
public relations as well as in contemporary relationship models of public relations, 
arguing for an instead for an “organic model” that has particular value, not only in 
organizations, but especially in today’s public diplomacy. 



IPRRC - 303 

 

 How the Excellence Theory Informs Investor Relations 
Alexander V. Laskin 
University of Florida 

Laskin@ufl.edu 
 

Although investor relations as a profession has been able to achieve rather prominent status and 
recognition at the majority of the largest U.S. corporations, the academic research in the area of 
investor relations is still emerging today. Despite investor relations’ clear emphasis on the 
communication and a shift from financial reporting to building and maintaining relationships with 
shareholders, public relations research largely ignores the area of investor relations. Yet, with the lack 
of own investor relations theories, it becomes logical to explore how public relations theory might be 
applied to the field of investor relations. 

One of the most influential concepts (Murphy, 1989) in modern public relations is two-way 
symmetrical communication advanced by James Grunig (1984). Larissa Grunig, James Grunig, and 
Dozier (2002) explain, “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” (p. 11). In other words, public relations does not 
simply promote the organizational position and imposes it on publics, but rather tries to balance 
interests of both publics and the organization. Thus, two-way symmetrical communications enables a 
company to develop balanced relationships with their environment and thus provides a competitive 
advantage over other organizations.  

National Investor Relations Institute’s (n.d.) definition of investor relations similarly suggests 
that the practice should be based on a two-way communication. Investor relations is defined 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.” Knowing own investors enables company to serve them better. Top 
managers of organizations need to know who the shareholders of the company are, how the stock is 
traded, and ideally what are the motivations behind the stock purchase. Even more, investor relations 
officers should become loyal both to their employers and to the target publics and should serve as 
advocates of investors inside the corporation. One might hypotheses that the more an investor 
relations officer serves the investors the better it is for the corporation. The more investor relations 
officer serves the investment community, the better he/she decreases investor’s risk and thus 
decreases the cost of capital for the company. The two-way symmetrical communications appear to 
be at the very heart of the investor relations profession. The organization itself requires investor 
relations officer to serve the investment community publics as it leads to the decrease in costs of 
capital for the organization.  

As a result, this paper conducts an analysis of both public relations literature focusing on the 
two-way symmetrical concept and also the investor relations literature (academic and professional) 
describing the investor relations practice. The goal of this literature review is to establish if two-way 
communication model could be successfully applied to the investor relations.  
 
Investor Relations 

The first public company in the United States is believed to be Boston Manufacturing 
Company, founded in 1814 in Massachusetts (Allen, 2004). When the owner of this company needed 
to expand its business, he sold the stock in the company to his associates.  The issue of 
communicating with investors and providing them with up-to-date primarily financial information 
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caught attention of executives more than hundred and fifty years later (National Investor Relations 
Institute, 1985; 1989). David Silver (2004) elucidates that “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 academic research in the area of investor relations is still emerging today. Marson and 
Straker (2001), observe 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). Several scholars conclude 
that academic journals mostly ignore studies of investor relations (Farragher, Kleiman, & Bazaz, 
1994; Brennan & Kelly, 2000). Barbara K. Petersen and Hugh J. 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). 

At the same time, investor relations as a profession has been able to achieve rather prominent 
status and recognition at the majority of the largest U.S. corporations (Laskin, 2006). Stephen 
Schultz, director of Shareholder.com, sees the growing demand in the investor relations services, “IR 
as a discipline is beginning to escalate within public companies” (as cited in McCartney, 2003). 
Professionals and scholars have been able to conclude that investor relations is capable of delivering 
competitive advantage to the corporations practicing in the right way. Allen (2002) explains, today 
“trust will no longer be assumed” and thus, investor relations is recognized as an activity capable of 
creating “a competitive advantage” (p. 206-207).  Mary Conger (2004) views investor relations as an 
activity that allows companies “to compete for capital” in an open market.  

Recent 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). 

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) of non-banking public companies in Florida to 
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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 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). 

The lack of investor relations research from the communication and public relations 
standpoint leads to the situation when investor relations activities in practice are often separated from 
public relations and communication functions, practitioners are unlikely to have strategic 
communication education or expertise, and investor relations research is not informed by the public 
relations theories. Petersen and Martin (1996) 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” (p. 173). 

Recent developments of the U.S. stock market demanded reevaluation of investor relations 
practices. Hockerts and 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, 
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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). 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).  

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 today is on the verge 
of a new era; a time that might become a “golden era” for investor relations (Silver, 2004, p. 61).  

Such a development in investor relations should be supported by the theoretical development 
in the area. In fact, Shoemaker, Tankard, and Lasorsa (2004) claim following Platt (1964) original 
idea that studies without reference to theories resemble bricks lying around without a purpose rather 
than bricks building a wall. Theory becomes a unifying power that draws bricks together to build 
something useful. 

Although, it would not be fair to claim that atheoretical research does not deserve to exist at 
all, one should recognize that such types of research “tend to produce isolated studies that do not 
move our knowledge forward on important questions in the field,”-Shoemaker et al. (2004) explain. 
This paper suggests evaluating if an existing theory from public relations can be transferred and 
applied to investor relations. 
Excellence theory 

The most “influential concept” (Murphy, 1989) in modern public relations is two-way 
symmetrical communication advanced by James Grunig. James Grunig (1984) introduced four 
models of public relations related to four stages in public relations history in the United States: press 
agentry/publicity, public information, two-way asymmetrical, and two-way symmetrical. The models 
present a liner progression in development of public relations and are distinctive along tow 
dimensions: direction of communication and motives behind the communication. Two-way 
symmetrical model became the prerequisite for the excellent public relations (J. Grunig & L. Grunig, 
1992). In fact, J. Grunig and L. Grunig (1992) claim that this two-way symmetrical approach is the 
way public relations should be practiced to be both effective and ethical.  

Larissa Grunig, James Grunig, and Dozier (2002) explain, “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” (p. 11). In 
other words, public relations does not simply promote the organizational position and imposes it on 
publics, but rather tries to balance interests of both publics and the organization. Grunig, Grunig, 
Sriramesh, Huang, and Lyra (1995) explain that “practitioners who practice the press agentry and 
two-way asymmetrical models intend to persuade or manipulate the publics” (p. 170). Instead two-
way symmetrical model is based on “willingness of an organization to listen and respond to the 
concerns and interests of its key stakeholders,”-Roper explains (2005, p. 69). Thus, two-way 
symmetrical communications enables a company to develop balanced relationships with their 
environment and thus provides a competitive advantage over other organizations.  
Excellence theory applied to investor relations 

National Investor Relations Institute’s (n.d.) definition of investor relations also suggests that 
the practice should be based on a two-way communication. Investor relations is defined as “a 
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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.” Indeed, the definition also emphasizes the fact that two-way 
communication is the most effective means of communication.  

NIRI also calls for investor relations function to assure communication not only from the 
company to investors but also the other way around from investors to the company. 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). Knowing own investors enables company to serve them better. Kevin Rollins, 
president of Dell Inc. explains, “We’ve also charged our investor relations team with sharing and 
interpreting feedback from the investment community for us…ultimately, my job and Michael’s 
[CEO Michael Dell] job is to lead Dell in a way that drives sustainable, dependable shareholder value 
over time” (as cited in Cogner, 2004, p. 3). 

Top managers of organizations need to know who the shareholders of the company are, how 
the stock is traded, and ideally what are the motivations behind the stock purchase.  “Investor 
relations officers should heed marketplace rumblings about earnings 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). The need for a dialogue is also emphasized in  

The U.K.’s Investor Relations Society’s (n.d.) definition of the profession of investor relations 
is “the means whereby listed companies maintain a dialogue with existing shareholders and potential 
investors” (p. 1). Several authors (McCartney, 2003; Mahoney, 2001) emphasize that one of the 
investor relations’ benefits is “a system that enables you to gather and control all the information you 
need to talk to your investors about the issues that concern them” (McCartney, 2003, p. 2). 
Shareholder research might enable investor relations to have a certain influence on the shareholder 
mix of a corporation such as institutional or private, long-term or short-term oriented, with different 
positions on rate/return continuum, in order to “reflect the investment profile of the company” 
(Mahoney, 2001, p. 15). Laskin (2005) concludes that “shareholder research is not uncommon in the 
investor relations.” 

Others suggest that two-way communication might be not enough. The communication should 
be not only two-way but also symmetrical. Symmetrical, or Murphy’s (1991) “mixed motives” model 
suggests that investor relations officers should become loyal both to their employers and to the target 
publics and should serve as advocates of investors inside the corporation. Grunig (1989) states that 
“only the two-way symmetrical model represents a break from the predominant world view that 
public relations is a way to manipulate publics for the benefit of the organization” (p. 30).  

Thus, investor relations officer serves the corporation he/she is working for, but also such an 
officer serves investors of this corporation. For excellent investor relations such a symmetrical 
approach is a necessity. One might hypotheses that the more an investor relations officer serves the 
investors the better it is for the corporation. 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 investor relations officer serves the investment community, the better he/she 
decreases investor’s risk and thus decreases the cost of capital for the company. The two-way 
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symmetrical communications appear to be at the very heart of the investor relations profession. The 
organization itself requires investor relations officer to serve the investment community publics as it 
leads to the decrease in costs of capital for the organization.  

Mahoney (2001) suggests that “more volatile and risky stocks will not command as high a 
valuation as ‘safer stocks’… So information that helps create a fair value is a powerful weapon in 
reducing the cost of capital” (p. 16-17). Starkman and Klingbail (2004) argue that traditional believe 
in letting the market forces establish a fair price is unsubstantiated because “the capital market speaks 
its mind all the time” (para. #3) by pricing the securities of the companies it does not trust lower than 
the securities of peer firms. The authors conclude that pricing of firm’s securities is among the major 
indicators of the success of public companies; “the ability to raise funds on the slightest margin above 
the government interest rate, or to show profits on a share – these are the name of the game,” 
Starkman and Klingbail (2004, para. #4) conclude. Gelb (2000) summarizes “that more informative 
disclosures, by allowing investors to monitor managers more effectively and efficiently, increase 
demand for the firm’s securities and ultimately lower its cost of capital” (p. 171). 
 
Conclusions 

This paper attempted to borrow one of the most developed public relations theory and apply it 
to the area of investor relations. In fact, while public relations is sometimes referred as “one of the 
most researched areas of communication” (Botan & Taylor, 2004, p. 645), research in investor 
relations is almost non-existent. As a result, it becomes important to jump start the academic inquiry 
in the field of investor relations by attempting to apply the knowledge gained in similar disciplines to 
investor relations practices. 

Two-way symmetrical communication model when applied to investor relations seems to be 
the possible foundation for future investor relations research. The company receives direct benefit of 
lower cost of capital if investor relations officers works for the publics establishing effective two-way 
symmetrical communication streams between the management and the investment community. 
Empirical evidence, however, is desired before any conclusions could be drawn.  

 
Endnote 

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. 
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Nonprofit organizations have important missions to promote great improvements in our society. In 
pursuit of these goals, nonprofit organizations often rely heavily on volunteer commitment and the 
committee process. In times of change, the demand on both of these becomes great, yet there are 
challenges to using volunteers to achieve organizational objectives; volunteer networks may be 
loosely formed and commitment to the organization has a tendency to wax and wane. Nonetheless, 
volunteers often continue to serve as a backbone for relationship building, and may be inclined to 
devote a lot of energy into communicating to others about the organizations they support. This is 
certainly good for struggling nonprofit organizations.  

Nonprofit fundraising campaigns require perseverance, lots of planning, and immense 
community support. Innovative approaches to public relations practices assist nonprofit organizations 
in being successful during times when relationships with current donors need to be strengthened and 
relationships with new donors need to be initiated. Positive interactions between volunteers, 
organizational leaders, and publics and a well-established committee process that lead to successful 
fundraising may be important to nonprofit growth.  

This case study was designed to describe the culture of a local nonprofit public relations 
committee and review characteristics important to the inter-group process during a time of change 
and growth. The nonprofit used in this research exists to provide housing and support to children and 
their families while the children seek medical services from a local medical center. This organization 
was a great option for study of culture, as they were embarking on a multi-million dollar fundraising 
campaign.  

In the results of a feasibility study conducted on behalf of the organization, consultants 
acknowledge the overwhelming challenge that lay ahead:  

 Accelerated growth normally only happens when an organization is able to transform 
itself…[the organization should] transform its leadership, management, operations, 
fundraising, and the use of volunteers so that [the organization] is able to “step up” to a new 
level of excellence for those it serves. 
 This is quite a challenge, one that has not happened since [the organization] was 
founded… (Case Consulting Services, 2005, p. 3) 

This research does not reveal a transformation of the organization on the horizon. In fact, not one 
person interviewed for this research expressed grave concern over the likelihood that current 
organizational efforts would not achieve their campaign goals. So maybe the “easy” task is raising 
several million dollars; the challenge is grasping an understanding of the underlying culture and the 
process of how it will actually occur. It was anticipated that negotiations within the organization, and 
specifically the public relations committee, would be abundant during significant campaign planning. 
Therefore, this research began the daunting task of uncovering the existing multi-layered group 
process embedded within a well-established organization…a group process that somehow will simply 
get the job done.   
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Literature Review 
Nonprofit Volunteers 
 The public relations committee of the organization under study is comprised largely of 
volunteers—with one staff liaison available for support. This is a common structure in the nonprofit 
world. Nonprofit organizations rely on volunteers as a major part of their workforce. Because of their 
lack of resources, nonprofit organizations often need the work of volunteers even to accomplish basic 
goals. Effective recruitment, management, and retention of volunteers in nonprofit organizations are 
important for successful outcomes. It is not uncommon for tension to develop between permanent 
staff and volunteers, and roles may be hard to define or expectations may not be clear to all parties 
involved (Andreasen & Kotler, 2003).  

Even despite these tensions and other pitfalls, volunteers will remain a vital workforce for 
nonprofit initiatives. In a study conducted by Adams, Schlueter, & Barge (1988), results reveal that 
volunteers are intrinsically motivated more than professional staff. In addition, supervisors of 
volunteers promote participative decision-making within the group more often than their counterparts 
who supervise paid staff.  One could infer that the roles of volunteers are highly valued—their 
participation counts, and pays off for the organization. In addition, regular interpersonal interaction 
may be important to generate support for overall organizational goals. Results of a survey given to 
volunteers in collective action organizations suggest the importance of regular interaction and 
involvement as a means to maintain community support of goals (Collins-Jarvis, 1997). Nonetheless, 
the literature available only begins to address the importance of volunteers within nonprofit 
organizations. Further understanding of the value and use of volunteers, as well as the tensions that 
arise when using volunteers to achieve organizational objectives could clarify the existing roles of 
volunteers within nonprofit organizations.  
Nonprofit Public Relations 
 The use of public relations is essential to the survival of nonprofit organizations. Developing a 
community network is an important part of ensuring a nonprofit organization will be supported both 
financially and emotionally. While public relations practitioners who work for nonprofit 
organizations often face immense challenges related to budget concerns, little to no mentoring as 
“jacks-of-all trades,” and limited resources, the reality that public relations can make a difference is 
important. This idea often drives nonprofit organizations to support the function of public relations 
(Jaye, 1996).  

Recent research indicates that because of some of the constraints on nonprofit organizations, 
the role of public relations in nonprofit organizations may be multifaceted (Dyer, Buell, Harrison, & 
Weber, 2002). Interviews with 21 nonprofit public relations practitioners reveal that public relations 
responsibilities often include a variety of large tasks such as fundraising, volunteer management, 
event management, board relations, and information campaign planning. Regardless of whether or 
not one person is designated as the driving force behind public relations, findings indicate that 
nonprofit organizations rely on support from all employees to implement such tasks. These results 
indicate a need to further study the function of public relations and the process by which it is 
implemented within nonprofit organizations.  

The literature available on the role of volunteers in nonprofit public relations is controversial. 
For example, the managing director of the public affairs department of the Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-Day Saints argues that it is possible to develop a productive public relations network of 
volunteers who can successfully carry out public relations strategy for the organization (Olsen, 1992). 
For the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, this was accomplished by an organized 
recruitment and training program. In the Dyer, Buell, Harrison, & Weber study (2002), public 
relations practitioners acknowledged the usefulness of volunteer assistance with nonprofit public 
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relations tasks. Many of those interviewed, however, also commented on the difficulty volunteers 
have in following through on tasks assigned. This issue has not been thoroughly addressed in the 
literature. Because nonprofit organizations have identified volunteers as a vital workforce (Andreasen 
& Kotler, 2003), research on the role of volunteers in nonprofit public relations is important.  

 
Positioning 

The limited focus of research on understanding interpersonal and group interaction within the 
function of nonprofit public relations led to the development of this case study. According to the 
literature reviewed, people within nonprofit organizations-volunteers and staff-rely on a great deal of 
interaction in order to achieve organizational goals. The underlying theoretical foundation for the 
analysis of the data collected is heavily rooted in symbolic interactionism—the idea that process is 
rooted in interaction. (Hewitt, 2000; McCall & Becker, 1990). 

The exploration of culture was also a goal of this project. I went into this research knowing 
that I would be trying to understand a complex culture. The study of culture calls for the exploration 
of the “constitution and working of systems of relations rather than the domains formed by these 
processes” (Frow & Morris, p. 330). Emphasis was placed on deciphering group interaction and 
relationships and how they influence the structure and meaning of the public relations committee.  In 
trying to uncover the meaning of this culture, I took a social constructionist approach. A fundamental 
element of this approach is the belief that we “do not construct our interpretations in isolation but 
against a backdrop of shared understanding, practices, languages, and so forth” (Schwandt, 2000, p. 
197). I longed for understanding of this group.  

As a researcher, I went into the setting with in-depth knowledge of the organization. I can 
identify with the personal experience of having a critically ill loved one, and, many years ago, had 
actually received services from the organization of study. The Executive Director is an acquaintance 
of mine, and former supervisor to my sister who was a highly committed volunteer for the 
organization before, during, and after her struggle with a life-threatening illness as a young adult. My 
sister is now a regular donor to the organization.  

 
Research Questions 

This research was designed to examine the function of a volunteer public relations committee 
within nonprofit campaign planning and execution. Particular emphasis was placed on group roles 
and processes and how these relate to a culture within the organization. Three research questions 
were proposed:  
Q1: What are the identifying characteristics of volunteers who serve on the organization’s public 
relations committee?   
Q2: What is the function of public relations within the current fundraising campaign? 
Q3: What is the communication process that volunteers and staff, as members of the public relations 
committee, use to work together to implement public relations and achieve organizational objectives? 

 
Method 

 Ethnographic fieldwork was completed by participant observation of public relations 
committee meetings at the organization. In addition, in-depth interviews were conducted with six 
committee members: 1) Cathy and Laura, the public relations committee co-chairs, 2) Evelyn, a 
committee member and long-standing volunteer, 3) Linda, a new volunteer, and member of the public 
relations committee who works full time at a large local business, 4) Henry, the newly assigned staff 
liaison to the committee and the Development Director, and 5) Nancy, the Executive Director of the 
organization. To protect confidentiality, names presented are pseudonyms. Interview data was 
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recorded on a digital audio recorder, and handwritten notes were taken during each interview. The 
average duration of the interviews was 46 minutes. Documents such as meeting agendas, committee 
correspondence, reports, and samples of media coverage were provided to assist with the research.  
 Initial interactions with the public relations committee were positive and uplifting, and I had 
no problem being accepted by the group. They immediately looked to me for my “professional” 
opinion, wanting to draw me into dialogue and decision making. The lines between researcher, 
volunteer, and expert became immediately blurred—mostly because I had knowledge and access to 
resources that would be helpful to the committee. I had no problem getting to the heart of this 
committee, yet for some reason I keep asking myself if I truly got there. Making sense of something 
that doesn’t make sense is not an easy task.  

 
Analysis 

All interviews were transcribed verbatim from the computer files recorded. Techniques to 
assist with analysis as described by Creswell (1998) were used during the analysis process. Interview 
data was reviewed and coded initially through an open coding process. Open coding identified 
prominent categories in the discussion, highlighted key quotes, and led to the discovery of any 
outlying opinions. Axial coding was used to identify central themes or phenomena for which 
categories identified in the open coding process relate. Selective coding assisted in describing the 
relationships between all categories available. A constant comparative approach was used to review 
the theoretical perspective of this research.   
 

Results 
  The coding process assisted in the identification of several categories related to the topical 
areas of volunteer traits, the role of public relations, and a committee process within the public 
relations committee. Two or three categories with several subcategories were identified for each 
topic. A dichotomy between “Mom and Pop” characteristics and corporate values was revealed 
through the examination of the relationships across the initial categories identified in the open coding 
process.  
Volunteer Traits 
Volunteers of the organization have a genuine desire to “give back” or “do good.”   
 Those interviewed often cited personal stories as reasons for wanting to invest their time in 
giving back to the organization. About half of the volunteers and staff interviewed mentioned a 
personal connection because of an experience with a sick child. These experiences allow them to 
relate to the mission of the organization. For instance, Evelyn says: 

I realized how profound [my daughter’s] sickness has been for us and how important 
the other people on the floor of the hospital were to me…places like [the organization] are 
there to help people in need…I realized maybe I could make a difference. (“Evelyn,” personal 
communication, March 17, 2005) 

Regardless of a personal connection with the mission, the underlying belief that people want to make 
a difference or do good things for our society are guiding principles that recruit and retain volunteers 
at the organization of study. Henry, the Development Director, says, “I think that people basically 
want to do something good with their lives. They want to make a difference in the world. And 
[volunteering here] is one way they can do it” (“Henry,” personal communication, March 17, 2005). 
Successful volunteers of the organization have intimate relationships with the cause.  

 Volunteers interviewed described their reasons for volunteering by using characteristics often 
associated with intimate relationships. Passion, commitment, consistency, and sacrifice all surfaced 
as subcategories within the data.  
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 Passion, more than anything else, is synonymous with being a good volunteer. According to 
Linda, the newest volunteer interviewed, a good volunteer must have “a passion and a true caring for 
that organization for what they do, because if you don’t believe in what you do, you’re wasting your 
time” (“Linda,” personal communication, March 31, 2005). Staff members agree. When Henry, the 
Development Director, was asked what makes a good volunteer, his immediate response was, 
“Passion. Passion for the cause, more than anything else…”(“Henry,” personal communication, 
March 17, 2005) 
 Commitment was also noted as an important volunteer trait. Cathy, a long time volunteer of 
the organization and co-chairman of the public relations committee, describes how many people 
make a “false step,” not realizing the commitment required in being a volunteer (“Cathy,” personal 
communication, March 17, 2005). Part of the staff’s goal is to facilitate this commitment by getting 
volunteers intimately involved with the cause. Henry says, “…as a professional I always want to get 
laymen deeply involved, get laymen to do some work. The more a layman works, does actual work 
for a nonprofit, the closer the ties become…” (“Henry,” personal communication, March 17, 2005). 
Nancy, the Executive Director, describes how volunteers are often as committed to their volunteer 
work as they would be to a job. In her interview, Nancy told the story of a volunteer who had to miss 
her weekly scheduled volunteer time. When the volunteer called to let Nancy know about the 
absence, the volunteer was adamant about finding a time for which she could “make up her shift” 
(“Nancy,” personal communication, March 17, 2005).   
 Staff and other volunteers rely on consistency and sacrifice from volunteer contributors. Just 
as with any intimate relationship, volunteers on the public relations committee at the organization 
often sacrifice their own needs in order to keep their commitments. Evelyn, a veteran volunteer, 
describes her seven day a week/four month commitment to painting an indoor mural at the 
organization: 

…if I commit to something I do it, and sometimes that scares me. Sometimes I think I 
am way in over my head…somebody said, “Well, why doesn’t Evelyn paint a mural?” And I 
thought, “Oh, my God.” Then I said, “Oh, I can do that.” Well, I never worked on that scale in 
my life before. When I started, the first day I started, I started to cry.  I thought, “I can’t do 
this”…and I felt like running away, but, now I know that other people doing things feel like 
that too…I just made myself keep at it, and it got easier…(“Evelyn,” personal 
communication, March 17, 2005) 

Volunteers at the organization feel much investment in what they are asked to do. Not only are they 
consistent in their work, but they are more than willing to sacrifice something to get the job done.  
The Role of Public Relations  
Public relations is a tool used to meet the bottom line—money.  
 Henry uses a military metaphor to describe the purpose of public relations in a fundraising 
campaign. He says: 

The word “campaign” is a military term, so if you think in those terms, then your 
public relations, your marketing, your advertising, that’s like the heavy artillery that you use 
before you send in the foot soldiers—the foot soldiers being the solicitors. The heavy artillery 
is softening up the target. (“Henry,” personal communication, March 17, 2005) 

The desired end result for a public relations campaign is to make money to support the organization. 
Nancy describes the usefulness of one of the brochures produced by the organization, by saying 
“conveniently…if you like what you read, you can stick a contribution in here” (“Nancy,” personal 
communication, March 17, 2005).  
Public relations is used to create awareness and build positive relationships. 
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 In order to raise the needed money, public relations, as a function, assists in telling the true 
story of the organization. Henry describes public relations as a “tool—the vehicle for which you tell 
your story to the people who need to know your story.” (“Henry,” personal communication, March 
17, 2005).  

In addition, everyone interviewed viewed public relations as a successful relationship with 
several publics. Being perceived positively is the most important goal. Nancy says, “…[public 
relations is] building relationships with our constituencies to help them perceive us in the light we 
would like to be seen in” (“Nancy,” personal communication, March 17, 2005). Often this positive 
perception was equated with whether or not favorable news coverage was given to the organization. 
When asked about the long term goals for the [fundraising] campaign, Cathy took a long pause and 
thought for a moment. “Well, we certainly need more coverage,” she responds (“Cathy,” personal 
communication, March 17, 2005).   

Yet, often the news coverage the organization receives is a let down to the committee. When 
discussing short-term goals for the campaign, Evelyn says, “…I think we’ve often been given a back 
seat in publicity…things in the newspaper and stuff were always kind of let downs and not very 
visual” (“Evelyn,” personal communication, March 17, 2005). Other people interviewed commented 
on the recent surge in publicity as a key to successful relationships. In describing how the 
organization will reach the local community, Henry says, “The extensive [news] coverage we’ve 
begun to get lately will do that.” (“Henry,” personal communication, March 17, 2005). 

News coverage is an emphasized item in emails and on the agenda for the public relations 
committee meetings. The first two items of “exciting recent developments” in an email from Cathy to 
the public relations committee were about news coverage in local papers (“Cathy,” personal 
communication, March 17, 2005). At the last meeting I attended, I was given a copy of a news article 
released about new opportunities for the families of sick children. The headline reads, “…Hospital 
Suite to Comfort Child Patients’ Families,” and does not mention the organization as an affiliate, 
making it appear as if the hospital is the sponsoring organization. The lede also fails to recognize the 
organization of study, and the article fails to identify the organization’s tremendous need for 
resources, funding, and new volunteers during the new campaign. (Hagen, 2005, p. C10) In my 
opinion, not an example of adequate coverage for a multi-million dollar need.  
Campaign success depends on the ability of public leadership to generate favorable public relations. 
 Several people interviewed related the importance of public leadership for successful public 
relations. Linda cites the need for a “big name volunteer” in order to be successful (“Linda,” personal 
communication, March 31, 2005). The Executive Director’s expectations of these big name 
volunteers are that they “give lead gift[s], number one, that’s very important.” She says: 

You have to [give a lead gift], because you are well respected in the community you 
have to show how important this campaign is by being a lead giver…Obviously we are going 
to pick people who are well known in the community, and who know people. (“Nancy,” 
personal communication, March 17, 2005). 

In fact, having “connections” within the community may have been one of the most frequently 
expressed themes related to the function of public relations and, ultimately, campaign success. Those 
interviewed believe that getting the word out should be focused on the people with the most 
connections to the local community. In addition to direct donations, connections within the 
community also allow for immediate access to valuable resources that assist with the development of 
public relations tools such as videos and brochures. These endeavors are not possible without 
community connections. In fact, much of what has built up the organization had to do with a 
community or personal connection—from the furniture people use inside the building, down to the 
coffee provided to visitors. 
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The Public Relations Committee Process 
The organization’s public relations committee members have created their own social world, free of 
structure and full accountability.  
 Public relations committee members have a unique way of utilizing the committee process at 
the organization of study. No one interviewed described any structure in the way that tasks are 
delegated or accomplished. Henry, the staff liaison to the public relations committee views the 
committee largely as a sounding board to staff ideas. He states: 

What I have not been able to do is to get the public relations committee to work. They 
are great at coming in to listen to reports of what has been done, and I’m trying to turn the 
decision making process…and the working process over to them more and more…[but] the 
public relations committee has been more of an advisory body. (“Henry,” personal 
communication, March 17, 2005) 
Volunteers don’t report a similar view, and often note their heavy involvement in carrying out 

important tasks. When asked to tell me more about the public relations committee, Nancy admits, “I 
still find in many cases though, that it’s only one or two people who really take on the responsibilities 
for actually producing the results we see” (“Nancy,” personal communication, March 17, 2005). It is 
unclear from the interviews and observation who this responsibility is actually falling on.  

All of those interviewed, however, had a difficult time describing the committee structure. For 
example, Cathy, a co-chair of the committee, had difficulty telling me the individual names of those 
who serve on the committee, and never really gave me a clear picture of how many people belong to 
the committee. Evelyn, one of the most dedicated and consistent volunteers on the committee could 
not tell me who actually sets the agendas for the meetings or who determines the timelines for tasks 
to be done. She states, “Somebody just has that big timeline in their head…” (“Evelyn,” personal 
communication, March 17, 2005). An illustration of the challenges of working with volunteers, 
Evelyn couldn’t identify who actually serves on the committee: 

…there have been a couple of people at meetings lately that I’m not sure whether they 
are actually on the committee, whether the committee has changed or not. There have been a 
couple of people who have been missing who…I think maybe the committee is in a little bit 
of a transition. I mean, I am not certain about that. I mean actually it’s something maybe I 
need to ask. (“Evelyn,” personal communication, March 17, 2005). 
Much of this confusion is reflected in the meetings themselves. From my observation, 

meetings seem largely reserved for “pats on the back.” For example, volunteers who have done 
something helpful may be recognized with a small gift. Discussion focuses around the great news 
coverage they have gotten, the latest public relations tool available for use, and the money they have 
raised. The public relations committee “pretty much just has open meetings” (“Evelyn,” personal 
communication, March 17, 2005). Evelyn describes them as “commitment meetings” in which the 
group determines what should be done, and then they go and do it (“Evelyn,” personal 
communication, March 17, 2005). There is, however, no open discussion about exactly how new 
tasks will be completed, nor strict deadlines assigned or a process identified.  
 Because the structure of the committee is unclear, there is very little accountability within the 
public relations committee. One reason for this, evident in the interviews, is that few people on the 
committee have any formal training in public relations. This makes it difficult to hold volunteers 
accountable for results. Because of this and the lack of assigned roles, Nancy describes how she 
views outcomes of public relations plans as being the staff’s responsibility: 

I actually believe that anything that is not going OK is actually our fault. It’s staff’s 
fault…I don’t think we [give volunteers] clear expectations as to what we should be getting 
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[done]…If [the staff] think it needs to be improved, we need to make that happen. (“Nancy,” 
personal communication, March 17, 2005) 

The organization’s public relations committee members rely on an unspoken group process. 
 There is no focus on roles or rules within the organization’s public relations committee. 
Evelyn describes her role as a volunteer as “jack of all trades.” When asked about the roles of 
committee members, Cathy says, “It’s hard for me to assign a role to a person who is a volunteer. If 
they come forward, that’s one thing” (“Cathy,” personal communication, March 17, 2005). The 
Development Director believes that the committee should define their roles for themselves, while the 
Executive Director believes members would be more motivated to be active if they were assigned 
clear-cut roles. (“Henry,” personal communication, March 17, 2005; “Nancy,” personal 
communication, March 17, 2005). It is evident that the group process does not lend itself to the 
formation of specific roles and neither formal rules, nor plans, govern the group process.  

Volunteers and staff constantly adjust their actions to fit in with what others are doing around 
them. The public relations committee members base their next step on the results of the first 
interaction and so on. A spoken or structured process is not required. Symbolic interactionism is 
based on the fact that: 

Nothing has to happen. Nothing is fully determined. At every step of every unfolding 
event, something else might happen…Contingency doesn’t mean people behave randomly, 
but it does recognize that they can behave in surprising and unconventional ways (McCall & 
Becker, 1990, p. 6)  

The public relations committee’s reliance on abstract guiding principles, absence of formal roles, and 
lack of a structured group process all illustrate the reliance on symbolic interactionism.  

Perhaps goals are accomplished by a series of one-on-one meetings or personal negotiations, 
rather than by large committee meetings. Perhaps only one or two members are actually making 
things happen behind the scenes. How it happens doesn’t seem to matter. According to the theoretical 
basis of symbolic interactionism, internal processes of control are important (Hewitt, 2000). The 
individual internal interpretations of what has happened during committee interaction leads to a 
subsequent individual action, may it be making a decision or attaining a goal. 
Faith, intuition, and hope are guiding principles of the group process.   
 The group process seems grounded in three major abstract principles. The first of these 
principles is faith. Many of those interviewed acknowledged how risk taking is directly related to this 
campaign process, and without faith, it would not be possible to take risks. Two of those interviewed 
described the organization as “selling the cart before the horse” when they purchased additional land 
space to expand their services (“Cathy,” personal communication, March 17, 2005; “Nancy,” 
personal communication, March 17, 2005). When I asked Cathy to explain how the cart was sold 
before the horse, she says, “We’ve lived on faith around here for a long time…I guess that it’s a good 
thing that we have faith that it will all come together” (“Cathy,” personal communication, March 17, 
2005).  
 Evelyn’s comment about the opportunity to buy the additional property illustrates the second 
guiding principle—intuition. She says, “…we have needed to [expand] for a long time. But it was 
never quite sure [how we would do so], and I know this opportunity came up quickly and they had to 
pounce on it” (“Evelyn,” personal communication, March 17, 2005). This intuition seems central to 
helping fulfill the mission of the organization. 

Hope is the third guiding principle. In describing a connection with an important potential 
donor, Cathy casually says, “…I’ve talked with his secretary, and I feel like a major pest, but I think 
he will be forthcoming with a gift for us once we get it together” (“Cathy,” personal communication, 
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March 17, 2005). The members of the public relations committee tend to seem confident that all will 
work out in the end. 

On the other hand, Henry is worried about how the organization has traditionally approached 
fundraising with hope as a guide. In reference to the Advisory Board, he says: 

They have sort of dreamed that the money will come here, which was fine when it was 
one small “Mom and Pop” store, but we are about to become a giant supermarket. And a 
small staff and hopes and prayers are not going to be able to do it. (“Henry,” personal 
communication, March 17, 2005) 

It should be noted, however, that at a meeting in April 2005, Henry and Cathy announced that a 
million dollar pledge had been made. It seemed almost “secret”-the donor was not revealed to the 
public relations committee at the meeting-yet somehow this donation of more than a third of the 
campaign had been solicited. Therefore, why wouldn’t the committee rely on hope? If no concrete 
tasks had to be openly assigned in order to generate this pledge, it seems that from the perspective of 
committee members, hope is currently serving the organization well.   

The interaction of volunteers and staff on the organization’s public relations committee 
exemplify the construction of a unique worldview. This worldview is the core concept that leads to a 
shared understanding among committee members, despite any uncertainty evident to outsiders. While 
outsiders, such as myself, may have a difficult time identifying with the group process of the 
organization’s public relations committee, evidence insists that an accepted normality exists. Lack of 
structure and traditional communication processes do not disturb the ability of the organization to be 
successful. They rely on their strong culture to delineate what happens next.    
The Organization as a “Mom and Pop” Operation 

Crucial to understanding the function of public relations within the context of the current 
fundraising campaign, a thorough exploration of the dichotomy between “Mom and Pop” 
characteristics and corporate values was imperative. The theme “Mom and Pop” was pervasive 
throughout the data. The organization was built and established from the ground up—when Cathy 
typed the newsletter on a typewriter. Cathy says, “We’re no longer a ‘Mom and Pop’ operation 
around here.” When asked to clarify, Cathy relates this to the collaboration required to accomplish 
tasks. She says, “We can’t run out of any person’s home or anyone’s personal knowledge. We need a 
lot of information to come together” (“Cathy,” personal communication, March 17, 2005). The staff 
and volunteer structure was also very horizontal in the beginning; everyone pitched in to do their part. 
Nancy discusses the resentment she felt from the staff when she was hired as the first ever Executive 
Director. “All of a sudden, the staff had some to answer to. It was no longer ‘Mom and Pop’ 
anymore,” Nancy describes to me. (“Nancy,” personal communication, March 17, 2005).  

Regardless of the presence of an Executive Director or a staff available to complete tasks, the 
organization is faced with an ongoing struggle with its “Mom and Pop” status, especially during this 
period of growth and change. One example is the “jack of all trades” mentality—everyone still helps 
a little with everything. While this may be fine for volunteers, it is clear that the Executive Director 
keeps her hands in many activities, many of which are not related to management. Henry describes 
this in relation to her input on public relations tasks: 

She’s still writing press releases. She’s still planning events such as this 
groundbreaking thing. Which is perfectly fine. It’s her right. It’s her Mom and Pop store. 
We’re coming to a stage though, where she won’t be able to do that anymore, and she’ll have 
to learn to delegate. (“Henry,” personal communication, March 17, 2005).  
Another characteristic that exemplifies the “Mom and Pop” structure is the lack of formal 

organization evident in the public relations committee. In addition to not knowing who the members 
of the public relations committee are, their individual roles, or how tasks are delegated and 
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accomplished, I couldn’t even obtain a copy of one set of meeting minutes. Cathy, the co-chair of the 
committee, ensured me that if I went to Henry, the staff liaison, he would have a copy of the minutes. 
Henry emails me, “I’m trying to track them down, Julie. I usually don’t keep them” (“Henry,” 
personal communication, April 28, 2005). I never received a copy of the minutes from the meeting.  

Data related to a lack of training on the public relations committee clearly pointed out the 
inability to run as efficiently as possible. This does not mean that tasks are not accomplished, but it 
does mean that the process has to be modified to accommodate for learning on the job and an ad hoc, 
“fly by the seat of your pants” type of style. Linda’s opinion about nonprofits in general is that: 

They don’t structure themselves like a business, and the people that run them, they 
don’t have a business background…When the organization does not have anyone with a 
business sense, and doesn’t run it like a business, it’s just not going to work. It’s just not 
going to work. (“Linda,” personal communication, March 31, 2005) 

The “‘Mom and Pop’ meets Corporate” Struggle 
The “‘Mom and Pop’ meets corporate” phenomenon is a way to describe the process in which 

“Mom and Pop” values clash with the reality that the organization itself is a business. Similar to any 
established corporation, the organization’s bottom line is money. Raising money and making 
community connections were frequently mentioned as being the most important goals and tasks for 
the current fundraising campaign. Staff and volunteers are very aware that without generating money 
by “selling” their product through good public relations, they won’t be able to survive. Nancy 
describes finances as the number one challenge to fulfilling her role as Executive Director (“Nancy,” 
personal communication, March 17, 2005).  
 In order to raise funds, the organization is challenged to plan strategically, much like any 
corporation would have to do. Case Consulting Services (2005) recommends that the organization 
update a strategic plan that will become “the basis for all operational activity (including fundraising) 
for the coming years” (p. 53). Henry, the Development Director, feels like they are doing this well 
when it comes to fundraising. In his interview, he describes a formal process for fundraising that will 
attain the multi-million dollar goal. This description was in stark contrast to the informal process of 
public relations that was evident during the participant observation and interview process (“Henry,” 
personal communication, March 17, 2005).  
 Competition is also a value that corporations face, and the organization’s volunteers and staff 
recognize the reality that competition in the nonprofit world exists. The organization competes with 
another local nonprofit organization for volunteers and donations, and is careful about going too far 
into the other’s territory. Several of those interviewed referred to additional charities in town that 
compete for donors. This challenges the organization’s public relations committee to publicize a 
unique identity that will draw in a highly committed volunteer and donor base.  
 Tannenbaum (2003) describes the difference between core values and operational values in 
organizational structure. The core values exemplify the norms of behavior that define the culture of 
the organization. In this case, core values seem more synonymous with the “Mom and Pop” values. 
Operational values are the principles that govern the actual decision-making process—the corporate 
values. One of the “keys to every healthy organization is the rigorous alignment of the core values 
and the operating (values) principles and processes” (p. 20). This creates “positive change and high 
performance” (p. 20). Whether the organization has aligned these values is debatable.  

 
Conclusion 

Charon (2001) suggests that “over time, cooperative symbolic interaction creates culture” (p. 
175) and that “a shared perspective is necessary for understanding one another in order to accomplish 
difficult tasks” (p. 176). For the most part, the organization’s public relations committee members 
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interviewed have this shared perspective. They are very comfortable with the group process, and 
seem able to negotiate their next actions easily. And the campaign is successful. The results of this 
research are not to suggest that all members understand and accept the process imbedded here. Henry, 
the new staff liaison to the group, seemed the only one to really question some of the foundations of 
the group process. Perhaps this is because like me, he too, has yet to fully grasp the nature of the 
committee’s nontraditional culture. 

The organization’s staff and volunteers on the public relations committee operate in a high-
context culture. A culture that calls for “considerable programming of individuals to each other,” and 
to the outsider can be “completely mystifying” (Hall, 1976, p.47). The strength of the culture within 
the organization’s public relations committee will certainly be tested during the current campaign. 
How difficult this test will be depends on how developed this culture really is, and whether the group 
will be able to apply their creativity to examine the new context in which this campaign is embedded.  

The results of this study relate directly back to the literature regarding volunteer roles and 
nonprofit public relations. As Andreasen and Kotler (2003) describe, volunteers at the organization 
are a crucial part of the workforce, and some tension between staff and volunteers on the public 
relations committee is evident. Similar to Adams, Schlueter, and Barge’s (1988) findings, regular 
interaction does seem to solidify the committee’s commitment to organizational goals. All of the 
organization’s public relations volunteers are whole-heartedly behind the campaign. Additionally, the 
group pitches in where they are needed to make public relations goals a reality. As Dyer, Buell, 
Harrison, and Weber (2002) describe, public relations responsibilities are related to a very large 
spectrum of tasks.  

Further understanding of the culture embedded in nonprofit organizations may be obtained by 
conducting similar future research. According to Santora, Seaton, and Sarros (1999), entrepreneurial 
leadership may help transform nonprofit organizations. In order to survive in the competitive market, 
nonprofits must: 

Learn to strike a critical balance…on the one hand, they must be more enterprising 
and possess the vision to lead their organizations into commercial ventures and other 
unfamiliar areas. On the other hand they must still retain their commitment to their 
constituents and serve as enablers. (p. 107) 

Santora, Seaton, and Sarros’ (1999) suggestion about achieving balance is directly related to the 
inquiry conducted. Examining the phenomenon of the “‘Mom and Pop’ meets corporate” struggle 
within nonprofits, and describing how the two perspectives can exist and function in harmony should 
be goal of future research. Because public relations can be a crucial key to nonprofit success, research 
should focus on how complex cultural identity relates to nonprofit public relations processes.  
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This study aims to (1) discuss the concept of destination branding and how it differs 
from branding a product/service, (2) examine the role of the relationship building 
strategies for destination branding, and (3) compare the image-building efforts among 
the Midwestern states from 1995-2005 through textual analysis. 
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Reputation management is increasingly recognized in corporate America as a top management 
concern and an important public relations function. Poll after poll, from Gallup to Fortune Magazine 
and beyond, tells us that a company’s reputation matters to its customers, its shareholders. 
 And since reputation is inevitably linked to trust and confidence, we’re seeing polls and 
surveys of both corporations and institutions that measure public trust in everyone and everything 
from the military to organized religion to newspapers. The trends are not good, as these surveys track 
a significant decline in public trust in institutions over the past several decades. 
 There are many causes of this trust deficit, and public relations professionals can better advise 
senior managers by determining if and how these trends such as 24/7 news coverage, a growing 
pipeline of global information via the Internet and perceptions of declining integrity and values of 
leaders are effecting their organization. 
 Corporations “get it.” They see how their reputation is a critical intangible asset, even if they 
are not always able to successfully manage it. Somewhat surprisingly, not-for-profits seem to think 
the ingredients of a good reputation apply only to the private sector. Not so. Charles Fombrun, a 
professor at New York University’s Stern School of Business and founder of the Reputation Institute, 
identifies these key ingredients of an organization’s reputation: credibility, reliability, responsibility 
and trustworthy. 
Certainly not-for-profits can be credible, reliable, responsible and trustworthy: it’s not just 
corporations that are judged on these traits, right? 
 Fombrun and Harris Interactive developed a “Reputation Quotient” to measure reputation. 
Again, the organizational characteristics it measures – ranging from products and services to vision 
and leadership -- certainly are present in not-for-profits just as they are in the corporate sector, aren’t 
they? 
 We are testing the applicability of the concept of reputation management and specifically the 
Reputation Quotient to not-for-profit organizations by surveying managers in one not-for-profit 
sector – higher education. We will extrapolate from our findings to some basic principles of 
reputation management that not-for-profits generally could perhaps embrace and use. Our population 
for this study is Virginia Commonwealth University, the universities VCU considers its peer 
institutions and other public and private universities in Virginia. 
 We began with a content analysis of media coverage received by these universities to identify 
underlying factors. These factors fit well with the Fombrun-Harris Interactive Reputation Quotient, 
so we used those factors to design a Web-based survey of the presidents, provosts/academic vice 
presidents, chief financial officers, athletic directors, highest-ranking public relations manager and 
deans of colleges likely to be found at all of VCU’s peer institutions and at most of the other 
universities in Virginia. We asked them to: 
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• Rate the importance of a list of factors (those identified in the Reputation Quotient) as to how 
much they influence the reputation of a not-for-profit organization. 

• Identify the benefits to their institution of having and maintaining a good reputation 
• Reveal how much they consider impact on their institution’s reputation when they make their 

daily decisions  
• Tell us whether they measure their institution’s reputation and, if so, how 

We will present the findings of this survey at the Miami Conference and will have a handout 
available for those who attend. 

We also will discuss how transferable what we learned about these colleges and universities 
might be to other not-for-profit institutions and organizations. And we’ll distill all of this into some 
basic principles of reputation and reputation management that we think might apply across the not-
for-profit sector.  
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Stephen Early started a diary on the first day of his second year of FDR’s presidential 
term, in 1934, and continued it until the end of the decade. This study examines 131 of 
his entries to gain insight into his professional life as a high-level government public 
relations practitioner. 
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Public relations professionals increasingly rely on the World Wide Web to 
communicate with their publics on a variety of issues, including the corporate social 
responsibility efforts the organization has undertaken.  In the aftermath of Hurricane 
Katrina, there is an opportunity to discover how the Best 100 Global Brands of 2005, 
as designated by InterBrand (www.interbrand.com) use their corporate websites and 
the power of their brand equity to help the victims of the disaster, as well as to 
communicate their own corporate social responsibility efforts.  Previous research on 
homepages has shown that message placement on the homepage reflects the 
prominence a firm wishes to convey about a particular issue (Esrock & Leichty, 2000).  
This study examined the execution of each firm’s response to Hurricane Katrina, using 
either symbolic or behavioral communication (Grunig, 1993).   
Symbolic communication was operationalized for this study as a message on a firm’s 
homepage with a link to an external nonprofit agency, such as the American Red 
Cross or the Salvation Army.  This type of message communicates concern about the 
victims of Hurricane Katrina, yet directs support to those who directly help the 
victims.  Behavioral communication was operationalized as not only a message on a 
firm’s homepage, but with internal links providing information about what the firm is 
doing to assist the victims through donations of cash, time, products or services, as 
well as external links to nonprofit agencies.   
Results show that 51% of these Top 100 firms had messages on their homepages about 
Hurricane Katrina, and 86% of those firms made donations of cash, products, or 
services totaling $105,000,000.   The remaining 14% of firms exhibited symbolic 
communication only, with links to the American Red Cross and other philanthropic 
organizations aiding rescue efforts.  There are implications for future CSR efforts with 
respect to how those efforts are communicated and interpreted by their publics, as well 
as which philanthropic agencies corporations choose to affiliate themselves with. 

 
Public relations practitioners increasingly rely on the World Wide Web to communicate with their 
publics on a variety of issues, including internal, corporate communication as well as external or 
social responsibility efforts the organization has undertaken.  Previous research on Fortune 500 firm 
websites by Esrock & Leichty (1998) suggests that while firms are using the Web to describe their 
efforts, they are not using the Web to monitor public opinion or advocate policy issues.  In other 
words, a monologue about what the organization is doing occurs more often than a dialogue to 
engage its publics in how it is doing.  In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, there is an opportunity to 
discover how global brands use the power of their brand equity to help the victims of the disaster, to 
promote their own corporate social responsibility efforts, as well as to examine whether changes in 
web communication have taken place since Esrock & Leichty’s (1998) study.    
Background 

Hurricane Katrina is considered one of the worst natural disasters to hit the United States, 
killing at least 1,200 people in the fall of 2005 (Goodnough, 2005).  While the City of New Orleans 
was prepared for an impending disaster, its citizens were not prepared for a disaster of such 
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magnitude, much of which was a result of levees that could not withstand the torrential rain and 
flooding that resulted from the category 5 storm.  None of the major decision makers-- the city, state 
or federal governments-- were adequately prepared to deal with such a catastrophe resulting in $34 
billion in damage alone for insured property.  As a result, many non-governmental organizations, 
including the American Red Cross and The Salvation Army, stepped in to both provide survivor 
assistance as well as to raise funds to help those affected by this tragedy.  
 
Literature Review 

Relationship management theory (Grunig, 1993) differentiates between the use of symbolic 
communication and behavioral communication to build relationships with an organization’s publics.  
Symbolic communication is described as what the organization says about itself, whereas behavioral 
communication extends from an organization’s actions.  Public relations professionals use a variety 
of media to build those relationships with their publics.  Electronic communication is becoming more 
and more prevalent, for many reasons, including cost, convenience, and the ability to instantaneously 
update information about company initiatives.  Kelleher’s (2001) analysis of public relations 
managers and technicians found that both use electronic communication equally in their day-to-day 
activities.  Sallot, Porter, and Acosta-Alzuru (2004) found that the web allowed practitioners to target 
their communications with their publics more narrowly, as well as monitor online communications 
about their organizations in order to respond more quickly. 

Kent and Taylor (1998) also found that firms can benefit from building relationships with 
their publics using electronic communication, specifically, the web.  This dialogic relationship 
(implying that a relationship exists) is ideal because it allows both parties to communicate with each 
other, create a conversation, and ultimately community.  The authors feel that public relations 
professionals, who are already good at building those close relationships, can use the web to identify 
and communicate with those constituents who might be more isolated.  They demonstrate that the 
web has been good for one-way communication--getting the word out--but not as effective in 
building dialogue because mechanisms have not been put in place to allow for feedback from 
constituents in order to build a long-term relationship.    

Previous research on Fortune 500 websites has concluded that it is not always easy for 
external stakeholders to find the information they are looking for about a firm online.  Callison 
(2003) found that the majority of Fortune 500 websites do not have dedicated press rooms where 
journalists can easily find company information.  Callison also found that higher-ranked firms have 
better information about a firm’s operations than lower-ranked firms.  Easy access for journalists is 
important because their jobs are getting more difficult and they rely on the web more for research and 
information gathering purposes.   

Accessibility is also important for consumers and other important stakeholders to find the 
information they need about a firm from its website quickly and efficiently.  Mitra, Willyard, Platt, 
and Parsons (2004) found that the clean and uncluttered appearance of a web page influenced 
preference for that website.  Additionally, users make an immediate first impression about the 
credibility of the content and their desire to continue a relationship with the organization based on 
their judgment of the external aesthetics and subsequent usability of the website interface 
(Tractinsky, Katz & Ikar, 2000). 

The other challenge for a firm is that it is presenting information on its website to multiple 
publics.  Esrock and Leichty’s (2000) analysis of Fortune 500 websites found that these sites 
appealed to at least two or more publics.  In addition, they examined the prominence given to a public 
and/or issue on the corporate homepage.  They concluded that if a public is important enough to a 
firm, then there must be a way to engage that public interactively from the homepage. 
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Finally, there is the issue of how prominent a firm’s social responsibility effort should be on 
its homepage.  Esrock & Leichty (1998) investigated the role of the corporate web page and how it 
presented social responsibility issues and found that there were two ways of presenting this issue:  
The firm either did no harm, or did good deeds.  Corporate social responsibility (CSR) efforts are one 
aspect of how firms can communicate with publics either symbolically or behaviorally.  If a firm is 
serious about its CSR efforts, its publics are more likely to perceive its communication efforts as 
behavioral communication whereas one-time or inauthentic CSR efforts are more likely to be 
perceived as symbolic communication efforts (Grunig, 1993). 
Corporate Social Responsibility 

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is defined here a firm’s responsiveness to social issues 
as well as its responsibility for its own ethical behavior (Clark, 2000).  There has been debate about 
the view of the responsibility of organizations (Pinkston & Carroll, 1996), starting with Friedman’s 
(1970) view that a business’ only responsibility is to its shareholders.  Critical theory, however, views 
the organization as getting in the way of “the social development of humankind” because of the 
hegemony that exists between an organization and its publics (Phillingane, 2005).  L’Etang (1994) 
views the issue of CSR from a philosophical viewpoint, wondering if it is ethical.  She interviewed 
public relations practitioners at several U.K. firms and noted that a majority engage in environmental 
efforts, and began these efforts as a result of public outcry.  She found many firms are primarily 
concerned with their company image, which Grunig (1993) would argue is merely symbolic.  She 
believes that this concern is more morally questionable than if a firm is helping its constituent 
community, which Grunig (1993) would argue is an example of a behavioral effort.   L’Etang (1994) 
argues that real impact in CSR must have substantial effort behind it in order to appear as more than 
“window-dressing.” 

Marketing researchers Lichtenstein, Drumwright, and Braig (2004) used both empirical and 
experimental research to determine what affects consumers’ perceptions of corporate-sponsored 
donations to nonprofit organizations.  They found that as consumers identify with organizations, they 
are likely to support a firm’s CSR initiatives, and that this goodwill extends to the nonprofits they 
support, as well.  This implied endorsement has implications for the brands that support the Hurricane 
Katrina victims to understand whether or not it is better for the firm to encourage customers to 
support the American Red Cross or just to know that the firm donated to the American Red Cross.  If 
the endorsed nonprofit does not perform as expected, this could have a negative effect on the 
corporate CSR effort. 

Sen and Bhattacharya (2001) examined how consumers perceive the corporate CSR efforts.    
They built on prior research that has shown that CSR information can “provide consumers with 
insight into the company’s ‘value system’” and that “consumers are more likely to identify with a 
company when the domain of its CSR efforts is one that they themselves support” (p. 228).  
Therefore, consumer support of the CSR effort is determined by sensitivity to a firm’s CSR effort.  
Sen and Bhattacharya (2001) found that when consumers go to a corporate website looking for 
information, they are likely to look for CSR information prior to company or product-specific 
information. 

Therefore, the way in which a firm utilizes its website to highlight its CSR efforts can have an 
impact on public perception of its CSR image and awareness of its CSR efforts.  Research on a firm’s 
online CSR efforts can bridge the gap in understanding how firms are utilizing both symbolic and 
behavioral communication to build long term relationships with their publics.  Due to the nature of 
dynamic online data (and subsequent analysis), a research question is posed instead of a hypothesis. 
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Research Question   
How do the InterBrand Top 100 Companies’ websites reflect support for Hurricane Katrina 

victims? 
 
Method 

This study examined the websites of the Best 100 Global Brands of 2005 (Business Week, 
August 1, 2005), as designated by InterBrand (www.interbrand.com), to determine how firms use the 
brand equity on their homepage to help the victims of Hurricane Katrina (see Table 1 for a complete 
list of brands and their financial contributions).  InterBrand, a leading brand value management 
group, partners with Business Week Magazine each year to analyze leading consumer products firms 
and prepare a list of the Top 100 Global Brands based on a combination of brand awareness, profits, 
and market leadership.  Previous research on homepages has shown that message placement on the 
homepage reflects the prominence a firm wishes to convey about a particular issue (Esrock & 
Leichty, 2000), establishing the homepage as the research condition for this study.  

This study will determine if there are differences in a firm’s concern with respect to Hurricane 
Katrina victims based on their symbolic or behavioral communication.  Symbolic communication is 
operationalized as a message on a firm’s homepage with an external link to a nonprofit agency, such 
as the American Red Cross or the Salvation Army.  This type of message communicates to a 
constituent that the firm is concerned about the victims of Hurricane Katrina and wants to support the 
efforts of those who directly help the victims and also directs a constituent to do so.  Behavioral 
communication is operationalized as not only a message on a firm’s homepage, but links from that 
homepage that provide internal links to information about what the firm is doing to assist the victims 
either through a cash donation or through donations of time, products or services, employee 
involvement, as well as other external links to other nonprofit agencies, such as the American Red 
Cross or the Salvation Army.   

Each brand’s homepage was assessed for 1) whether or not a message about Hurricane 
Katrina is found on its homepage, 2) whether that link is an internal or external link (as explicated 
above), 3) and an evaluation of the internal or external link.  If the link is internal, the content was 
evaluated to determine what the firm is actually doing (behavioral) to help the victims and how their 
act(s) of social responsibility are portrayed.  If the link is external (presumably symbolic), it was 
analyzed for where the link ends (e.g., The American Red Cross, The Salvation Army, etc.). 

Finally, the information on each website was assessed to determine if there is room for a 
dialogic response (Kent & Taylor, 1998) in the form of customer feedback, email links or a blog.  
This assessment would ultimately be the most effective way to increase both customer loyalty and 
long-term customer relationships with their constituents. 

A content analysis was done of all 100 websites from September 18, 2005 to September 24, 
2005, after Hurricane Katrina made landfall on August 29, 2005.   Each website was coded for: 

1. whether or not a message about Hurricane Katrina is found on its homepage, including 
the words Hurricane Katrina, support the victims of Hurricane Katrina, or some type 
of indication that the firm is supporting the victims of Hurricane Katrina  

2. whether that link is an internal or external link (as explicated above), or both 
3. an evaluation of the internal or external link.  If the link is internal, what the firm is 

actually doing (behavioral) to help the victims and how their act(s) of social 
responsibility are portrayed; if the link is external (presumably symbolic), where the 
link ends (e.g., The American Red Cross, The Salvation Army, etc.). 

4. the dollar amount given by that firm to help the victims of Hurricane Katrina. 
The results were analyzed using descriptive statistics. 
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Results 

Out of the top 100 brands, 51 had messages about Hurricane Katrina directly accessible on 
their homepage.  On 49 homepages, there was no symbolic communication, not even recognition that 
Hurricane Katrina had occurred in the United States.  Granted, some of these brands, such as 
Samsung, are not U.S. brands, but others such as Toyota and Nokia, which are also not U.S. brands, 
did mention Hurricane Katrina on their homepages. 

Out of the 51 homepages with links about Hurricane Katrina from their homepages, 44 (or 
86%) were internal links, keeping the readers within the corporate website, linking to a news release 
or internal webpage about the company’s involvement in providing products or services, noting 
employee involvement, as well as highlighting their financial donation to the victims of the hurricane.  
The remaining seven (13.7%) links were external links that led directly to an external nonprofit 
agency, encouraging readers to make donations directly to that agency helping victims of the 
hurricane.   

Of those with an internal link, 23 did not provide an external link to any other nonprofit 
agency.  Of the remaining 21 firms that did provide an external link to other relief agencies, two used 
the American Red Cross logo on their internal link, but it was not functional during the coding 
timeframe, meaning when you clicked on it, it did not go to the American Red Cross website.  The 
others linked to a variety of agencies including The American Red Cross, The Salvation Army, state 
recovery efforts, NBC’s Telemundo, relief concerts, supplier efforts, the Dell Foundation, World 
Vision, the Second Harvest Food Bank, F.E.M.A., the Bush-Clinton Katrina Fund, AmericaCares, the 
Points of Light Foundation, and 1-800-volunteer.org.  The variety of philanthropic organizations 
highlights the breadth of CSR involvement and choices by those brands in their communities. 

Of those 44 firms with internal links describing their efforts to aid the victims of Hurricane 
Katrina, 33 provided information detailing the products, services, and employee involvement 
occurring in the aftermath of the hurricane.  These efforts ranged from providing food and water 
products, to financial services, to auctioning off a Harley Davidson, to providing the profits from 
sales of their existing products (see Figure 1). 

  
 
Finally, this research examined how much money those top 100 brands gave in response to 

the human crisis.  As of September 24, 2005, those 51 firms that had information on their homepages 
indicating their support for the victims of Hurricane Katrina had pledged support of $105,800,000.  

Figure 1: Hurricane Katrina mentioned on the Homepage 

51 Brands

44 Internal Links 7 External Links 

23 Internal only 21 Internal + External 
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One of the ethical dilemmas of CSR is whether or not a firm has responsibility to anyone other than 
its shareholders (Friedman, 1970).  In the case of Hurricane Katrina, it appears that these firms made 
a strategic decision that their corporate social responsibility was to their employees, neighbors, and 
fellow Americans in the Gulf Coast.  As Table 2 shows, those firms ranked in the top 25% of brand 
value pledged more than 50% of the funds to the victims of Hurricane Katrina.  These firms 
communicate through their leadership giving that their CSR efforts provide help, and not just hype. 

 
Table 2: Giving by Brand Rank 

Brand Rank Dollars Given Percent of Total Giving 

1-25 $66,100,000 62.4% 
26-50 10,250,000 9.6% 
51-75 14,450,000 13.65% 
76-100 15,000,000 14% 
TOTAL $105,800,000  

 

Discussion 
The top 100 brands already have substantial consumer awareness and can help highlight both 

the need to provide relief for human suffering as well as to demonstrate their efforts to provide that 
relief.  Just over 50% of these firms used their brand equity to encourage others to give, as well as to 
highlight their CSR initiatives in the wake of Hurricane Katrina.  While this examination of CSR 
initiatives occurred during a time of crisis, these firms can use their brand equity during times of no 
crisis as well, to help alleviate human suffering or to help the communities in which they live and 
work. 

Additionally, firms can transfer their brand awareness into CSR awareness.  This approach 
can potentially become a selling tool for firms because consumers who feel tied to a firm’s CSR 
efforts are more likely to purchase that firm’s goods and services (Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001).  A 
firm can then take its symbolic CSR communication efforts and transfer them into a behavioral CSR 
communication strategy for developing long-term relationships with important customers.  Loyal 
customers have been proven to provide above-average returns for firms over time (Reichheld, 2001).  
CSR awareness can become a competitive advantage for a firm. 

Interestingly enough, the aid did not end with this analysis.  As an example, Cisco Systems 
highlighted the need with a link to the American Red Cross immediately after the Hurricane, with no 
information about any financial donation.  On October 25th, however (after the coding was 
completed), Cisco officials announced a $40 million investment in the Gulf Coast region over three 
years to invest in the education infrastructure.  Cisco CEO John Chambers was reported to have met a 
woman from Mississippi who pleaded with him at a chance meeting to return to his company and tell 
his employees of the devastation they had all suffered.  The story tells that he was so moved that he 
not only pledged Cisco funds, but his own (Kirkpatrick, 2005).   

In addition, it seemed odd that three firms, Disney, Starbucks and Sony did not show their 
support on the homepage, given their propensity towards CSR.  Information about their giving, 
however, appeared several levels down from the homepage.  Esrock and Leichty (2000) suggest if a 
public is important enough to engage, that the engagement must be from the homepage.  For these 
firms, then, their misuse of their homepages results in their inability to highlight their CSR initiatives. 
A firm may not engage in CSR merely for image building, but as long as it is going to the effort to 
pledge millions of dollars in financial assistance, it might as well use the homepage to advance its 
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image with its publics at the same time.  Also, it is interesting to note that two months after the 
original analysis was conducted, many of the top financial donors did not have any information about 
Hurricane Katrina on their homepages.  After giving $5,000,000 or more, it would seem important to 
extend the goodwill of that generosity as long as possible, even if it meant leaving a CSR link on the 
homepage. 

Finally, the web pages were examined to see if any companies used them to build a dialogic 
response with their publics, as Esrock & Leichty (1998) suggest would be a positive strategy.  During 
the time of analysis, only one firm was using a form of two-way communication to carry on a 
dialogue about Hurricane Katrina: Siemens.  This German-based firm not only gave $1,000,000, but 
set up a blog where employees could talk to each other and to management.   
 
 
Limitations and Future Research 

While this study was limited by the time frame in which it was conducted, it was also 
prompted because of the crisis that occurred.  Future research on the prominence of CSR 
communication on the homepage should consider examining CSR efforts that are not tied to such a 
timely event.  Another limitation is the use of the Top 100 Global Brands.  This approach does not 
take into consideration what other firms, both large and small, have done and continue to do in their 
CSR efforts on their homepages and in response to community crises.  Future research should 
consider different firm sizes to examine the differences between large and small, public and private 
CSR efforts. 

Future research should examine the links between brands and nonprofits, and what messages 
that approach might send to the public, as all seven corporate websites with external links led directly 
to the American Red Cross, implying strong brand support for that nonprofit agency.  If a consumer 
identifies with a brand, this brand support for the nonprofit might be enough to encourage the 
consumer to support the nonprofit as well, similar to a celebrity endorsement.    Interestingly enough, 
however, the American Red Cross received some negative press during the hurricane aftermath for its 
lack of responsiveness, including the resignation of its Executive Director (Terhune, 2005, NY Times 
editorial, 2005), and the Salvation Army, in contrast, received positive attention for its better use of 
funds and personnel to aid the victims in a swift and professional manner.  This negative publicity for 
the American Red Cross could have a backlash effect on the brand itself. 

In addition, future research should consider the role of two-way communication tools on a 
corporate website.  Online tools such as surveys, blogs, or hypertext email can be positive methods 
for engaging consumers in conversation, thus planting seeds of community.  

Finally, future research should investigate the level of trust stakeholders have in brands with 
and without significant CSR initiatives to determine what, if any, affect those CSR messages have on 
brand trust.  With the billions of dollars spent on building and maintaining brand awareness each 
year, firms will want to utilize the prime real estate of their home web page to maximize their CSR 
awareness the way they spend money to maximize their brand awareness.  Building long-term 
relationships through behavioral communication provides mutual benefits for firms and their publics. 
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Table 1: 2005 InterBrand Top 100 Brands 
Rank Brand Dollars Given 

1 Coca-Cola 5,000,000 
2 Microsoft  
3 IBM   
4 GE 22,000,000 
5 Intel   
6 Nokia   
7 Disney 2,500,000 
8 McDonald's 5,000,000 
9 Toyota 5,000,000 

10 Marlboro  
11 Mercedes 1,100,000 
12 Citi   
13 Hewlett-Packard $3,000,000 
14 American Express 1,000,000 
15 Gillette  
16 BMW  
17 Cisco   
18 Louis Vuitton  
19 Honda 5,000,000 
20 Samsung  
21 Dell 7,000,000 
22 Ford 6,000,000 
23 Pepsi $2,000,000 
24 Nescafe  
25 Merrill Lynch 1,500,000 
26 Budweiser   
27 Oracle   
28 Sony  
29 HSBC $250,000 
30 Nike   
31 Pfizer     
32 UPS   
33 Morgan Stanley  
34 J.P. Morgan 3,000,000 
35 Canon 1,000,000 
36 SAP  
37 Goldman Sachs  
38 Google   
39 Kellogg's  
40 Gap (Corporate) $2,000,000 
41 Apple   
42 Ikea $1,000,000 
43 Novartis  
44 UBS   
45 Siemens 1,000,000 
46 Harley-Davidson $1,000,000 
47 Heinz $1,000,000 
48 MTV   
49 Gucci  
50 Nintendo  
51 Accenture  
52 L'Oreal $100,000 
53 Philips  
54 Xerox $800,000 
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55 eBay  
56 Volkswagen  
57 Wrigley's  
58 Yahoo!  
59 Avon   
60 Colgate   
61 KFC   
62 Kodak $500,000 
63 Pizza Hut   
64 Kleenex  
65 Chanel  
66 Nestle  
67 Danone  
68 amazon.com  
69 kraft 1,000,000 
70 Caterpillar 2,000,000 
71 adidas  
72 Rolex  
73 Motorola $50,000 
74 Reuters  
75 BP 10,000,000 
76 Porsche  
77 Zara  
78 Panasonic 1,000,000 
79 Audi   
80 Duracell  
81 Tiffany & Co  
82 Hermes  
83 Hertz  
84 Hyundai  
85 Nissan  
86 Hennessy  
87 ING 1,000,000 
88 Smirnoff  
89 Cartier  
90 Shell 3,000,000 
91 Johnson & Johnson 5,000,000 
92 Moet & Chandon  
93 Prada  
94 Bulgari  
95 Armani  
96 Levi's  
97 LG  
98 Nivea  
99 Starbucks 5,000,000 

100 Heineken  
  $105,800,000 
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FEMA prepares the nation for all hazards and manages federal response and recovery efforts following any national 
incident. FEMA also initiates mitigation activities, trains first responders, works with state and local emergency 
managers, and manages the National Flood Insurance Program and the U.S. Fire Administration. FEMA became part of 
the U.S. Department of Homeland Security on March 1, 2003 

FEMA boilerplate 
 

On August 23, 2005, the National Hurricane Center reported a “disturbed” weather pattern off the 
southeastern coast of the Bahamas that would soon become the most notorious hurricanes of our 
time—Katrina. Within three days, the storm was a Category 3 hurricane blowing through southeast 
Florida. Six days later, much of the Mississippi Gulf Coast and parts of the Louisiana coast were 
destroyed. Seven days later, the break in the New Orleans levees overwhelmed the city. And within a 
month’s time, on September 24, Hurricane Rita, a hit the Louisiana and Texas coastlines as a 
Category 3 storm causing extensive wind and water damage.   
 In the days preceding and weeks following these storms, the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency distributed 584 press releases (between August 23 and October 31). This qualitative study 
examines these releases and compares the September and August messages presented with the 
timeline of events surrounding the hurricanes. The analysis demonstrates how FEMA framed 
messages and distributed crucial information during one of the county’s largest national disasters.  
 
FEMA History 
FEMA was created in 1979 under Jimmy Carter’s administration. Known as a “political parking lot,” 
the agency underwent a number of scandals regarding the appointment of inexperienced people to 
high-level emergency planning positions.1 In 1992 with George H. Bush as president, a Category 5 
hurricane, Andrew, hit the Florida Keys. This was United States’ harshest storm in twenty-three 
years. Thousands were stranded without electricity, food, or water. It took FEMA five days to 
respond. 
 The Clinton administration appointed James Lee Witt, the former Arkansas state emergency 
manager, director in 1993. He served until 2001 and was the first FEMA director with direct disaster 
management experience. Witt instigated a successful mitigation program and directed the agency 
through a number of major hurricanes, floods, and earthquakes without scandal.  
 In 2001 George W. Bush appointed his campaign manager, Joe Allbaugh, to direct FEMA and 
Michael Brown as FEMA general counsel. Despite budget cuts and inexperienced personnel, FEMA 
worked well in the aftermath of September 11, 2001. At that time, President Bush created the 
Department of Homeland Security, and FEMA became a sub-department rather than an independent 
agency. At this point Allbaugh left the agency, and Brown took over.  
 Under Brown’s leadership, FEMA ironically rehearsed for a Category 5 hurricane a year 
before Katrina struck. But during the exercise, FEMA funding was cut. So final planning decisions 
were not made and much was “left to be determined.”  In a July 2004 FEMA press release, FEMA 
Regional Director Ron Castleman said the exercise illustrated “great progress.” “Disaster response 
teams developed action plans in critical areas such as search and rescue, medical care, sheltering, 
temporary housing, school restoration and debris management.”2 
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 But despite planning efforts, the Hurricane Katrina response, especially in New Orleans, was 
by all accounts abysmal. While residents waited without food, water, or adequate shelter, it took six 
days to get troops the area. Two weeks later, in a nationally televised speech, President Bush declared 
that “the nation will learn the lesson of Hurricane Katrina.”3  

Then less than four weeks after Katrina hit the Gulf Coast, Hurricane Rita hit the Florida, 
Texas, and Louisiana coasts. FEMA officials had promised a more organized response, but 
evacuation efforts created mayhem. A September 23 press release noted that FEMA had “pre-
positioned enough commodities for four days.”4 But even with this planning, evacuation efforts were 
muddled, dangerous, and sometimes deadly. FEMA criticism continued.   

Investigations are still underway regarding the lack of proper emergency management in the 
days and weeks surroundings Hurricanes Katrina and Rita.  
 
Literature Review 

Public relations scholars have studied the content and effect of press releases and recognize 
that organizations often frame themselves successfully for the news media. In today’s digital world, 
press releases have a secondary function of providing information directly to the general pubic via the 
organization’s web site. Moreover, these releases also serve as a historical record and are often 
archived on the web. Such an archive made this study possible. These new placements suggest the 
need for more research regarding the function, placement, and effectiveness of press releases beyond 
the traditional media relations scope.   

Much of the literature concerning framing involves the news media, but more and more 
scholars are considering the organizational tool from a public relations standpoint. For example, in 
her analysis of the National Organization for Women, Barnett concluded that the organizations use 
press releases to organize ideas but also to “correct journalistic frames.”5 

Entmann discusses the notion of framing and defines it as making the issue “noticeable, 
meaningful or memorable to audiences.”6 Journalists and public relations professionals frequently use 
framing to achieve such goals. Moreover, other research suggests that framing is an organizational 
tool for journalist that can also help readers and viewers understand the issue and build upon familiar 
concepts.7  
 Along these same lines, Knight observed that “frames represent powerful mechanisms 
through which public relations practitioners can mediate debates related to public policy.”8 Andsager 
and Smiley agreed that framing is common in public relations and noted that government officials 
frequently “employ public information offices to communicate their frames.”9  

In another political example Flowers, Haynes, and Crespin examine the 1996 Republican 
presidential nominee press releases and the subsequent news stories and found that the media 
responded to information-oriented messages while being less receptive to issue-oriented messages. 
They noted, however, that state press organizations were more receptive to issues-oriented 
messages.10 Yet another politically oriented analysis suggested that candidates presented distinct 
images and positions and were “differentially successful in getting news media to reflect their 
positions.”11 

Rohlinger studied the abortion debate by examining how two opposing organization used 
frames to attract media coverage and determined that media strategy is important but that is almost 
always influenced by organizational structure.12 

An examination of NAACP media message surrounding the 2000 presidential elections found 
that the media generally ignored the organization’s framing efforts. This article, however, also brings 
attention to the need to study the role of organizational messages that do not appear in the media but 
that are still effective and persuasive.13   
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Methodology 

This qualitative analysis examines FEMA’s message frames and the relevance of FEMA 
messages as they compare to the events surrounding the hurricanes. Such a study is important 
because of the magnitude of hurricanes Katrina and Rita and the recent reorganization of FEMA and 
the Department of Homeland Security. These news releases offer insight into how FEMA responded 
to these catastrophic events and suggest that FEMA’s press releases provided both relevant and 
irrelevant information while often ignoring major news events of the day.  

On the other hand, it is clear that FEMA delivered information to the media though other 
outlets. For example, a number of press conference featuring FEMA representative were covered in 
the news but were not mentioned in the press releases. This study, however, is limited to a review of 
press releases and does not examine other media relations strategy and tactics.  
 In order to examine the releases, I built two three-column matrixes. The first consisted of the 
date, the major hurricane-related news stories of the day, and the FEMA press release headlines. First 
I examined the releases and identified themes and categories. I then compared the events of each day 
with the messages that FEMA distributed via its press releases. The second matrix identified FEMA 
frames.   
 This analysis examines news releases posted on FEMA’s web site from August 23 (seven 
days prior to Katrina hitting the Gulf Coast) to October 31. The news timeline is detailed through 
September and much more general in October. Therefore, the September analysis is more descriptive, 
while the October analysis provides a broad overview of frames without the detailed news timeline 
comparison.  
 
Findings: Optimism, superhero, and instructor.  

I identified three frames—optimism, superhero, and instructor. These frames were consistent 
throughout and left little room for controversy or criticism within the releases.  
The Instructor 

The most common theme within the instructor framework addressed logistical matters related 
to the opening and closing of disaster relief centers. One hundred and thirteen releases addressed this 
topic. All of these releases were practical and straightforward indicating time and date of opening and 
announcing that disaster victims could register first via phone and come to the center to address 
additional questions and “meet face-to-face with recovery specialists.” In addition the releases 
generally indicated that written instructional materials and state, federal, and volunteer agencies 
along with Small Business Administration loan offers would be available.14  Related releases 
addressed the number of people served and the accomplishment of some of the centers.  

Other instructional topics addressed “Frequently asked questions” and “how to apply for 
assistance” matters, housing, safety guidelines, fraudulent disaster assistance claims, and emergency 
matters that were not related to the hurricanes. These releases informed readers on issues related to 
the application process, types of available assistance, checking the status of application, and 
assistance for undocumented immigrants.15  

A release with the headline “Safety Our #1 Concern” focused on debris removal and the 
FEMA partnership with Mississippi’s Task Force Hope. The release included a list of safety 
guidelines and quotes the task force public affairs director: “Safety is our number one concern as 
heavy equipment and crews move from street to street removing debris. . .”16 
 Additional instructor-framed release themes included instruction of arranging “home 
inspections without going home,” applying for crisis counseling, the availability of FEMA-sponsored 
one-way travel tickets to get people out of Texas shelters, and using care when spending grant 
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money.17 The counseling releases noted that “seeking emotional help is smart and practical” and that 
FEMA had approved more than $1.5 million for mental health assistance in Alabama 

Other general topics address “frequently asked questions” and “how to apply for assistance” 
matters, housing, safety guidelines, fraudulent disaster assistance claims, and emergency matters that 
were not related to the hurricanes. These releases informed readers on issues related to the application 
process, types of available assistance, checking the status of application, and assistance for 
undocumented immigrants.18  

A release with the headline “Safety Our #1 Concern” focused on debris removal and the 
FEMA partnership with Mississippi’s Task Force Hope. The release included a list of safety 
guidelines and a quote from the task force public affairs director: “Safety is our number one concern 
as heavy equipment and crews move from street to street removing debris. . .”19 

Another unusual release format the fell into the instructional frame was one “two-part series” 
concerning misunderstanding related to disaster aid. The releases stated “misleading rumors, half-
truths and misunderstandings about available assistance may cause some hurricane-struck residents to 
miss out on much-needed help” and offered a list of myths and fact to assist hurricane victims. Some 
of the misunderstanding addressed included:   
• I got help from the American Red Cross, so now I can't get help from FEMA or the state.  
• I got help from the American Red Cross, so I'm already registered with FEMA.  
• I have insurance, so there is no other help available. I have to be poor to qualify for disaster aid. I 

have to wait for my insurance adjuster before I apply for disaster assistance.  
• I rent an apartment. I can't get help.  
• I'm self-employed and out of work; I can't qualify for disaster unemployment benefits.20  
The Superhero 

Many of FEMA’s releases took on a congratulatory tone and repeatedly announced the many 
generous contributions of the organization along with explanations of how FEMA will correct the 
situations. These releases framed FEMA as superhero who was ready to jump in and save the day at a 
moment’s notice.  

The most common theme appearing within the superhero fame is the announcement of the 
amount of money that FEMA had granted to specific states for hurricane recovery. Seventy-two 
releases addressed this topic throughout the seven weeks examined. The essential nature of each of 
these releases was the notion that FEMA was improving the situation by providing money. In fact, 
many of these releases contained a congratulatory tone and suggested that the agency would continue 
to provide money to the affected areas. For example, on September 30, FEMA issued five releases 
indicating the between $8-37 million had been distributed to various states to assist Katrina evacuees. 
These releases noted that funds provided “food, shelter, clothing, medical and dental care, funeral 
expenses and other emergency needs” and “housing assistance to those persons who are eligible” and 
that evacuees should contact FEMA to register for assistance. These releases also suggested that 
evacuees contact the Red Cross for additional assistance and lauded the organization and other 
volunteer agencies for their efforts. 21 

A second theme within the Superhero frame involved the president’s declaration of 
emergencies for states across that country that housed hurricane evacuees. These announcements are 
related to the grant announcement because they also report that FEMA money will be forthcoming. 
Forty-four releases made such announcements. Each generally noted that federal aid would 
supplement the local response to provide relief to evacuees.22 Moreover, a few releases referred to the 
declaration of “major disasters” in Louisiana, Mississippi, and Texas. The assistance under this 
declaration included “grants to help pay for temporary housing, home repairs and other serious 



IPRRC - 341 

 

disaster-related expenses.” The releases also noted that small business loans were available to cover 
residential and business losses.23 

A September 27 hero-framed release declared that more than 1,200 FEMA inspectors working 
to reach Louisiana residents and a September 29 release chronicle the use of “battlefield technology” 
during “operation blue roof, which entailed the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, operating under a 
FEMA mission assignment, installing blue plastic tarpaulin roofs on damaged homes. The technology 
used involved aerial photography and determining what homes to save before entering the affected 
areas.24  
Optimism 

Headlines throughout the release included such phrases as “back to business,”  “opportunity 
sessions,” “bringing hope to hurricane victims,” and “reaching out in many languages.” With very 
little exception, the FEMA releases contained an optimistic forward-looking tone.  

One headline, “Hit Twice? Register Twice!” encouraged victims of both Katrina and Rita to 
register twice while offering an out-of-place bargain basement tone in the headline. The body copy 
however retained the formal, but friendly FEMA qualities.  

FEMA also registered some concern regarding the awarding of contracts to multi-national 
corporations, but the agency did so within an optimistic frame. So even some of the harshest criticism 
was not directly acknowledged. FEMA sent an October 8 release stating that the agency “solicits 
small, local and minority-owned businesses for Katrina-related contracts” and that “small business 
account for 72 percent of contract dollars for Katrina recovery.”   The release also noted FEMA 
conducted “outreach events” in Alabama, Louisiana and Mississippi so that they could “share 
contracting information with small, local and minority-owned businesses 25 

The overriding air of optimism continued. A summary of the October 11 Rita and Katrina 
recovery summary releases lauded the agency for a slew of accomplishment such as the opening of 
recovery centers, the number of grant applications, shelters, trailers, inspections, blue roof 
installations,  meals served, commodities shipped, and the amount of debris removed.26 
FEMA Press Releases and the Hurricane Timeline 

The three emerging frames in this study strongly suggest the FEMA was out of touch with the 
news and events surrounding the disaster. An examination of the events surrounding Katrina and Rita 
and the topics addressed in FEMA releases reinforces this concept and suggests the agency did not 
have a grasp of the public’s needs and concerns. This review compares news and releases from 
August 25 to September 13, two days after Brown’s resignation and the day that Bush accepted 
personal responsibility for the mismanagement of the disaster. A more general comparison follows 
for the following six weeks.  

It is, however, important to note that many of FEMA releases concerning logistical matters 
and instruction were indeed useful. People in the affected areas were in desperate need of information 
regarding assistance applications and disaster relief. And to a great degree, these press release likely 
provided this important and essential information.  

But from a broader perspective, the release simply did not acknowledge the dramatic events 
surrounding the hurricanes or the dramatic controversy the consequently surrounded FEMA. For 
example, Katrina hit South Florida on August 25 and killed eleven people. The day’s releases noted 
that Brown spoke at the Colorado’s governor’s conference. He mentioned that the country was 
prepared for natural disasters—“ We are prepared for all-hazards disasters, man-made and natural”—
but he focused on terrorism rather than the hurricane threat stating that:   

 “The President knows what we at the Department of Homeland Security know, and 
what all of you know – the strength of our response capabilities has the power to take 
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the terror out of terrorism. And when all response entities work together, we provide a 
stronger, more effective response,” Brown said.27 
Along with the Colorado governors’ conference release, other August 25 releases noted 

FEMA had provided $59 million for Hurricane Dennis (an early July hurricane that hit a lightly 
populated area in the Florida panhandle) and $6.5 million for winter storm aid. The organization also 
took on the instructor role and posted one notice urging Katrina preparedness featuring a list of 
“actions to undertake and supplies to gather.” Actions included evacuation, securing the home, and 
stocking up on emergency supplies.28  Ironically, the agency used a superhero frame to applaud itself 
for providing $3.1 million to Oklahoma to buy flood-prone homes and construct a “flood detention 
facility.” Brown was quoted:  "Mitigation projects like this are wise investments in communities 
vulnerable to regular flooding." 

The next day Louisiana Governor Blanco declared a state of emergency. FEMA releases only 
mention the hurricane in the context of the suspension of disaster relief centers in the Florida 
panhandle that were operating as a consequence of previous hurricanes.  Instead, topics fell within the 
instructor frame and addressed the need for New Yorkers to buy flood insurance, disaster planning in 
Oklahoma and Florida, and the need to use disaster checks “wisely.”  

Two days before Katrina hit the Gulf Coast, FEMA authorized emergency aid for Louisiana. 
The release stated:  

 … Bush authorized the aid under an emergency disaster declaration issued following 
a review of FEMA's analysis of the state's request for federal assistance. FEMA will 
mobilize equipment and resources necessary to protect public health and safety by 
assisting law enforcement with evacuations, establishing shelters, supporting 
emergency medical needs, meeting immediate lifesaving and life-sustaining human 
needs and protecting property …29   

 FEMA issued three press releases on August 28, the day Katrina reached Category 5 status. 
One declared emergencies in Florida, Mississippi, and Alabama and two addressed preparedness 
issues.  

By this time, there were approximately 25,000 people at the Superdome. The National 
Hurricane Center predicted levee breaches and 28-foot storm surges and reported that much of the 
Gulf Coast could be uninhabitable for months to come.  
 Hurricane Katrina’s eye struck Buras, Louisiana, at 6 a.m., Monday, August 29. Brown 
appears on CBS’s Early Show saying he is pleased with preparation and will send aid to affected 
areas. Blanco also appears and seemed satisfied with efforts. Both later noted concerns about 
flooding. Lake Pontchatrain breached the Industrial Canal and over 40,000 homes flooded.  

FEMA issues eight releases on August 29. Three of these are disaster declarations. One 
concerns a Nevada fire. Another notes that disaster relief centers will reopen in the Panhandle. And 
the two most notable instructed first responders wait for orders before dispatching to the affected 
areas:  

Michael D. Brown, Under Secretary of Homeland Security for Emergency 
Preparedness and Response and head of the Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA), today urged all fire and emergency services departments not to respond to 
counties and states affected by Hurricane Katrina without being requested and 
lawfully dispatched by state and local authorities under mutual aid agreements and the 
Emergency Management Assistance Contract.30 

The second such release ask for cash donations (and provided a list of organizations) while urging 
potential volunteers to stay away from “affected areas unless directed by a voluntary agency.31  
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 The August 20 Times Picayune headline announced “Catastrophic Lakeview Levee Breach 
…” That same day, the New Orleans Convention Center became the second New Orleans shelter 
while the  I-10 overpass serves as transportation waiting area with no supplies. Flooding has reached 
80 percent of the city.  

One August 20 releases instructed evacuees to “stay put” and away from damaged areas.32  
Eight more releases that day announced the deployment of medical teams to the Gulf States. The 
releases quoted Brown: “FEMA is coordinating the mobilization of all available federal resources to 
help residents affected by this dangerous storm.…”33   

The next day, FEMA issued five releases. One listed federal response activities such as the 
mobilization of trucks, rescue workers, and supplies.34 The others noted deadlines for Dennis 
assistance, advice for avoiding shady contractors, and disaster assistance center logistics. Meanwhile, 
the news media reported on FEMA’s plans to bus people to Houston’s Astrodome, Bush’s declaration 
that New Orleans is “under water” and that the Mississippi Coast was destroyed, increasing 
lawlessness in New Orleans, and the escalating situation at the Convention Center.  

FEMA reminded its Florida constituents on September 1 that it would continue long-term 
efforts in their state while addressing the needs of Katrina victims and instructed hurricane victims in 
logistical matters regarding paperwork requirements. The list of news events that day included:  

• Bush told Diane Sawyer that a transportation lift is getting people out.  
• Chertoff and Brown declare that they are not aware of Convention Center conditions 
• Superdome evacuation suspended due to violence 
• Bush holds press conference with his father and Bill Clinton.  
• Chertoff holds press conference and says Superdome is secure 
• Nagin sends “desperate SOS” on CNN saying he needs resources and buses 
• CNN runs graphic Convention Center reports 
• Blanco issues “shot to kill” order regarding looters. 
• New Orleans May Ray Nagin looses his temper in a WWL radio interview and calls 

more a moratorium on “God damned press conferences.”  
The events of September 2 were equally eventful and contentious. But again, the FEMA press 

releases largely ignore the news, even news that pertains to the agency. Amid chemical explosions, 
overturned buses, hospital evacuations, and press conferences praising FEMA, releases discuss 
disaster aid and centers, fuel restrictions, and the delivery of supplies.  

Instructions for FEMA hurricane victim registration giving money to appropriate organization 
run along side news of emergency declaration in Arkansas and Texas and the deployment of search 
and rescue teams on September 3. News headlines, on the other hand, note that Blanco hired former 
FEMA director James Lee Witt to help in Louisiana and that evacuations are beginning at the 
Convention Center. The Superdome is mostly empty, and Chertoff expressed confidence in Brown 
wile blaming state and local officials for the inadequate disaster management.  

Six days after Katrina hits the Gulf Coast, FEMA releases noted that housing plans were 
underway and that cruise ships would be available to some evacuees. A “Katrina Recovery Update” 
listed accomplishments including the evacuation of more than 22,000 people from New Orleans, the 
opening of 563 shelters, the shipment of MRE’s to affected areas, and the dispatchment of medical 
and rescue professionals.35 Despite these apparent accomplishments, the Times Picayune declared 
that “Every official at FEMA should be fired, Director Michael Brown especially.”   

One week after Katrina hit Buras, Louisiana, Barbara Bush toured the Astrodome and implied 
that many evacuees were better off than they were before Katrina. FEMA releases note that more 
emergencies are declared, more centers are opening, and more supplies are arriving. Similar FEMA 
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messages addressing disaster recovery centers appear on September 6 while news stories report that 
firefighters are still in Atlanta waiting for FEMA dispatch orders; FEMA has denied journalists’ 
request to ride in rescue boats; senators have introduced legislation to separate FEMA and DHS; and  
forced evacuation orders are carried our in New Orleans.  

The following day, FEMA issued fifteen press releases. Most of these concerned disaster 
declaration and the recovery centers along with releases announcing Hurricane Dennis assistance 
deadline and lauding community organizations and FEMA for helping in affected areas. The releases 
quoted Ron Sherman, federal coordinating officer for Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA) recovery operations:  

Despite our best efforts, some residents may have unmet needs … These specialists 
build on existing community networks, use local forums and, in many cases, go door-
to-door in hard hit neighborhoods to encourage residents to get in touch with us about 
their losses.36 
News stories addressed contaminated floodwaters, the announcement of an investigation into 

relief efforts, the distribution of federal funds to FEMA, the Defense Department, and the Corps of 
Engineers.  

On September 8, Bush suspended the Davis-Bacon Act of 1931, allowing workers to receive 
less than prevailing local wages in hurricane-affected areas and questions arose regarding Brown’s 
resume. FEMA releases ignored these issues and instead focused on the availability of legal, housing, 
and debris removal assistance.  

Over the next two days (September 9 and 10), Brown was first removed from the relief effort 
while retaining his directorship and then completely removed from duties. Thad Allen was now in 
charge of the relief effort. CNN filed a suit against Brown for a “zero access” media policy which 
was overturned the next day. None of these personnel or legal issues appeared in FEMA releases. 
Rather, the agency sent messages regarding disaster centers, emergency declarations, announcement 
of aid and money for affected areas, warning of fraudulent prices, and instructions for managing mold 
and preparing for Hurricane Ophelia.  

Allen made headlines on September 11 while working to coordinate recovery efforts in 
Louisiana. The next day, Brown resigned and R. David Paulison was appointed FEMA director. 
FEMA releases did include a short statement by Brown. But there was no mention of the personnel 
change or Paulison in the reports. The text of Brown’s brief statement follows:  

Today I resigned as Director of the Federal Emergency Management Agency. As I 
told the President, it is important that I leave now to avoid further distraction from the 
ongoing mission of FEMA. 

It has been an honor and a privilege to serve this President and to work 
shoulder to shoulder with the hard working men and women of FEMA. They carry out 
an unusually difficult task under the harshest of circumstances. My respect for these 
dedicated professionals and this organization is unyielding. There is no other 
government agency that reaches people in a more direct way. It has been the best job 
in the world to help Americans in their darkest hours. 37 
Bush finally acknowledged personal responsibility for FEMA failures on September 13. 

FEMA releases only noted the declaration of disasters for twelve more states along with more advice 
about hurricane preparation and applying for assistance. Similar patterns of releases followed for the 
next week as recovery efforts continued along the Gulf Coast.  

By September 20, Hurricane Rita was a Category 2 in the Keys and was headed toward 
Galveston, Texas. FEMA messages as well as news stories focused on the potential disaster. Nagin 
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suspended his plan to bring New Orleans residents home and told those who are there to leave again. 
Bush praises the work in New Orleans and tells reporters that FEMA will be better prepared for Rita.  

Amid emergency declarations and the announcement of recovery center, FEMA sends 
releases urging preparedness for Rita and announces that the agency has shifted to “high gear.”  The 
release quoted Paulison declaring that FEMA was “working very closely with all of our federal, state, 
and local partners." Other releases noted FEMA activities included the distribution water, ice, and 
food and the dispatching of rescue and medical teams.38  

The infamous Texas traffic began on September 21 and intensified on September 22. Other 
than issuing releases about disaster center closings, urging of preparation, and announcements of 
emergency aid for Rita-affected areas, FEMA made little mention of the impending disaster. Paulison 
and Bush do assure the media that they are prepared. Paulison tells an NPR reporter that he and Texas 
officials are speaking regularly and that there is “a coordination system in place” and that he is 
working to supply gas to stranded drivers.  
 The day before Rita hits near the Texas/Louisiana, twenty-four nursing home residents die in 
a bus crash while five FEMA groups carry on with search and rescue efforts in New Orleans. One 
FEMA release addressed Rita preparation.   

Hurricane Rita resulted in flood water in Louisiana and Texas, knocked out power for 1.2 
million people, and created an estimated $5 billion in damage. Two releases that day address FEMA 
assistance services in Alabama. Others announced disaster and recovery efforts. FEMA also address 
“Frequently asked helpline questions” such as: Does it take longer for my FEMA application to 
process if I apply online? Can I get assistance without having a Social Security number? How will I 
receive any information mailed to me if I am unable to return to my home right away? I have 
received my funds for disaster assistance. Do I have to use these funds in a certain amount of time?39 

Throughout the remainder of September, FEMA continued to use optimistic, instructor, and 
superhero frames. As usual, most addressed disaster center logistics, the distribution of funds, how to 
apply for assistance, and the dangers or returning to flooded areas and misusing FEMA money. With 
the exception of an even-more optimistic tone, the overall frame and nature of October releases 
mirrored that of previous weeks.  

Although FEMA remained in the news on a daily basis, the breaking stories had general 
subsided until October 20 when Brown blamed Katrina failure on state and local officials and 
defended FEMA. Chertoff promised to “re-engineer” preparedness. He recognizes flaws in response, 
but defended the department. There was no mention of these speeches in FEMA releases, which 
instead urged Hurricane Wilma preparedness and instructed hurricane victims regarding repairs and 
assistance.  
 
Discussion and Conclusions 

A cursory review of the news strongly suggests that the media received FEMA news from 
sources above and beyond the press releases that are listed in the official FEMA archive. This is itself 
it not so surprising. But it is surprising (at least to the author) to learn the FEMA press release writers 
generally ignored the controversy surrounding the organization in the wake of Hurricanes Katrina and 
Rita while framing themselves as instructors, optimists, and super heroes.  Moreover, they took an 
almost a cookie-cutter approach and sent out a myriad of form-like releases that framed FEMA in a 
positive manner. 

The agency repeatedly announced its generosity and presented a paternalist view toward the 
victims in the releases. We read over and over about the millions upon millions that FEMA has given 
to survivors. And we also read over and over about the help centers that FEMA has provided to the 
needy. But again, it is important to remember that much of the information instructing victims about 
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assistance applications and the opening and closing of disaster relief centers was extremely important 
and consequently appeared frequently in local news sources.  

The next stage of the qualatative component of this study is to determine the FEMA 
communication process, ideally with interviews from communication representatives. The hypotheses 
of such a study would assume that the press release writers and managers are not part of the dominate 
coalition of decision makers. Instead they offer news in a sort of template format and are restricted to 
these types of information that they can convey in the release.  
There is also room for a quantitative content analysis of the releases, but interesting, they were so 
easy to categorize by headlines and basic content, that this qualitative approach likely illustrates the 
essential nature of the releases and their content. It would also be interesting to compare the number 
and types of releases presented at different times and surrounding different disasters. 
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Conducting a public relations campaign from a dialogic or speech act theory is a 
strategic decision. Such an approach makes sense when research results indicated a 
major gap between genders in supporting the high-speed rail initiative. Females valued 
and emotionally supported HSR transportation. Males largely did not. These results 
also suggested adapting diffusion theory as primarily an interpersonal source in a 
campaign effort.   
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Although an important area in public relations, employee relations has been sometimes limited to the 
top-down communication from management to employees. A lack of mutual understanding may 
bring about deteriorating relationships between organizations and their employee publics. This 
problem can become worse in the globalization context.  

With the growing trend in globalization, many companies are expanding into foreign markets. 
However, knowing how to maintain satisfactory relationships with their employees in the local 
community has become a challenge to these companies. Sometimes conflicts arise as a result of 
poorly managed relationships. To help manage relationships better, an understanding of how people 
perceive employee relations is necessary. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to explore the actual 
perceptions of organizational members about employee relations under the globalization context.  

 
Conceptualization 

The purpose of this study is to explore how organizational members at different levels 
perceive the development of employee-organization relationships. The theoretical framework thus 
consists of the outcomes of relationship development, including relationship outcomes and 
relationships types.  
Relationship Outcome/Quality  

The four dimensions of trust, control mutuality, relational satisfaction, and relational 
commitment have been used extensively by scholars to evaluate the quality of an organization’s 
relationships with its publics. These four dimensions serve as a framework for this study. 

1) Trust. Hung (2002) provided a comprehensive review of this dimension. In general, trust 
means one’s confidence in the other party and the willingness of one to open himself or herself to the 
other party. She also discussed five common dimensions in trust. Dependability refers to the 
consistency in one’s words and behaviors; faith is the confidence one party has in another to face an 
unknown future; competence refers to the ability one party has to capably perform his or her duties 
and obligations; benevolence refers to the desire to do good to the other party, but not for one’s own 
interest; and integrity relates to parties’ sense of justice and whether the parties’ behaviors are 
consistent with their words.   

Hung (2002) used integrity, dependability, and competence to evaluate trust for her 
qualitative study. For the same reason of avoiding overlapping concepts, I also focus my attention on 
these three distinct dimensions in exploring trust in EOR. 

2) Control mutuality. This dimension refers to the “degree to which partners agree about 
which of them should decide relationships goals and behavioral routines” (Stafford & Canary, 1991, 
p. 224). Acknowledging the existence of power imbalance, these authors suggested further that each 
party can agree that either one or both will be able to influence the decision-making process. In other 
words, there should be joint acceptance of degrees of symmetry.   

L. Grunig, J. Grunig, and Ehling (1992) argued that the norm of reciprocity may produce a 
quality relationship even if power is unequal. Power asymmetry may be inevitable, but control 
mutuality is critical to interdependence and relational stability.   

3) Relational satisfaction. This aspect is the degree to which both the organization and publics 
are satisfied with their relationships. Stafford and Canary (1991) looked at this dimension from a 



IPRRC - 350 

 

social exchange perspective, where a satisfying relationship is one in which “the distribution of 
rewards is equitable and the relational rewards outweigh cost” (p. 225).   

4) Relational commitment. This dimension refers to an enduring desire to maintain a valued 
relationship (Moorman, Zaltman, & Deshpande, 1992). Meyer and Allen (1984) pointed out two 
aspects in this dimension: continuance commitment, which means the commitment to continue a 
certain line of action, and affective commitment, which is “the affective or emotional orientation to 
an entity” (J. Grunig & Huang, 2000, p. 46).   
Types of Relationships 

Earlier research (Clark & Mills, 1993) found two basic types of relationships: exchange and 
communal. In an exchange relationship, each party gives benefits only because the other has 
provided benefits in the past or is expected to do so in the future. In a communal relationship, 
however, both parties provide benefits because they are concerned for the welfare of the other – even 
when they get nothing in return. J. Grunig and Hung (2002) emphasized that of the two, exchange 
relationships are not necessarily bad for organizations. Relationship can begin as exchanges and 
develop into communal as they mature. But sometimes the order needs to be reversed too. Only after 
the parties develop a communal relationship can they begin to expect exchanging benefits.   

Hung (2005) found three additional types of relationships identified in previous literature: 
covenantal, contractual, and exploitive relationships. Covenantal relationships are those in which 
both sides commit to a common good by their open exchanges and the norm of reciprocity. 
Contractual relationships start when parties agree on what each should do in the relationships. These 
relationships cannot guarantee equal relationships because of power imbalance. Exploitive 
relationships mean that one party takes advantage of the other when the other follows communal 
norms or that one does not fulfill his/her obligation in an exchange relationship.   

Hung (2005) also identified manipulative and symbiotic relationships in her empirical study. 
She found that manipulative relationships usually occur in media relations when organizations use 
media relations to achieve their goals. Symbiotic relationships mean that different parties depend on 
each other for their survival or goal achievement. She also redefined a communal relationship and 
developed two categories in this type: a one-sided communal relationship and a mutual communal 
relationship. The former refers to a relationship in which one party expects the relationship to be 
communal whereas the latter refers to a relationship where both parties expect the relationship to be 
communal.   

These relationships are organized along the continuum from concern for self interest on the 
one end to concern for other’s interest on the other end (Hung, 2002, p. 319): exploitative, 
manipulative, contractual, symbiotic, exchange, covenantal, mutual communal, one-sided communal. 
The win-win zone, in which both parties benefit, ranges from exchange to mutual communal 
relationship.   
 
Focus on Employee Publics  Among the different strategic publics for a multinational organization, 
local employees are an especially important group. In discussing problems facing multinational 
entities, Maddox (1993) expressed concerns about multiple regulatory areas governing products, 
language, employees, taxation, and so forth. These would affect employee relations, promotional 
materials, translations, claims, and other public relations activities. In addition, the problem related to 
multicultural employee forces with different perceptions about work-related issues would create 
additional problems in internal communication.   

Although employees constitute a major problem for multinationals, Hung (2002) found that 
many participants in her study completely ignored employees as one type of public in their 
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organizations. This ignorance should be a big concern. Therefore, this study focused on employees as 
a type of public.  

Therefore, this study aims to answer the following research questions.  
RQ1: How is employee relations defined?  
RQ2: What are the outcomes (including quality and type) of EOR in the global environment?  
RQ3: How, if at all, does organizational type influence the perceptions of EOR?  

 
Method 

I used qualitative interviewing for this study because its strength could be used to solve my 
research questions. Qualitative research involves “an interpretive, naturalistic approach to its subject 
matter” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998, p. 3). The current study was exploratory in nature and attempted to 
examine reality holistically to understand people’s own frames of reference in their natural settings.     
Data Collection 

To obtain comprehensive viewpoints, this study examined research questions from the 
perspectives of public relations managers and employees in China. China was chosen as the research 
setting because it is now the world’s largest emerging economy and fastest-growing market. China’s 
open-market reform and rapid economic growth have attracted tremendous foreign investment, 
bringing equally fast development in public relations.   

In total, I conducted 59 interviews from 23 different organizations. I conducted interviews 
with both public relations managers and general employees in most of these organizations (14 
organizations) and was able to obtain paired input. These organizations provided me with 17 
interviews with managers and 33 with employees. However, due to constraints in access, in another 9 
organizations, I was only able to interview either managers (six) or employees (three) with no paired 
participation available. Their responses supplemented my understanding.   

The selection of organizations was based on nonprobability sampling, because in qualitative 
research, “only rarely are samples of participants created by random procedures” (Locke, Spirduso, & 
Silverman, 2000, p. 100). The participants were located from the following sources: 2004 Fortune 
500 companies with branches in China, a comprehensive list of foreign enterprises in China from the 
Ministry of Commerce, and personal connections. Interviews lasted from 45 to 90 minutes on 
average.   
Data Analysis 

I transcribed all interview audiotapes and translated to English. I followed Miles and 
Huberman’s (1994) framework for data analysis by 1) reducing raw data through summaries, coding, 
themes, and memos; 2) displaying them in compressed formats by creating tables to sort comments 
into categories; and 3) interpreting the displayed data.  

 
Results 

RQ1: How is employee relations defined?  
This study found the following major themes. First, the perceptions of EOR involved different 

factors. Participants perceived a distinction between their interpersonal relationships with colleagues 
or superiors and the relationships with the so-called organizations. And these two levels may be 
different or may complement each other.  

For example, one employee in the consulting company said frankly that he had developed 
good communal relationship with colleagues but that his relationship with the organization itself was 
still mostly exchange. This indicated that the interpersonal relationship with colleagues or group 
relationships might be different from that with the organization. Further, the former might be a good 
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cultivation strategy for EOR. This supported the importance of group communication in 
organizations (Lee, 2001).   

In addition, several participants commented that how they felt toward the business itself or 
their tasks was not necessarily the same with that toward the organization. For example, one 
employee in the Korean business group said she had contributed a lot to the company’s growth and 
left many “footprints” there. In a way, she felt like a teacher helping children grow. They achieved 
mutual growth. Another person from a soft drink company gave a similar comparison of a mother 
feeding a baby. He recalled when they first developed the business, conditions were terrible and he 
had to walk a lot. He proudly mentioned that he had worn out a pair of leather shoes within less than 
three months. Therefore, for him, emotional attachment did exist, especially for those business 
regions that he had worked so hard for. He said:   

For some regions where I have worked very hard, I don’t want my successor to mess them up. 
Yes, it’s true that I have worked, the company has paid me, it’s clear. But emotionally, I still 
feel I’m attached to those regions that I have worked so hard for.   
This indicated that making employees assume more responsibilities and letting them develop 

an emotional attachment for what they have achieved within the organization might also be a good 
cultivation strategy for EOR that could enhance the communal or covenantal relationship.   

A key distinction between core and non-core employees was also found. Most companies had 
a clear distinction between core and non-core employees, or those employees whose work is essential 
to the company’s operations and those whose work is not as essential. A typical comment came from 
an employee relations manager in the Korean business group:  

For our company, we emphasize core talents. For these people, the pay, promotion, training, 
we will concentrate our efforts. And we also want these core talents to work for the company 
for a long time. So we will make investments. For non-core people, the company will also 
give training, but the attention is much less…So the company has a very clear distinction 
between core talents, ordinary employees, and peripheral positions. 
This theme appeared constantly throughout different types of companies. This indicated that 

employees belong to a special type of publics for any organization. An organization has relationships 
with employees mainly because they can contribute to the organization’s growth. Just as several 
employees commented, their relationship with the organization eventually boiled down to that of 
employment. 

Related to this, the consideration of work achievement also played a role. Employees who 
perceived that they have significant work achievement considered EOR more positively than those 
who do not.  

EOR was influenced strongly by top management (their preferences and management styles), 
external factors (such as employment prospect), the different development stages of organizations 
(whether they are in their entry stage or growth stage), and entry strategies (whether they entered the 
Chinese market through Greenfield investment or acquisition).   

The most interesting example about the influence of top management came from the German 
electronics company. The participants (both managers and employees) said they seemed to have 
worked in three different companies in the recent years. This happened because they had three 
general managers sent from Germany that had totally different styles. As a result, the relationships 
with the organization changed drastically. The first manager had a technical background and did not 
do much management. The second manager was democratic and created a good environment. The 
relationship was more toward covenantal. However, the third manager had a generally distrusting 
attitude toward employees. One vivid example came from one employee:  
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When the old general manager was here, when someone was working overtime, then even 
though he couldn’t communicate with them in Chinese, he would do things like buying 
something for them to eat. But this manager [the third one], if you are working overtime, he 
would come and see whether you are indeed working. So it’s so different. One is like family, 
the other is not. 

As a result, the current EOR was more like a contractual or exchange relationship.  Employees felt 
restrained and not acknowledged.   

Changes in the development stages of organizations brought about changes in overall 
organizational goals and in turn changes in EOR. For example, a recurring theme in this study was a 
comparison between the entry stage and the growth stage of organizations. At first, when the 
organization’s major purpose was to gain presence in this new market, employees recognized a 
variety of positive relationship cultivation strategies. But at present when the major purpose was to 
gain profit, organizations had a more urgent need to cut costs and employees sometimes believed that 
they were receiving less attention. This provided public relations practitioners the challenge of 
reconciling the overall organizational goals with the expectations of internal publics.   
RQ2: What are the outcomes (including quality and type) of EOR in the global environment?  
Quality of EOR 

The study found some unique features about the quality of EOR. First, a distinction between 
continuance and affective commitment was essential for this particular type of relationships. Even 
though J. Grunig and Huang (2000) suggested incorporating both commitments in public relations 
programs, I believe in the case of employee-organization relationships, more emphasis should be 
placed on affective commitment. The nature of employee publics suggested that employees did not 
consider EOR as the single factor in their decisions to stay or to leave a certain organization. All 
different factors played a role. For example, some employees interviewed were unsatisfied with their 
EOR but still chose to stay because they had to make a living. On the other hand, others might be 
very happy about the EOR but still have decided to leave because of personal or family reasons. 
Therefore, judging commitment simply from whether employees stay in a certain organization may 
not reveal meaningful findings.   

Employees and managers did not show much of a difference in terms of employees’ 
commitment to the EOR. Acknowledging the fast change in career and profession, managers and 
employees both commented on the decreasing continuance commitment from employees.  

Trust about integrity appeared to be the most salient dimension in trust and it could be 
achieved through different ways. For example, some companies focused attention on enhancing trust 
by strictly implementing consistent promotion policies. Employees usually had positive opinions on 
this part. For example, many employees commented that the promotion systems in their organizations 
were scientific and fair. One employee in the Japanese electronics company said the evaluation 
system was objective and able to “distinguish the good and bad.”   

Other companies focused more on an interactive nature of trust. Usually such company did 
not rely only on a set of standard policies to assure fairness, it also engaged in constant 
communication with employees to maintain their trust. For example, one manager in the U.S. home 
appliance company told me a story about how her company handled a mistake about working 
overtime. It restored trust through constant communication with all parties involved. That incident 
was related to the record of an employee’s overtime work. This employee found that the actual time 
he worked overtime was not consistent with what was recorded. He felt unfairly treated because other 
people who had worked less than him got much longer recorded time. This manager recalled how 
they successfully regained the employee’s trust toward the company’s integrity: 
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At that time, he did not trust the company any more. He turned to the group leader and 
manager, and then found us. He said to us, I would like to report a problem. I will report it, 
but I don’t know whether it will be solved.   
After spending a lot of time talking to people at different levels and checking records two or 

three years back, this problem was solved. The manager commented that they did spend a lot of time 
and energy, but she believed it was all worth it. Because now the trust from this employee was 
restored, and in addition, this person told other employees about the company’s position. The 
manager also attributed the current situation where so many employees were still active in reporting 
problems to the high trust they had to the company.  

Trust about dependability was influenced by company brand effects, companies’ caution 
about promises, and the interaction between the trust of organization and that of supervisors.  

Brand effects. According to many participants, both managers and employees, the companies 
they stayed in were usually big and famous ones. This also applied to the domestic companies. 
Therefore, almost by default they believed that the companies were trustworthy. A common remark 
regarding this was: “For such a big company, usually it will not eat its words. If it promises 
something, it definitely will do it.”   

Employees gave different examples about this. One employee in the consulting firm talked 
about asking for annual leave. He said as long as he applied for that far ahead of time, then later even 
if some emergency occurred and the company was in bad need of people, the company would still 
respect the employee’s right and not force him to work during this time.   

Carefulness about promises. Another major theme found in many participants’ responses 
provided a second reason for the generally high level of dependability as a component of trust. These 
companies were careful and did not make promises easily in the first place. Only when they were 
definitely certain about an issue did they make promises to employees. One employee in the U.S. 
technology company even could not recall any promises that organization had made. All participants 
agreed that once written down, companies usually fulfilled those promises, almost never failing.   

Trust of the organization versus trust of supervisors. In addition, many participants 
distinguished between trust toward their immediate supervisors and toward the organization. 
Sometimes, they said, the supervisors were trustworthy in fulfilling promises and being fair to 
subordinates whereas the organization failed to do that as a whole. But, at other times, participants 
talked about the organization having fair policies whereas their supervisors failed to act in a 
trustworthy manner. For example, one employee in the Korean business group commented, “The 
company may have very clear goals and always follow the plans. However, the individual department 
heads may change things.” Another employee in that company explained the differences between 
individual heads in the following way: 

Some directors like to make promises, but may not always fulfill it…And other directors may 
not make promises easily, but once made, they will do it. Or even others may not promise you 
anything, but they have already done it. 
Control mutuality needed further clarification. It varied a lot on different issues and 

companies used different means of granting control mutuality. When asked about whether the 
organization was attentive to what the employees said or whether the organization actually took the 
employees’ interests into account in its decisions and behaviors, most participants did not give a 
clear-cut answer. In reality, this depended on many different factors. Participants talked about 
different influencing factors such as their tenure in the organization and the style of their immediate 
bosses. However, the nature of issues involved turned out to be the most important factor.  
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Across different organizations, a clear distinction appeared between control mutuality 
regarding work or job-related tasks and that regarding personal issues such as benefits, pay, and 
promotion. The former was found to be higher than the latter in most cases. 

First of all, for those companies with heavy reliance on the intellectual employees, employees 
did have much power in terms of how to get jobs done. In fact, some employees felt that this was the 
only area where they could have some influence. For example, two employees in different companies 
both mentioned the concept of “people business” and suggested that the company was all about 
people. When problems at work occurred, the organizations were usually respectful of their opinions. 
Thus they felt they had much say in the work process.   

However, many employees mentioned that they did not feel their voices were heard in pay 
raise, promotion policy, or other benefits. One person in the consulting company gave the example of 
promotion policy and how employees felt unfairly treated. He said:  

Sometimes the policies regarding promotion are changed randomly. Then this may lead to the 
unfairness in the promotion from [one level] to [a higher level]. And after you get promoted, 
you need to wait for half a year before you get a pay raise…And the company says this is our 
policy. I know that [the people at the first level] used to protest as a group, but our boss in 
China couldn’t solve this problem. Because he does not have control over corporate finance.   

EOR Types 
The types of EOR depended on types of employees, but contractual and exchange were the 

most common. Participants did not perceive communal as necessarily the best For them, if exchange 
was fair, then it was good enough. 

First, because of the nature of employee publics, a contractual relationship was the most 
common type for all case organization. Interestingly, employees were usually the ones talking about 
this type of relationship. Many employees, when first asked about the types of relationships they had 
with the companies, mentioned “just an employment relationship” or “a pure relationship of labor 
versus pay.” One person called herself a “labor seller.”   

A most vivid description of this widespread mentality came from one employee of the U.K. 
insurance company, who used a phrase such as “settling accounts.” He described it in the following 
way:  

You owe me nothing, I owe you nothing. I work here for one day, I get one day’s pay. If you 
owe each other something, then you use the contract to formalize it. Otherwise, the account is 
not cleared. And [if you don’t feel this way], any kind of job-hop doesn’t make sense then. 
Because it will give you the feeling of betrayal by your lover or your family. 
Simply put, he felt that he would act in a professional way and complete all tasks that were 

asked of him. However, he did not want to have any emotional attachment to the company, otherwise 
he might get hurt. After all, all companies needed businesses and profits and thus could be and should 
be cold and rational.    

Second, many employees pointed out that most of the time, EOR boiled down to exchange. 
Other things, they argued, were just the means to achieve that. Therefore, in essence, they classified 
all current relationship types under exchange in one way or another. Employees gave different 
accounts as to how they felt about such an exchange.  

Pay was usually the first thing employees said about what they got out of the relationship with 
their companies. Several participants laughed at this question and said immediately that of course 
they got money. In addition to pay, employees also got experience and career opportunities. In return, 
the companies got their labor, skills, revenue, and growth. From the employees’ perspective, most 
things that the companies did were done for a purpose. For example, when talking about training or 
further education opportunities, many employees expressed the idea that they were happy about what 
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the companies were doing; but, at the same time, they recognized that the basic purpose of the 
companies was to use their newly-acquired skills for further service.   

It was interesting to note that as long as employees felt what they got and what they paid for 
were relatively equal, or the exchange was somewhat fair, they would still feel they have gained 
something. For example, in the case where the company made the relocation decision without 
notifying employees first, almost all employees expressed disappointment and had the feeling of 
being “dumped.” However, when they recalled this relationship, many of them acknowledged that 
they had learned a lot. One employee described this purely exchange relationship: 

I think [company name] is a very practical company. When it hires you, it wants you to work 
for it. It’s not like other companies which, after hiring some new employees, they will have a 
kind of learning process. Here, right after you come, you should be able to work.   
However, given this almost naked exchange relationship, he still felt the relationship was 

valuable because he received much career guidance and training. As a result of this relationship, he 
felt confident that he would be more competitive for any future jobs. This was echoed by almost all 
of his colleagues. They learned how to use resources effectively. This exchange relationship was win-
win eventually because they felt they learned a lot. 

This finding led to more thinking about the nature of EOR. Many employees felt it natural to 
enter an exchange relationship with one particular organization, do what they can do to contribute to 
the organization, get what they expect to get, and then move on to another organization that might be 
a better fit for them. Employees did have this kind of “stepping stone mentality.” One employee in 
the Korean business group described this and regarded it as a win-win situation, even though it was 
exchange:  

When your ability has reached a certain level, or when you face a bottleneck, there is no 
further room for upward development. At that time, the company obviously does not want 
you to leave. It wants you to do your work. But for your own personal development, you feel 
that, above you, there are this director and that manager; it’s all occupied. For a young person, 
you definitely want to have some breakthrough.   
Organizations’ perspectives. When public relations managers described the types of 

relationships the organizations had with employees, they tended not to make sweeping conclusions. 
Rather, they usually indicated that the relationships depended on the types of employees. A general 
theme across different organizations was that usually EOR with low-level employees involved 
exchange or was contractual whereas that with high-level people or core organizational members 
would be mutual communal or covenantal.   

One manager in the Korean business group, for example, commented that because the 
company could not satisfy each individual, it had to choose the majority or only the core members. 
Therefore, the core members usually made larger contributions to the company, got more attention, 
and had their concerns more easily addressed. As a result, they would normally feel a stronger sense 
of belonging than the non-core members.   

Although appearing to be organization’s perspective, this finding was also supported by 
remarks from employees. Several commented that the perception of EOR might be totally different 
between themselves and other employees. For example, one employee mentioned the feeling of 
growing together with the company and treating the organizational goal as her own mission and 
aspiration. This clearly indicated the covenantal relationship.   

Another employee in the German electronics company expressed a similar idea but then 
quickly pointed out that although he himself felt good in this relationship, it might not be the same for 
others. Some employees also analyzed other factors that contributed to such differences in 
perceptions. For example, one mentioned that more opportunities existed for those employees closer 
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to the general manager than others. And the different natures of different departments might also play 
a role. For example, the employees in a quality control department in one domestic company felt like 
they were isolated and away from other parts of the company. Thus, they did not feel much 
connection to the company as a whole.   
RQ3: How, if at all, does organizational type influence the perceptions of EOR?  

The different organizational types did play a role. Participants from multinational companies 
talked more about how the practices in EOR were influenced by the practices of their competitors, 
thus the impact of institutionalization was essential. This lessened the motivation effect of EOR, but 
served more of a maintenance function. For example, some employee participants in this study had 
work experiences in multinational companies only and were familiar with most of the methods 
multinational companies used to maintain relationships with them. Therefore, they did not feel that 
any strategies were especially noteworthy, as these strategies were just so common for them. This 
finding suggested the influence of institutionalization of relationship development, or in other words, 
how a company’s relationship development is influenced by what it perceives to be the prevalence of 
certain practices in other companies. This should be a topic for further research.  

On the other hand, participants from domestic companies perceived EOR as more closely 
related to the managers’ inclination and that a consideration of local employees’ concerns was 
essential. The second feature was best demonstrated by a comparison with multinational companies. 
According to the participants, MNCs would definitely follow legal requirements in terms of 
providing housing benefits and health insurance. However, they did that just to abide by the law and 
regulations. For example, one employee said, “Like housing, like in [company name], it has good 
benefits. But it is mostly following the country’s regulations, not something extra good. These are 
stipulated by the government, by the labor law.”   

Usually employees in MNCs did not feel strongly about this because it was in accordance 
with their expectations. One participant from the German electronic company said, “For us, 
employees, as long as the company is following the standards, not deducting anything from the 
standards, that’s fine.” They did not expect something extra.     

As a comparison, the two domestic companies (or SOEs) took care of many more tasks. These 
included building apartments for employees, taking care of the schooling of employees’ children, 
assisting the employment of employees’ children, and even other miscellaneous tasks such as fixing a 
leaking roof for employees. I myself experienced an example during my interviews. I was talking to 
one of my interviewees in one domestic company and we both heard some loud music playing. I 
asked what that was for and my interviewee told me it was time for the employees to do morning 
exercises. He and a few other people in that company said that the management was concerned about 
employee health so they allocated this time specifically for employees to go outside and stretch their 
arms and legs. The company even organized a few competitions in these activities.   

The things described above might not be directly relevant to a company, but the companies 
still did them. One public relations manager in the domestic meteorological products company 
commented on helping the employee’s children enter better schools: 

This is really human-based. We have tried to address their major concerns. You know, what 
do workers expect? Except for benefits, pay, they are mainly concerned about their children, 
offspring…Actually this is none of the company’s business. This is totally a personal problem 
[italics added]. It has nothing to do with the company. However, we pay attention to this. Say 
like when your children are facing the exam for entering high schools, our company will 
provide such assistance so that you can get into a reasonably satisfactory school.   
The company did this by engaging in something called “mutual construction,” which meant 

the company would keep in contact with some good high schools and sign a contract. So the 
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company would provide the schools with financial assistance or other aid. In return, the school would 
admit some of the employees’ children after evaluation. This demonstrated that the closer a 
relationship the company needed with the employees, the more likely it would be to address issues 
from the employees’ standpoints.  

 
Conclusions and Implications 

In conclusion, this study helped refine the understanding of different dimensions of EOR. The 
distinction between relationships with colleagues/superiors vs. those with the organizations as well as 
the relations between work achievement and EOR suggested the possibility of more cultivation 
strategies. First, good interpersonal relationships with colleagues and superiors might contribute to 
good EOR as a whole. Second, employees’ perceptions of work achievements might contribute to 
how they perceive EOR as well. Along this line, as most participants (both managers and employees) 
recognized, the relationships employees had with an organization usually had to do with how 
involved the employees were in the organization. Rhee (2004) suggested looking into the perceptions 
of people when they were actively involved in organizational issues.The current study revealed that 
the more responsibilities employees had, the more work achievement they had gained, the more 
likely they would treat themselves as a part of the organizations, and thus the more likely they would 
have communal or covenantal relationships.  

This study also coorientationally examined the perspectives from both parties in the same set 
of relationship (EOR), the management and employees, and did find differences, especially in terms 
of the outcomes of relationships. This overcame the limitations of only studying organizations’ 
perspectives pointed out in previous research (e.g., Hung, 2002).  

In addition, to some extent, this study achieved both breadth and depth in research.  It studied 
organizations of different nature (both multinational and domestic companies), in different industries 
(manufacturing, service, sales, or a combination), and different development stages (companies that 
were either relatively recently established or with a long history of presence in China). In addition, 
within each organization, the interviews with people of different positions provided detailed contexts 
for relationship management.   
Limitations and Directions for Future Research  

One limitation was the level of participants. Because of restraints in access, I was not able to 
find many high-level foreign managers. Most of the manager-level participants I got access to were 
Chinese. This may have influenced my findings. In addition, I was not able to get access to any 
assembly-line workers, who were at the bottom level of organizations and would probably talk about 
things different from employees working as office staff.   

I found that the overall macro environment also played an essential role in developing 
relationships with employees. As many employees mentioned, given the current macro environment 
where unemployment was serious, many organizations simply did not worry about not getting 
enough regular employees. However, at the same time, these organizations were also sincere in 
attracting and retaining outstanding talents. This factor was not examined in this study and can be an 
interesting topic for future research.   

Finally, as discovered in this study, the cultivation, types, and outcome of EOR varied for 
core employees and non-core employees. Another new direction is to examine how EOR is 
influenced by employees’ strategic value and uniqueness to an organization.  
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Clarity is generally considered an outcome of excellent public relations writing.  
However, Eisenberg’s theory of strategic ambiguity suggests that clear communication 
may not always be in the best interest of an organization.  Eisenberg’s theory indicates 
that organizations may balance the tension between organizational goals and 
individual needs by enabling unified diversity through rhetorical strategic ambiguity.  
This study examines how publics responded to the use of “strategic ambiguity” in a 
university’s promotional materials.  The effectiveness of writing tactics and imagery 
were also probed.  Eight focus groups were conducted with students and parents.  
Although strategic ambiguity helped to promote the university, it also created some 
confusion.  The effect of strategic ambiguity on student retention and recruitment is 
examined.  Implications for university marketing practice are offered.  
 

Clarity is generally considered an outcome of excellent public relations writing.  However, when 
writing a piece designed for multiple publics, clarity of message can become an elusive outcome. 
Eisenberg’s theory of strategic ambiguity suggests that clear communication may not always be in 
the best interest of an organization.  Eisenberg’s theory indicates that organizations may balance the 
tension between organizational goals and individual needs by enabling unified diversity through 
rhetorical strategic ambiguity.  The key is that ambiguity is “used strategically to foster agreement on 
abstractions without limiting specific interpretations” (Eisenberg, 1984, p. 231).    

Although the theory of strategic ambiguity has been widely used and examined by 
management scholars, the concept is rarely discussed in public relations literature.  This is surprising, 
because public relations practitioners spend significant amounts of time writing and communicating 
throughout their careers.  This study addresses this shortcoming by examining how various publics 
responded to the use of strategic ambiguity in communication materials at a medium, private 
university located in the southwest—SouthU. The purpose of this paper is twofold:  (1) to explore the 
potential value and shortcoming to using strategic ambiguity in college promotional materials, and 
(2) to identify those writing visuals and writing tactics that are most valued and used by parents and 
prospective college students in their college decision-making process. 

Review of the Literature 
University Marketing Communications 

In the last decade, competition had increased among universities and colleges for outstanding 
students (Lauer, 2002; Morris & Cejda, 2001).  Many colleges and universities face declines in 
enrolment and funding (Jugenheimer, 1995; Kittle, 2000; Lauer, 2002).  Some states—notably 
Massachusetts, New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Michigan, Illinois and Indiana—are projected to have 
limited population growth through 2010 (Morris & Cejda).  Parents and students have become more 
sophisticated and demanding college shoppers, often treating college choice like any other major 
product purchase (Brennan & Bennington, 1999; Hunter, 1997; Klassen, 2000; Morris & Cejda, 
Sevier, 1999).  In response to this changing landscape, university marketing communication 
programs have taken on increased importance as schools vie for a finite number of coveted students 
(Jugenheimer; Kittle; Lauer).   

Ironically, because most colleges and universities now spend more time and money to reach 
prospective students, the marketplace has become even more diluted with communication messages, 
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thereby diluting the impact of these efforts.   Public relations practitioners, normally the primary 
architects of communication messages, must creatively and strategically work to have their messages 
stand out among the plethora of other communication messages that bombard people on a daily basis.   
In their endeavors to gain competitive distinctiveness, university marketing communication 
employees must clearly establish and maintain their brands to stand out among the sea of messages.  
A brand position is defined by Duncan as “the standing of a brand in comparison with its competitors 
in the minds of customers, prospects, and other stakeholders” (2005, p. 75).  Al Ries and Laura Ries 
(1998) contend that a brand exists only in the mind of the target audience. 

As part of the brand creation process, higher education marketing and public relations 
practitioners have to identify unique branding attributes that serve to define the institution. These 
unique and identifying attributes should be incorporated into university promotional materials.  Yet, 
establishing and maintaining a memorable brand position is no easy task for universities and colleges.   
Writers must identify and communicate key attributes that are relevant to a variety of publics, 
including prospective students, parents, faculty, alumni, legislators, community members, and more.  
Second, although a brand must be relevant to audiences (Sevier, 2001), it must be perceived as 
different or special from competition.   

Perhaps one of the most important of the university promotional pieces is the one that is 
mailed to prospective high school students (and read by many parents)—the viewbook.  This 
publication can range from a simple brochure to a four-color magazine, and it is normally 
disseminated to individuals that contact a university for information.  It typically consists of useful 
information as well as an array of colorful photographs that symbolically present its character and 
promise to prospective students (Klassen, 2000).  Klassen explains: “More than just a collection of 
flattering pictures designed to put the institution in a good light, viewbooks offer images that 
symbolize institutional values and priorities, and they match product and organizational image with 
the needs of particular students thereby communicating who will and will not feel comfortable 
attending the schools they represent” (p. 21).  

Despite the growing importance of college viewbooks to the marketing process (Klassen, 
2000), scant research has studied college admission materials.  Armstrong and Lumsden (1999) used 
focus groups to examine the impact of a number of university promotional materials—brochures, 
booklets, and a videotape—on students’ college choice.  Students indicated they wanted more 
interesting graphics and easy-to-read information. Anderson (1994) and Canterbury (1989) analyzed 
admission materials from different American universities. Anderson’s study of four universities was 
based on an analysis of timeliness, personalization, pricing, image, and segmentation. Canterbury 
studied 123 college mailings and found them to be inadequate in term of providing enough 
information for students and parents.  Klassen conducted a content analysis of 32 universities selected 
from the 1998 U.S. News and World Report ranking of U.S. colleges and universities in order to draw 
comparisons among Tier one (top) and Tier 4 (lower) schools. His analysis focused on the face of an 
organization, package, promise, and the “Big Idea.” 

In summary, universities are using their viewbooks to help them position their brands in the 
minds of prospective students and parents.  Tremendous care must be taken to position the university 
in the best light possible, while at the same time being true to say what the university is not.  
Challenges exist.  For example, what should a writer do to market the value of a liberal arts education 
to students who increasingly only care about securing a professional job? 
Strategic Ambiguity Theory 

Eisenberg’s theory of strategic ambiguity demonstrates “how people in organizations use 
ambiguity strategically to accomplish their goals,” (1984, p. 228).  Eisenberg contends that ambiguity 
promotes “unified diversity” by enabling individual interpretations to flourish while simultaneously 
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enabling for “agreement in the abstract” (p. 232).  As Eisenberg goes on to explain, ambiguity is 
“used strategically to foster agreement on abstractions without limiting specific interpretations” (p. 
231).  The following example illustrates many of Eisenberg’s concepts.  The University of Utah’s 
communication department’s slogan is “The Utah Difference,” which is woven into many of its 
promotional materials and periodically referenced in the conversations of professors and students. 
However, multiple interpretations flourish. Some people consider the department diversity to be the 
difference whereas others view the close collegiality to be the difference. In this case, ambiguity 
works well. First, a catchy slogan is incorporated into numerous promotional materials to attract new 
students and faculty, thereby serving to contribute to a cohesive identity.  Second, most people accept 
the slogan, because they have interpreted the slogan to meet their needs. Third, the slogan solidifies 
members’ identification with the organization-making process. 
 Eisenberg’s management theory of strategic ambiguity has not been widely examined in 
marketing and communication research.  Two studies describe the implications of Eisenberg’s theory 
for communication practice.  In one such study that consisted of in-depth interviews (Bantz, Dewine, 
& Shockley-Zalabak, 2005), chancellors and provosts describe how they relied on Eisenberg’s theory 
when deciding how much information to strategically reveal to constituents in difficult times.  A 
second  
study described how one organization used strategic ambiguity to communicate with a number of 
stakeholders amidst a time period of tremendous change (Leitch & Davenport, 2002).   

It is interesting to think about how strategic ambiguity may function in the college marketing 
process.   What is the potential value?  What is the potential downside in terms of recruitment and 
retention?  On a more concrete level, what visuals and writing techniques in viewbooks are most 
valued from the perspective of prospective students and parents?  Armstrong and Lumsden (1999) 
started to examine this important question when they used focus groups to get feedback on a 
brochure, booklet, and videotape. But their research did not specifically examine viewbooks.  
Anderson (1994), Canterbury (1989), and Klassen (2000) examined admission materials, but from 
their perspective only.  More feedback is needed from the target audience themselves.   This study 
turns to a case study of a medium, private university to examine the following two research 
questions: 

RQ1:   What do parents and prospective students like and dislike about the  viewbooks 
examined in this case study? 
 
RQ2:   What are the potential value and shortcomings of using strategic ambiguity in 
SouthU’s viewbook? 

 
Method 

Participants 
Eight focus groups were conducted on the campus of a private, medium-sized university in 

the Southwest (hereafter referred to as SouthU).   Focus group participants included current SouthU 
students, high school juniors, and parents of high school juniors.  High school juniors and parents of 
high school juniors were recruited randomly from a purchased list of 900 high school juniors that 
lived in the area where SouthU is located.   A sampling frame was randomly generated from this 
purchased database.  High school juniors and parents were invited to participate by phone.  Current 
TCU students were recruited randomly from a database of 1,654 freshmen and a database of 1,602 
sophomores.  The sampling frame was randomly generated by SouthU’s Registrar’s Office.  Students 
were invited to participate by email and phone calls.   
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 A total of 70 respondents (42 women and 28 men) participated in the eight focus groups. 
These statistics reflect population characteristics of SouthU.  The researcher moderated all eight 
focus groups and worked from an interview guide.  Informed consent was obtained from all 
participants.  All focus groups were videotaped and notes were taken throughout by research 
assistants. 
 High school juniors and parents of high school juniors were asked to spend 15 minutes 
critiquing five viewbooks.  These included the viewbook of SouthU and four viewbooks produced by 
three competing public universities and one private university.  During the first half of the focus 
groups, respondents asked a series of questions to examine those helpful and unhelpful factors related 
to imagery and writing tactics.  In the second half of the focus groups, high school juniors and parents 
were probed for their receptivity to the strategic ambiguity embedded within SouthU’s viewbook.  
SouthU current students were shown the SouthU viewbook only.  They were then asked multiple 
questions to gauge whether their experiences at SouthU were adequately reflected in the positioning 
statements embedded in the viewbook and what they thought might be misrepresented through 
strategic ambiguity. 
SouthU’s Viewbook 
 SouthU’s viewbook is a four-color, oversized magazine consisting of four pages.  (Since this 
study was conducted, a new viewbook has debuted.)  One of the defining brand slogans for SouthU 
that is highlighted in its viewbook is the “SouthU experience.”  In fact, the front cover of the 
viewbook features a closed door and window looking into a building with the following words: 
“Come on in for the experience:  SouthU.”  On the inside cover, the SouthU experience is defined by 
five major brand points: 

1. “A balance of academic and co-curricular experiences that develops ethical leaders and global 
citizens.” 

2. “The strengths and choices of a major university with the humanity of a smaller college.” 
3. “A liberal arts and sciences-centered curriculum that is global in perspective.” 
4. “A special church relationship that welcomes all viewpoints” 
5. “A genuinely friendly and caring community”  

 
The majority of the viewbook is devoted to visually and figuratively defining each of the main points, 
which collectively serve to define the “SouthU experience.”   
Data Analysis 
 The constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) was used to interpret participants’ 
responses.  First, videotapes and notes were reviewed and summarized. Second, notes were analyzed 
line by line to discern key themes. Materials were then analyzed for fit into each of the themes.    

 
Results 

 The first research question of this study examined what parents and prospective students like 
and dislike about the viewbooks.  Key themes related to this issued are summarized in the sub-
sections below. 
What do Parents and High School Students Do with Viewbooks Mailed to Their Residence? 

• Students said they peruse materials that are from schools they have interest.  Some students 
said they keep all materials in one place, like a box or a pile on their desk.  One student 
confided that he gives all materials to his mother to file. Another student explained that if his 
name is misspelled, he tosses immediately.  
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• Most students and parents indicated that they go online for more in-depth information after 
reading a viewbook that is of interest to them.  

• Most parents save all materials for their children.  One participant mentioned an accordion 
folder, and another mentioned a special box.  Two parents said they put out the materials for a 
couple of days for their teenager to examine.  If their teenager hasn’t picked them up after a 
few days, parents said they recycle or throw away materials. 

• Most parents said they skim or read viewbooks only from those universities that their 
teenagers have expressed some interest.   Some students and parents explained that never did 
a viewbook cause them to consider a university that they hadn’t already had some interest in.   

What Do Parents and High School Students Find Most Helpful When Reading Viewbooks? 
• The need to provide “more helpful information” was the most frequent suggestion 

recommended by parents and students.  Respondents said they want to know what the average 
freshman class looks like—average SAT score, ratio of in state/out of state, ethnicity 
breakdown, and the number of students who go on to graduate school.  Parents said they want 
this important information on one page and at the front of the book.  A few parents said there 
is no sense in “breaking my child’s heart” if there is no chance they will not get in.  Some 
students indicated that they want more information on AP tests/credits, visitation dates, 
scholarships, and deadlines for application. Finally, parents and students said they want more 
helpful phone numbers/web site addresses provided in the viewbook.  One parent jokingly 
said, “Make it easy for those of us who are challenged.”   

• Parents and high school students unanimously voiced that viewbooks should be easy to 
read and navigate.  When viewing the viewbook of one university, some respondents 
expressed frustration with not being able to find relevant information.  Respondents 
recommended that viewbooks contain a glossary, charts, headers, and be color-coded for easy 
retrieval.  One mother recommended that universities model their viewbook after Parade 
Magazine.  Three respondents complemented one university’s tear-away sheet that contains 
useful phone numbers in one place and that can be mailed in for additional information.   

• High school students, and particularly parents, expressed that viewbooks need to provide 
detailed information on costs.  Respondents said they want to see information on tuitions, 
scholarships, and financial aid.  Some respondents said viewbooks should put the costs up 
front, to help me “decide if we should even apply.”  Some parents said they wanted to see 
viewbooks contain the “break-out” of the various costs associated with attending a university.  

• The need to provide information on individual schools and colleges within a university 
was mentioned by many respondents. Many parents and high school students explained they 
are looking for a university that best meets career needs.  So, respondents said viewbooks 
should provide relevant web site information for individual department and colleges.  Parents 
and students reiterated that they are quickly going online to expand their searches after 
reading viewbooks to learn more. 

• Viewbooks should contain a variety of candid photos.  According to high school students 
and parents, viewbooks should showcase photographs of buildings, classrooms, faculty, 
students, and athletics.  Respondents emphasized the importance of candid photos, because 
they want to see the “real thing.”  Some respondents criticized one viewbook because the 
photos were too staged and contained “too many smiling people.” One parent explained that 
when her daughter considers universities, she wants to see three things:  “where she’ll eat, 
work out, and live.” 
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• Many parents and two high school students discussed the need for viewbooks to contain 
information on their professors—their credentials, their accomplishments, how many have 
advanced degrees, how many are tenured, and their accessibility.  According to some parents, 
this need is especially acute when your students are going to a private university that costs a 
lot of money. 

• Parents and students, but particularly students, said viewbooks should contain information 
on the city of the university, because location is such an important factor.  Four students 
even recommend that viewbooks even contain weather information.  
The second research question explored how participants responded to the strategic ambiguity 

present in some of the brand attributes of this case study. The potential value and pitfalls of strategic 
ambiguity are explored from the framework of the brand attributes previously discussed.  
Brand Attribute:  “The strengths and choices of a major university with the humanity of a smaller 
college.” 

Most current SouthU students said this brand attribute accurately defines their experience.  
Although no one ever clearly articulated the defined “humanity,” current students particularly praised 
the humanity aspect of SouthU by emphasizing student access to faculty and the close-knit 
interactions between faculty and students.  One current student explained, “Professors want to know 
who you are, why you’re here, and care about what happens to you.”   Students remarked that their 
professors know their names, and that they can swing by without an appointment.  In their minds, 
humanity refers to the close personal interaction and special attention afforded to them. 

Although current students did not comment on the strengths and choices aspect of the brand 
attribute, prospective students and parents talked about how impressed they were by SouthU’s 
perceived program diversity.  One parent elaborated that it looks like there are many opportunities to 
do many things at SouthU, like study abroad.  Other students and parents echoed that the viewbook 
portrayed SouthU as “happening” and “involved” in terms of extracurricular activities, sports, and 
programming.  One parent concluded that SouthU is a place that offers “lots of different things to do.  
Lots of opportunities.”  

One parent did say that he was intrigued by the quote that SouthU offers the “strengths and 
choices of a major university but the humanity of a smaller college.” But he explained that he wanted 
SouthU to flesh out this some more.  “What do you mean by this?” he asked.  “You provide some 
student/faculty ratios and the average class size, but I want more information,” he noted. 

In conclusion, the strategic ambiguity present in TCU’s brand attribute appears to work 
relatively well.  It is not known whether the strengths and choices attribute refers to a variety of 
academic majors or extracurricular activities, but here prospective parents and students clearly define 
it by SouthU’s extracurricular activities.  Excitement is generated.   Current students define humanity 
as caring and nurturing professors.  Specific interpretations work in a positive way for SouthU.  Only 
one participant said he was confused by the tagline.   
Brand Attribute: A liberal arts and sciences-centered curriculum that is global in perspective.” 

Current SouthU students said very little about this brand attribute when describing their 
SouthU experience and impressions of the SouthU viewbook.  Overall, scant feedback was provided 
about SouthU’s academic side, which was not pleasing to the marketing communication department 
of SouthU (personal communication).  In fact, the only thing articulated by current students in 
regards to the “liberal arts” background was resentment toward having to take so many university 
core requirements (liberal arts courses) at SouthU. Some current students said they felt they were 
wasting their money taking such courses that don’t pertain to their majors. 
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Prospective parents and students also did not say much either in regards to the “liberal arts 
and science-centered curriculum.”  Again, very little was expressed about SouthU’s perceived 
academic side.  Some prospective students noted that SouthU does not appear very academic because 
the viewbook contains little information about curriculum. One student described SouthU as less 
academic and “more about fitting in.”   

In this case, the strategic ambiguity does not work to SouthU’s advantage.  Although there are 
many benefits associated with a liberal arts background, SouthU, either advertently or indadvertently, 
does not provide specifics about why constituents should care about receiving a liberal arts degree 
that is grounded in a global perspective.  Constituents don’t connect the dots.  In fact, little attention 
is even given to this brand attribute.  Ambiguity appears to result in a lost opportunity, in terms of 
both current student satisfaction as well as recruitment. 
Brand Attribute: “A special church relationship that welcomes all viewpoints” 

SouthU’s viewbook further explains that “Learning at SouthU is about being well-rounded, 
and that includes the spiritual side.  From SouthU’s beginning in 1873 there has been a special 
relationship with the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) that encourages each person to explore 
her or his faith, as well as the faith of others.” 

Participants from all viewpoints exhibited a broad range of reactions to this brand attribute. A 
few prospective students, although not parents, noted that religion looks important to SouthU.  Others 
merely reiterated the viewbook copy, noting that SouthU has a special church relationship that 
encourages an exploration of other faiths. One prospective student said that SouthU’s statement about 
religion is “not too judgmental.”  Another prospective student said the statement lets him “keep his 
faith.”   

Current SouthU students were mixed on this brand attribute.  Some current SouthU students 
explained they were surprised that SouthU was not more religious, based upon what was provided in 
the viewbook.  In their minds, they thought the university would be more Christian-oriented.  On the 
flip side, some current students noted that they had just the opposite experience.  According to these 
students, they expected SouthU to be more liberal and have less of an emphasis on religion. In one 
student’s words, “There are a lot of close-minded conservatives here.” 

In this case, strategic ambiguity does not function well.  There was divergence among 
prospective students, parents, and current students regarding how important religion is to the culture 
of SouthU.  Furthermore, some current students see SouthU as too religious while others see it as not 
promoting Christianity enough.  Individual interpretations do not appear to foster a unified diversity.  
Rather, the interpretations are vastly different and strategic ambiguity appears to be creating some 
discontent among current students.  
Brand Attribute #4:  “A genuinely friendly and caring community” 

This attribute was widely talked about by many constituents.  Prospective students and 
parents repeatedly praised the perceived “warm and inviting” nature of SouthU.  One prospective 
student said that SouthU focuses on “relationships.”  Other prospective students described SouthU as 
“open,” “friendly,” “smiles,” “fun,” and “friends.” One parent described SouthU as “inviting and 
accepting.”  

Current SouthU students also praised how the viewbook reflects SouthU’s friendly 
atmosphere.  Many current students explained that SouthU students are so friendly, even when 
walking around campus.  Others praised the support staff.  One student said, “People are just nicer 
here.” Other people characterized SouthU as “welcoming. 

Not mentioned in SouthU’s viewbook is the fact that roughly 40 percent of the student body 
belongs to the Greek system.  Here is where some ambiguity exists in relationship to social 
friendships at SouthU. Prospective students and parents said they wanted SouthU to be upfront about 
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the percentage of SouthU students that participated in the Greek system.  One female prospective 
student noted that she was under the impression that SouthU had a strong Greek system, and was thus 
surprised that the viewbook featured no references or no pictures of sororities or fraternities. Some 
parents explained that their children have strong opinions regarding Greek life, both good and bad, so 
they want to know upfront the role of Greek life. 

In a similar vein, many current SouthU students said they felt mislead by how strong a 
presence the Greek system plays at SouthU.  These students said SouthU needs to be make this clear 
in the viewbook.  Some students lamented how they didn’t like their social life as a result of not 
being part of a sorority or fraternity. It was these same students that talked of a strong campus 
division between Greeks and non-Greeks.  One sophomore student said she planned not to return the 
next year due to her unhappiness with the social system. 

In this case, strategic ambiguity achieves mixed results.  On the one hand, most prospective 
students, parents, and current students said they considered to SouthU to be a friendly, warm place. 
On the other hand, about one fourth of all respondents were puzzled by SouthU’s decision to not 
feature or even mention the Greek system.  Some current students went as far as to say SouthU 
“mislead” them by not providing this information.  In this regard, it seems that SouthU erred on the 
side of being perhaps too ambiguous. Too much division exists.  Great clarity is warranted.  
Overall brand attribute:  The SouthU “experience” 

When unprompted, no SouthU student specifically mentioned the SouthU “experience” when 
critiquing the viewbook and comparing it to their experiences.  However, many current students 
mentioned the more specific brand attributes that promote the humanity and friendly and caring 
community.  If these attributes collectively equate to the SouthU “experience” as promoted by the 
viewbook, then strategic ambiguity works well.  Current students, by and large, were able to provide 
their specific interpretations to add to this unified version of how others describe the experience of 
attending SouthU.  What was not strongly articulated by current students was an impression of 
SouthU having a strong academic side, available with the strengths and choices of a major university 
and a liberal arts and science curriculum.  

Reactions were mixed among prospective students and parents of prospective students.  
Again, when asked to describe the SouthU brand after reading the viewbook, most described SouthU 
as “warm and inviting,” with a “variety of things to do,” and with a “special church relationship.”  
Again, these statements seem to mirror many of the specific SouthU attributes, which again, fosters a 
unified interpretation. 

On the other hand, some students and parents said they didn’t really under the SouthU 
experience. A few parents were particularly critical of this.  One parent said although SouthU is 
inviting and accepting, he had “no strong sense of what this school is about.” He added, “I don’t get a 
real sense of what this school is good at.”  Another Mom added, “Fun, accepting place, but not very 
defined.”  One parent then speculated that perhaps SouthU is a good school for people who don’t 
know what they want to do.  One parent added, “It’s not a school where you come major in 
something.” At this point in the focus group, many parents debated whether SouthU is indeed a 
liberal arts university  

Here, strategic ambiguity appears to flourish relatively well. Most people describe SouthU, 
although they don’t use the term “experience” in terms of some of the brand slogan provided by the 
viewbook. However, as noted previously, some participants don’t seem to define the brand in terms 
of ethics, curriculum, or academics, as promoted by some of the brand attributes.  By not providing 
more specifics on academics and these topics, SouthU appears to be perhaps a bit too ambiguous and 
perhaps, lacking in terms of its perceived academic reputation.  Moreover, some parents want to 
know more specifics about the SouthU experience. For these parents, ambiguity is seen as a negative. 
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Discussion and Conclusion 

 Despite the limitation of examining perceptions of only five viewbooks, this study provides 
some valuable information and thoughts that may benefit marketing and public relations practitioners 
employed at universities and colleges around the world.  First, feedback from prospective students 
and parents indicate the importance of providing information in a concise way.  Although research 
suggests that many universities are using viewbooks to symbolically position the university (Klassen, 
2000), the results of this study suggest that prospective students and parents wants schools to get to 
the point—quickly.  Providing lots of statistics and facts, cost information, and relevant information 
about respective schools and departments are just a few of the suggestions provided by respondents.  
The importance of providing an internet link—and in type large enough for parents—throughout 
viewbooks was also voiced.  The quick perusal patterns described by students and parents suggest 
that families have become sophisticated, savvy consumer shoppers of higher education.  These 
respondents appear to read the viewbooks in terms of quickly discerning what the school can do for 
them in terms of their goals.  This last point only serves to reinforce the increasingly competitive 
nature of universities and colleges. 

The exercise of probing receptivity and understanding among constituents to instances of 
strategic ambiguity holds potential value for all marketing and communication professionals.  All 
universities and colleges grapple with some essence of their brands that fail to appeal to at least one 
or some of their constituents.  For example, at the University of Utah, community members 
complained about the school’s devotion to research and publishing and less commitment to helping 
undergraduate students find jobs in the real sector (O’Neil, 2003).  In a nutshell, a large, state 
university like the University of Utah faces a challenge in terms of explaining its brand niche; i.e. 
cutting-edge research—to local students who really only care about their marketability when they 
graduate.  
 Some suggestions are now offered in relation to the strategic ambiguity in SouthU’s 
viewbook.  It is interesting to first note that there was some negative backlash from participants to the 
strategic ambiguity related to the brand attributes about religion and the friendly and caring nature of 
SouthU. The viewbook’s lack of specific communication about these brand points certainly did not 
create unhappiness among current students. Current students are exposed to multiple marketing 
communication touch points that serve to define and maintain a brand.  However, the viewbook, 
which introduces the character and brand of a university, must take special care to articulate points 
that may prompt various reactions. SouthU might have considered at least a statement about what 
percent of students are in the Greek life.  They could provide this information in the context of other 
information about student clubs and extracurricular life.  It could thus be presented as one option.  

In terms of the religion issue, the viewbook might have noted what percent of students 
actually affiliate with a particular religion.  SouthU’s requirements of a religion class or the options to 
participate in religious activities might have also been highlighted in the viewbook.  Again, by 
providing more specifics, SouthU would not run the risk of misinterpretation of its brand by 
constituents.  Religion is simply too divisive of an issue to not too lay more specifics on the table.  

Finally, SouthU appears to be on the right track with defining and communicating the SouthU 
“experience.” However, rather than leave it more open-ended for interpretation, SouthU might want 
to connect the dots of the specific brand attributes more tightly.  By saying more clearly and upfront 
that these four or five characteristics constitute the experience, fewer participants might be confused 
by the so-called “experience’ that appears devoid of academic direction from their perspective 
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Clearly, the specifics of this case are particular to SouthU.  However, what may be most 
valuable to other marketing and public relations practitioners is the process offered for examining 
reactions and ramifications to their own use of strategic ambiguity in their college viewbooks.    
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The term “dashboard” began to surface in corporate America about a decade ago when harried CEOs 
decided that the problem was not a lack of information, but rather too much information being sent to 
them on a daily basis. They needed to define the specific “gauges” that they needed to follow in order 
to know whether their organizations were headed in the right direction. The idea was that, like your 
car, this organizational dashboard would have warning lights that would indicate what areas they 
needed to pay attention to, regular financial reporting so they could quickly determine whether they 
had enough “fuel” or resources to get where they were going, and specific gauges for different 
departments so they’d know instantly which areas were performing well and which were performing 
poorly. The first gauges to populate CEOs dashboards came from sales and manufacturing and 
featured metrics like “revenue per employee” “percentage of contract wins” and “sales vs. goals”. 
Soon customer satisfaction and loyalty scores were finding their way on to dashboards and inevitably 
the spotlight came around to communication. Indices like “share of discussion” “favorability ratings” 
or “impact scores” began to show up on communications dashboards throughout corporate America, 
driven in part by new tools like Cymfony’s Brand dashboard and Biz 350’s Market360 product that 
could provide dashboard-like data at your finger tips.  

Increasingly in these more accountable times, organizations are looking to integrate those 
media metrics with other performance data to show the true impact of the efforts of an entire 
communications program. They need an integrated communications dashboard that looks at the 
interaction and synergy between media relations, employee communications, the web site, blogs, 
direct mail, advertising and all the other communications functions. Traditionally, PR has been 
compared to advertising in terms of outreach. Increasingly, organizations realize that this is a useless 
exercise. Instead, organizations are increasingly seeing PR as leading the discussion, and therefore 
now are seeking ways to integrate other communications functions, like advertising, into their PR 
dashboards. 

In this paper we will show how to build on the basic PR dashboard we discussed at the 
IPRRC in 2004, and integrate other functions and disciplines into the mix. We will specifically 
discuss the case of a private school in Hawaii that is currently implementing a communications 
dashboard that includes: 

 Media Management 
 Internal Communications 
 Government Relations 
 Community Relations 
 Technical Outreach 
 Advertising 
 Brand Management  
 Executive communications 

Why it worked:  
 The new CEO has demanded metrics and dashboards from each functional area and the new 
VP of Communications has had experience with measurement so the environment was ripe for 
an integrated measurement program. 
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 Each department has its own specific dashboard and all the data is compiled into one overall 
Communications dashboard. The specific dashboards are customized to the department’s 
objectives.  

 All measures of success were determined collaboratively by the people who manage and 
perform the functions.  

 We will discuss the process of identifying the measures of success as well as the technology 
and systems used to ensure that the data is accurate and up to date.  

 
How it worked:  

Step 1: We brought all the players together and conducted a “Dashboard Development Session” that 
identified and prioritized stakeholders and defined specific measures of success.  
Step 2: An initial Dashboard was developed on paper and reviewed, modified and changed and 
eventually approved.  
Step 3: A “Beta” Dashboard was shown to the client in an all day training session. Further 
modifications were made.  
Step 4: We imported legacy data where possible and a final dashboard was delivered.  
Step 5; Training was conducted on line for the internal Dashboard champions 
Step 6: A final in-person training and coaching session was conducted to get the other department 
heads on board.  
Step 7: All department heads will deliver quarterly reports from the dashboard.  
 

Lessons learned:  
 Technical training is not enough.  
 You need to make sure that they understand why they’re tracking the data and how to use it.  
 The timeline from start to finish was a year, not a quarter.  
 Demand for a dashboard must come from the highest levels  
 You need to account for legacy metrics, even if you don’t understand them.  
 The metrics everyone agrees to the metrics at the end of the Dashboard Development session 
are not necessarily the ones that will end up on the final dashboard.  
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This study extends analysis of the meaning contained in risk discourse by deconstructing media 
narratives through a longitudinal content analysis of media coverage of four significant 
manufacturing risk events at two petrochemical complexes. Findings include the increased use of 
medical and legal sources to frame the degree of risk. 

 
Chemical manufacturing and refining is one of the more vigorously debated and contested risks 
associated with living in a society dependent on high volumes of energy production.  From facility 
security concerns related to terrorism threats to the development of new sustainable energy sources, 
the risks associated with chemical manufacturing, refining, storage and transportation are a part of 
daily life, especially for those who live near petrochemical complexes.  The ongoing media coverage 
concerning record-setting global warming, West Virginia mining accidents and a host of other 
fallouts from our energy production bombard our attention daily. 

For risk communication and other public relations professionals, one of the pitfalls to 
understanding how stakeholders develop their sense of self through narrative is to rely primarily on 
their own view of themselves, utilizing organization narratives to describe and influence other 
enacted narratives.  Organizations often fail to realize that the actions taken by a stakeholder or 
stakeseeker come to life through enactments by other individuals and organizations, including media, 
and not just the forceful implementation of their own story (Weick, 1987).  As such, risk 
communication practitioners must also access, decipher and consider the risk narratives that 
community members share through media coverage.  Media affect with varying degrees how 
individuals develop their pictures of the world (e.g., McCombs, Einsiedel, & Weaver, 1991).  The 
purpose of this paper is to extend analysis of the meaning contained in risk discourse framed by 
media coverage regarding sources of information and risk character roles as part of a community 
infrastructural approach to risk communication studies. 
 
RISK COMMUNICATION 

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) early on established risk communication as a 
means to open, responsible, informed, and reasonable scientific and value-laden discussion of risks 
associated with personal health and safety practices involved in living and working in proximity to 
harmful activities and toxic substances (National Research Council, 1989).  Defined this way, risk 
management, including communication, is successful to the extent that people who fear that they may 
be or are demonstrably harmed by a risk can become more knowledgeable about and confident that 
sufficient control is imposed by the sources of the risk and by government or other external sources 
that are responsible for monitoring the risk generators.  

As a technical concept, risk is conventionally defined as something that can be given a 
numerical value by multiplying the probability of an outcome (typically one with negative 
consequences) by its severity.  This expectancy value is used to estimate and compare risks (Hanson, 
1989) that are perceived differently depending on the heuristics and biases each person uses to judge 
them (Tversky & Kahneman, 1986).  To the extent that such control of risk is not proactively 
achieved, health, safety and environmental concerns will remain at the forefront of media and public 
policy discussions; community residents will continue to bear the risks of living near manufacturing 
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facilities, outcries from activists will continue to be fueled, and the credibility of the industry 
constantly questioned. 

Covello and Mumpower (1985) and Leiss (1996) have written extensively on the history of 
risk communication.  Leiss (1996) described three eras of risk communication starting with a source-
oriented approach to the present approach of communication based on shared, social relations.  One 
of the most prolific lines of risk communication research was initiated with concern that residents 
who live near risk environments rely on invalid assumptions of risk.  Fischhoff, Slovic, Lichtenstein, 
Read and Combs (1978; Covello, 1983; Slovic, 1987) among others initiated "expressed preference" 
research that involves measuring a wider array of attitudes than benefits to ascertain tolerable risk 
levels.  These researchers found laypeople's risk ratings, unlike those of experts, are not just 
influenced by fatality estimates but also by their judgments of numerous qualitative factors and their 
relationships to other risk bearers, such as familiarity, uncertainty, uncontrollable or controlled by 
others, unfair, dread, acute, fatal, undetectable and artificial.  

As such, there is no single psychology or sociology of risks.  "Each society highlights some 
risks and downplays others; and each society institutionalizes means for controlling some risks and 
not others . . .   Risks are exaggerated or minimized according to the social, cultural, and moral 
acceptability of the underlying activities" (Brehmer, 1987, p. 28).  Risks are not necessarily selected 
and perceived due to their scientific merit or personal benefit, but out of a combination of social and 
cultural factors, denotative and connotative reasons.  According to Otway (1992):  

Risk communication requirements are a political response to popular demands…. The 
main product of risk communication is not information, but the quality of the social 
relationship it supports.  Risk communication is not an end in itself; it is an enabling 
agent to facilitate the continual evolution of relationships. (p. 227)   
 
Strategic risk communication highlights the importance of a dialogic, relationship-

building approach to addressing the concerns and perceptions of community residents and 
employees, but is often impeded by the lack of institutions that are responsive to the needs, 
interests and level of understanding of the publics affected by the potential or ostensible risk. 
Such barriers result, at least in part, from how journalists frame media issues and uncertainty 
related to risk.  Part of the strategy to reduce impediments and other communication barriers 
can include using narrative theory and framing analysis to improve understanding of media 
coverage of events within communities of risk. 
 
NARRATIVE THEORY AND RHETORICAL ENACTMENT  

Narrative theory, devised by Fisher (1984, 1985a, 1985b, 1987, 1989), adds depth to the view 
that people enact their lives as actors in an undirected play (Pearce & Cronen, 1980; see also Cronen, 
Pearce, & Harris, 1982).  Narratives are a way of thinking, a way of ordering the events of the world 
that would otherwise seem unpredictable or incoherent. 

Narratives have substantial rhetorical potency because they are a conventional and convenient 
means for understanding the theme that runs throughout a series of events – including health, safety 
and environmental manufacturing incidents.  Fisher (1985b) noted that the primary purpose of 
rhetorical narrative is to advocate something beyond itself.  Fisher (1985b) summed up the strength 
of focusing on narrative from a rhetorical perspective, demonstrating the value for exploring narrative 
in the evolution of social and political consequences: 

[A] rhetorical narrative is a story that serves as an interpretive lens through which the 
audience is asked to view and understand the verisimilitude of the propositions and proofs 
before it.  Both content and form of the rhetorical narrative are thus subservient to the 
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demands of the relationship between the specific audiences to which it is addressed, the 
specific context in which is appears, and the specific gain toward which it strives. (p. 94) 
Two important forms with narrative, in relation to understanding social consequences of 

particular narrative forms and functions, are unity of direction and unity of purpose.  Rhetorical 
contexts inherently include oppositionality – advocates taking one side or another in dispute – point 
and counterpoint.  Since the rhetorical function of narrative advocates a particular understanding of 
the facts to a particular point of view, it must be voiced and couched in terms of unity and single-
purposefulness.  Quintilian (trans. 1966) noted, “For we must state our facts like advocates, not 
witnesses” (p. 109).   

Fisher (1985b) argued that the unities of direction and purpose combine to form discourse 
dependency.  In this sense, rhetorical narrative is not complete and self-sufficient textually.  The 
claim supported by rhetorical narrative must be articulated outside of the narration as part of a whole 
and changing world.  This view essentially supports Aristotle’s (trans. 1932) contention that 
investigation of public discourse cannot be separated from the role of discourse in society. 

Specifically, words have propositional value (Burke, 1966), and the selection of those terms 
affects how information is considered, accepted, acted upon or altered.  Thus, any observations made 
by publics, such as media, “are but implications of the particular terminology in terms of which the 
observations are made” (Burke, 1966, p. 46). 

Risk communication narratives help organizations enact and co-manage risk, stressing the 
roles of social interaction, power and emotions in public life (Palmlund, 1992).  "Societal evaluation 
of risk must be seen as a contest, where the participants offer competing views of reality.  They 
compete to define what should be viewed as the benefits and the risks of prevailing production 
practices" (p. 199).  Thus, risk narratives can be considered a drama enacted by many, including 
media, each attempting to create and live a different view of reality.  

Narrative is an appropriate means for assessing this clash because it is dialectic – characters 
who advance various plots and themes set positions against one another.  To better understand a 
community or public, one can deconstruct its narratives, including media narratives of risk events.  
Risk assessment and planning that does not consider the dialectic dynamics – communication and 
opinion formation – of each community is likely to lead to frustrating outcomes for the person 
making the risk assessment and for the residents of the community.  Combining the analysis of 
Fisher, Palmlund and others, researchers can look for specific roles and their perceptions that are 
located in a risk scene as described by media reports.  Deconstructing risk narratives through framing 
analysis can ultimately can help public relations practitioners understand how key stakeholders 
navigate through the information environment by better understanding what sources of information 
and how narrative elements frame media coverage of risk events.  
 
FRAMING 

The practice of framing discordant news events is a dominant fact of contemporary journalism 
(McCombs, Einsiedel, & Weaver, 1991).  Part of this comes from the common use of the story or 
narrative in the telling of an event: “Central to the genre of journalism is the story” (p. 35).  As such, 
framing plays a crucial role in public relations (Hallahan, 1999) and by extension risk 
communication.  If the product of risk communication is not information but the quality of the social 
relationship it supports (Otway, 1992), understanding who and what media frame within the coverage 
of risk events are an important message element of the social relationship. 
 Framing theories are can be presented as explanations for the influence of media coverage on 
issue developments related to risk communication.  Media are attracted to uncertainty and the risk 
(conflicts) about an issue.  Framing concepts related to risk communication and public relations 
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suggest that what is stated or omitted can define issues such as risk events for audiences (Bridges and 
Nelson, 1999).  “Framing theorists suggest that the way an issue is presented – the frame – especially 
through the media, can affect public perceptions of the issue” (p. 100).  According to Nelkin (1989), 
media establish a framework of expectations regarding risks associated with various technologies 
(e.g., manufacturing of chemicals) by making risks visible, providing a context for evaluation, and 
shaping expectations about similar or related risks. 
 Framing involves both selection and salience.  According to Entman (1993), “to frame is to 
select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in 
such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation 
and/or treatment recommendation” (p. 52).  He also suggested that media frames could define 
problems, diagnose causes, make ethical judgments and suggest solutions.  Some of the earliest work 
in understanding the concept of framing related to how receivers process information is Goffman’s 
(1974) description of frames as a “schemata of interpretation” through which people organize their 
thoughts and the discourse related to their thoughts, relayed in experience and information (p. 21).  
 Frames can be used also to describe how the communicator builds a message.  Entman (1993) 
described how text contains frames that are manifested in the presence or absence of key linguistic, 
syntactic, lexical and semantic elements that “provide thematically reinforcing clusters of facts or 
judgments” (p. 52).  The use of sources can have a significant effect on how media frame an issue.  
This can depend on many variables, including the journalist’s trust in source, familiarity with source 
and the ability of the source to gain the attention of the reporter, all affecting the amount and type of 
coverage (Einsiedel & Thorne, 1999).  

Gitlin (1980) described how frames allow journalists to develop their stories within the 
infrastructure and requirements of journalism.  “They sometimes generate, sometimes amplify a field 
of legitimate discourse that shapes the public’s ‘definitions of its situations,’ and they [journalists] 
work through selections and omissions, through emphases and tones, through all their forms of 
treatment” (p. 9).  Media frames involve the context, content, topic, coverage and package of news 
events.  
 Frames have at least four locations in the communication process, including communicators, 
text, receivers and culture (Entman, 1993).  This paper focuses on frames within the textual element 
of the risk communication process.  “The text contains frames, which are manifested by the presence 
or absence of certain key words, stock phrases, stereotypical images, source of information, and 
sentences that provide thematically reinforcing clusters of facts or judgments” (p. 52). 
 The language selected by journalists in describing events influences perceptions of those 
events.  As Edelman (1988) argued, “It is language about political events, not the events in any other 
sense, that people experience; even developments that are close by take their meaning from the 
language that depicts them” (p. 104). 
 By deconstructing media narratives, framing ultimately can help public relations practitioners 
understand how key stakeholders navigate through the information environment by better 
understanding what sources of information and how narrative elements frame the risk.  As Einsiedel 
and Thorne (1999) noted, a significant source of information for the public is mass media, people can 
be influenced by its content, “but simply that, over time, the media can be an important – if not the 
only – source of information for various publics on many issues” (p. 52). 

Hallahan (1999) suggested that one of framing’s inherent strengths might lie in the concept’s 
“emphasis on providing context within which information presented and processed allows framing to 
be applied across a broad spectrum of communication situations” (p. 209).  This paper helps to 
extend the concept of media framing to the risk communication context. Examining media frames 
regarding risk events can also supply important descriptions of media’s role in risk discourse related 
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to one of Hallahan’s (1999) seven models of framing – the framing of news.  Combining the 
perspectives of risk communication, framing and narrative theory, this paper analyzed the selection 
and salience of issues and character roles within four risk events by one community’s major daily 
newspaper, postulating the following research questions: 

RQ1: Who did media frame as news sources involved in the risk narrative?  
RQ2: Who did media frame as risk characters involved in the risk narrative?  
RQ3: Did media longitudinally frame news sources and risk characters different? 

 
BACKGROUND 

The Texas Gulf Coast, and Houston Ship Channel in particular, is an excellent location to 
analyze media coverage of the risks associated with the production, storage and transportation of 
chemicals.  This region, often referred to as the “Chemical Coast” or “Cancer Alley,” has the largest 
concentration of petrochemical plants in the world. 

Of particular interest to this study are two different refineries/petrochemical complexes: the 
British Petroleum (BP) Amoco refinery in Texas City, TX, and the Phillips Petroleum (now 
ConocoPhillips) petrochemical complex in Pasadena, Texas (both lying on the outskirts of Houston).  
Four major incidents at these two facilities during the past 16 years provide an opportunity to analyze 
how the major metropolitan print media – the Houston Chronicle – framed the risks associated with 
the manufacturing and refining of petrochemicals during risk events. 

The BP Amoco refinery is located in Texas City, near Houston and Galveston. The company 
has more than 1,800 employees, is spread over 1,200 acres and refines 460,000 barrels of crude oil a 
day.  The plant is the largest gasoline refinery in the United States.  

On July 24, 1995, an explosion and fire affected the then Amoco Oil Co. Texas City refinery 
and its surrounding community after oil leaked from a catalytic cracker, which produces gasoline 
components from oil.  Flames erupted from the plant and the white smoke was followed by a black 
smoke that filled the sky and showered neighboring businesses and neighborhoods with a rain of oil.  
More than 100 people were taken to hospitals with breathing problems and burning eyes (Moran, 
Villafranco, Bardwell & Staff, 1995). 

Another explosion at the BP Amoco refinery on March 23, 2005, killed 14 people and injured 
more than 100.  The explosion was described by community residents as a tornado-like wind 
followed by loud booms. The explosion rattled windows 20 miles away in Galveston.  Fire engines, 
police cars and medical helicopters responded as they participated in evacuating employees who 
suffered a malady of injuries including burns and scrapes and bruises (Blumenthal, 2005). 

ConocoPhillips (Conoco Inc. and Phillips Petroleum merged to create ConocoPhillips on 
August 30, 2002) is an international, integrated energy company.  On October 23, 1989, an explosion 
at the Phillips Petroleum petrochemical plant in Pasadena, Texas, killed 23 workers, injured more 
than 130 personnel and caused physical damage in excess of $1 billion.  The explosion, where 
approximately 1,150 workers operate on a 640-acre complex, was felt 25 miles away, causing fire, 
heavy black smoke and showered debris for miles around (Warren, 1989).  
 The second explosion occurred March 27, 2000, which left one employee dead and 69 
workers injured at the plant.  The employee killed had worked for Phillips for 19 years and survived 
the 1989 explosion.  Injuries included burns, cuts from flying fragments of debris and wounds from 
falls.  The explosion spurred area school officials to seal their buildings and keep children safe inside 
as a precaution against the possibility of toxic fumes (Rendon, Bryant, Hopper & Antosh, 2000, p. 
A1). 
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METHODOLOGY 
This paper examined media framing of these risk events – to describe what frames are used 

and what frames dominate news coverage.  Lindenmann (1983) suggested that public relations 
practitioners could use content analysis based on research questions related to any number of 
attributes of coverage, such as the presence or absence of particular themes.  Media framing research, 
however, utilizes but differs from content analysis because it moves beyond counting textual 
elements as equally salient and influential, and focuses on the most salient clusters of messages – the 
frames – and its relationship and influence on audience’s schemata (Entman, 1993).   

The Houston Chronicle was selected because it is now the only major daily newspaper in the 
area that was in operation during both explosions.  The time period analyzed for the Phillips 
Petroleum explosion in Pasadena was from October 23, 1989, (first explosion) until November 1, 
2000, and from March 27, 2000, (second explosion) through October 31, 2000.  The time period 
analyze for the BP Amoco explosion in Texas City was from July 24, 1995, (first explosion) until 
March 1, 1996, and from March 23, 2005, (second explosion) through January 25, 2006.  
 This study utilized the archival computer databases of the Houston Chronicle and LexisNexis 
to search for stories related to all four explosions, including items related to the health, safety, 
environment, policy and resources affected by the explosions.  Key terms used to search the database 
included “Phillips or BP Amoco, plant, Pasadena or Texas City, chemical, and explosion.”  All 
possible combinations of the words were searched.  For the Phillips Petroleum coverage, the search 
rendered 165 articles related to the first explosion and 47 articles related to the second explosion.  
Repetitive or similar articles (e.g., for different sections/editions of the newspaper) and articles under 
50 words were eliminated for a more accurate representation of the explosion.  Full texts of the 
articles were analyzed for the study.  Sixty-nine (41.8%) articles covering the first explosion and 23 
(48.9%) articles covering the second explosion were coded and analyzed.  No sampling was required 
(n=92).   

For the BP Amoco coverage, the search rendered 30 articles related to the first explosion and 
62 articles related to the second explosion.  Repetitive or similar articles (e.g., for different 
sections/editions of the newspaper) and articles under 50 words were eliminated for a more accurate 
representation of the explosion.  Full texts of the articles were analyzed for the study. Twenty 
(66.6%) articles covering the first explosion and 46 (74.2%) articles covering the second explosion 
were coded and analyzed.  No sampling was required (n=66).   

The coding unit was the individual article about the explosions.  Each article was coded for 
four variables, with each variable including numerous categories.  The four variables are: news 
sources, risk narrative analysis features, evaluation of the risks and contextual elements. 

News source related to the source of information and consisted of 16 categories: (1) federal 
government, such as the Occupational Health and Safety Administration; (2) state and local 
government, such as the Texas Natural Resource Conservation Commission or the local mayor’s 
office; (3) Phillips’ management and spokespersons; (4) Phillips’ contracted companies – 
management and spokespersons; (5) Phillips’ employees, including contract; (6) Phillips’ former 
employees; (7) Employees’ families and friends (Phillips/contract); (8) industry, such as near-
neighbor chemical facilities or related associations such as the Chemical Manufacturers Association; 
(9) unions, such as the Paper, Allied-Industrial, Chemical and Energy International Union; (10) 
medical, such as doctors, emergency technicians or hospital spokespersons; (11) attorneys – 
Phillips/contract companies; (12) attorneys – employees/families (Phillips and contract); (13) 
judges; (14) activist organizations, such Texas Citizen Action; (15) community leaders, such as 
pastors or principles; and (16) community residents. 
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Limited to concern over characters in a sociopolitical drama, Palmlund’s (1992) risk narrative 
analysis identified six risk character features related to risk discourse: (1) Risk bearers perceive 
themselves as or are actual victims of the negative consequences of the risk. (2) Risk advocates are 
the heroic protagonists who speak on behalf of the risk bearers. (3) Risk generators create the risks, 
or are thought to do so, and therefore are likely featured as antagonists in the risk narrative. (4) Risk 
researchers apply science to determine whether risks occur and if so how they can be abated or 
mitigated. (5) Risk arbiters are the characters in the risk narratives who take actions to save the risk 
bearers from present or future risks. (6) Risk informers are persons, such as reporters, news directors, 
critics, protestors and book authors – persons who stand outside of the conflict as such and make 
statements about it, who comment on the actions, risks, policies, and outcomes. 

To determine reliability, ten articles were randomly chosen and coded by three researchers.  A 
two hour coding training session was conducted for all three coders.  The coding was conducted 
jointly – discrepancies were addressed and compromised.  Following the development of the coding 
scheme, the coders independently coded a 10% random sample of the articles to determine inter-
coder reliability (89.3%). 
RESULTS 
RQ1: Who did media frame as news sources involved in the risk narrative?  

News sources can play a critical role on the impact of information processing (Entman, 1993).  
Fishman (1980) suggested that news sources play a large role in type of coverage and focus 
(definition) of risk.  Houston Chronicle reporters utilized a wide variety of grouped sources (n=7) to 
cover both explosions, but their choice of sources and frequency differed. During the 1989 Phillips 
explosion the media relied primarily on the following grouped news sources (see Table 1A): 
company (24.9%), employees and their families (22%), government (21.8%), industry (14%) and 
community (13.2%). During the 2000 Phillips explosion, media primarily used the following news 
sources: employees and their families (31.6%), legal (20.8%), company (17.5%) and government 
(12.6%).   

During the 1995 BP Amoco explosion media relied on the following grouped news sources 
(see Table 1B): company (26.2%), employees and their families (21.3%), industry (20.1%) and 
government (18.3%). During the 2005 BP Amoco explosion, media used the following news sources: 
employees and their families (35%), company (23.2%), government (11.8%) and medical (9.6%). 
 A detailed look at specific news sources for the Phillip explosions (see Table 2A) revealed 
that during the1989 explosion, the Houston Chronicle relied on the company’s management and 
spokespersons (22.5%), company employees (15.7%), federal government (11.2%), and state and 
local government (10.6%) as their primary sources.  For the 2000 explosion, the five most frequently 
used news sources were company employees (21.9%), the company’s management and 
spokespersons (17.1%), attorneys representing employees and their families (10.8%), federal 
government (8.9%) and medical (8.5%). 

Specific news sources utilized in the coverage of BP Amoco’s explosions (see Table 2B) 
revealed that during the 1995 explosion, the Houston Chronicle relied on the industry associations 
and near-neighbor facilities (18.9%), company’s management and spokespersons (18.3), company 
employees (12.2%), and state and local government (10.9%).  For the 2005 explosion, the five most 
frequently used news sources were company employees (21.9%), company management and 
spokesperson (18.5%), families of employees (13.7%), medical (9.5%), and state and local 
government (8.6%). 
RQ2: Who did media frame as risk characters involved in the risk narrative? 
 Using Palmlund’s (1992) typologies of risk characters, media emphasized six different risk 
character features.  Though not absolute categories (some characters may switch roles during a 
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crisis), risk bearers typically included Phillips and BP Amoco/contract employees and their families, 
community residents, and former Phillips/BP Amoco employees.  Risk generators included Phillips, 
BP Amoco and their contracted company.  Risk arbiters included government, medical community 
and attorneys for the families.  Risk bearers’ advocates included unions and activist organizations.  
Risk informers included industry and near-neighbor facilities, while risk researchers come from a 
variety of sources, including community leaders and local professors. 

News sources by risk character features provide another measuring tool to examine how 
media frame key stakeholders in risk events.  Concerning Phillips petrochemical complex after the 
1989 explosion (see Table 3A), risk bearers were sources the most (28.6%), followed by risk arbiters 
(25.6%), risk generators (24.9%) and risk advocates (13.5%).  For the 2000 explosion, risk arbiters 
were sources the most (33.8%), followed by risk bearers (31.6%), risk generators (17.5%) and risk 
researchers (9.7%). 

Concerning BP Amoco’s 1995 explosion (see Table 3B), risk generators were sources the 
most (26.2%), followed by risk bearers (25.6%), risk arbiters (20.7%) and risk informers (12.2%).  
For the 2005 BP Amoco explosion, risk bearers were sources the most (33.4%), followed by risk 
generators (23.3%) and risk researchers (16.6%). 

Risk character features in headlines and leads were also examined (see Table 4A). Headlines 
regarding Phillips’ 1989 explosion focused on risk bearers (50.7%), risk generators (23.2%) and risk 
arbiters (16.0%), while leads focused on risk bearers (49.3%), risk generators (23.2%) and risk 
arbiters (17.4%).  For the 2000 Phillip’s explosion, headlines focused on risk bearers (34.8%), and 
risk generators and risk arbiters equally (30.4%).  Risk bearers were also highlighted the most in 
leads (39.1%), followed by risk arbiters (30.4%) and risk generators. 

Headlines regarding BP Amoco’s 1995 explosion (see Table 4B) focused on risk generators 
(60%), risk bearers (30%) and risk arbiters (10%), while leads focused on risk generators (70%) and 
risk bearers (25%).  For the 2005 BP Amoco explosion, headlines focused on risk generators (86.9%) 
and risk bearers (10.9%). Risk generators were also highlighted the most in leads (84.8%) followed 
by risk bearers (10.9%). 

Another way to look at what issues media frame is by analyzing the tone or orientation of the 
entire article.  Articles on the Phillips 1989 explosion (see Table 4A) focused on risk bearers (49.3%), 
risk generators (24.6%) and risk arbiters (18.8%), while the 2000 explosion articles oriented toward 
risk bearers (39.1%), risk arbiters (30.4%) and risk generators (26.1%).   

Articles on the BP Amoco 1995 explosion (see Table 4B) focused on risk generators (50%) 
and risk bearers (40%), while the 2005 explosion articles oriented toward risk bearers (54.3%) and 
risk generators (39.1%). 
RQ3: Did media longitudinally frame news sources and risk characters different? 
 Comparisons of the two explosions demonstrated some differences in the selection and 
salience of sources and risk characters.  Concerning grouped news sources (see Table 1A & Table 
1B), between the two Phillips explosions media use of legal sources increased from less than one 
percent to more than 20 percent of the time, while the same pattern occurred for the BP Amoco 
explosion, more than doubling (+153%) the use of legal sources. 

The use of medical sources to frame the coverage of these risk events also increased between 
the earlier and later explosions (+158% for the Phillips explosions and + 96% for the BP Amoco 
explosions).  Other changes include an increase in the use of employees and their families as sources 
(+44% for the Phillips explosions and + 64% for the BP Amoco explosions). At the same time, there 
was a decrease in the use of industry (-55% for the Phillips explosions and -39% for the BP Amoco 
explosions), government (-42% for the Phillips explosions and  
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-36% for the BP Amoco explosions), and company (-30% for the Phillips explosions and -11% for 
the BP Amoco explosions). 

Concerning news sources identified by risk character features (see Table 3A & 3B), between 
the two Phillips explosions media used risk bearers as news sources from 29 percent to 32 percent of 
the time, while the same pattern occurred for the BP Amoco explosion, relying more (+31%) on risk 
bearers as sources.  There was an increase in the use of risk arbiters (+32% for the Phillips explosions 
and +54% for the BP Amoco explosions), while a decrease in the use of risk advocates (-56% for the 
Phillips explosions and -30% for the BP Amoco explosions) and risk generators (-30% for the 
Phillips explosions and -11% for the BP Amoco explosions). 

Comparison of articles, headlines and leads by risk character features (see Table 4A & Table 
4B) yielded some additional longitudinal variations.  Headlines focused on risk arbiters increased 62 
percent, while articles focused on risk bearers decreased 21 percent. Headlines focused more on risk 
generators (+31% for both explosions) and less on risk bearers (-64% for the Phillips explosions and -
31% for the BP Amoco explosions).  The only longitudinal difference of risk character features 
among leads and articles was a decreased use of risk bearers (-56% for the Phillips explosions and -
21% for the BP Amoco explosions). 
 
DISCUSSION 
 The Houston Chronicle uniquely framed each risk event, with some considerable differences 
in the selection and salience of issues and characters.  Regarding news sources, those relied on by 
media during these risk events can either be good news or bad news for practitioners, depending on 
perspective.  For practitioners working for organizations that create risks, for example, sources from 
Phillips, BP Amoco and industry were utilized less often, as compared to an increase in the use of 
legal and medical sources in covering these risk events.  Government sources were also cited less 
often, while there was a significant increase in the use of employees and their families as sources for 
information. 

Possible explanations could include a possible increased importance of the medical and legal 
community in risk cultures (demonstrated by an increased use of them as sources by media).  These 
findings provide additional insight regarding whether public relations is holding its own against the 
legal field encroachment, specifically as spokespersons, during a risk event. It also supports the 
viewpoint that public relations practitioners should and must learn to work with legal departments 
during a crisis or risk event. 
 For example, the 1989 explosion primarily used Phillips/contracted companies (24.9%), 
employees and their families (22%), and government (21.8%) for sources, which is consistent with 
the extended analysis that risk bearers (28.6%), risk arbiters (25.6%) and risk generators (24.9%) 
were the primary news sources.  For the 2000 explosion, media primarily used employees and the 
families (31.6%) and legal (20.8%) for sources, which is consistent with the extended analysis that 
risk arbiters (33.8%) and risk bearers (31.6%) were the primary news sources.  This time however, 
headlines tended to focus nearly as much on risk generators (30.4%) as risk bearers (34.8%), and 
associated risks related to legal issues became an important topic covered by media in articles 
(30.4%), headlines (30.4%) and leads (26.1%). 
 The second research question asked who media framed as risk characters involved in these 
events.  During both the 1989 and the 2000 explosions, risk bearers received almost half of the 
attention in articles (1989-49.3%; 2000-39.1%), headlines (1989-50.7%; 2000-34.8%) and leads 
(1989-50.7%; 2000-34.8%).  Risk generators were also highly featured, ranging from 30 percent of 
2000 headlines to 22 percent of 2000 leads.  For the 1995 and 2005 BP Amoco explosions, risk 
generators shared the focus with risk bearers in the articles.  However, risk generators were more 
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prominently featured in headlines (1995-60%; 2005-87%) and leads (1995-70%; 2005-85%).  As one 
might expect, the central characters in the risk event, bearers and generators, received the most 
attention. 
 It is important to note, however, the lack of attention focused on risk advocates, risk 
researchers and risk informers following all four explosions, and a decrease in the use of risk 
researchers as sources for information.  Risk advocates, such as activist groups, were emphasized in 
less than two percent of articles, leads and headlines during both the Phillips explosions and almost 
never framed during the BP Amoco explosions.  This is despite the large presence of sophisticated 
local, state and national activist groups and other concerned organizations in the community.  Risk 
informers were used as sources less than three percent of the time during all four explosions, while 
less than two percent of the articles, headlines and leads during the 1989 explosion focused on this 
character, while during the 2000 explosion, they were not a focus of any article. 

This information may be disconcerting to practitioners who represent organizations such as 
chemical companies.  Not only is the focus on them increasing while the reliance on them as sources 
of information is decreasing.  Overall, the framing analysis represented a murky picture and several 
major inconsistencies, not unlike the uncertainty, perceptions and values that surround risk 
communication. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 Tuchman (1978) noted almost 30 years ago that the mass media actively set the frames media 
users employ to analyze, interpret and discuss public events (e.g., chemical explosions).  As such, 
public relations practitioners need to focus on understanding how media frame issues and their affect 
on an organization’s key stakeholders.  
 Similarly, Hallahan (1999) rightfully argued that public relations practitioners fundamentally 
operate as “framing strategists, who strive to determine how situations, attributes, choices, actions, 
issues and responsibility should be posed to achieve favorable outcomes for clients” (p. 224).  To 
operate as framing strategists, it is also crucial to understand who and what key media outlets frame 
related to strategic goals and objectives of the organization. The implication of such analysis is that 
strategic public relations personnel should understand how journalists work with narratives to fill the 
communication and information void often created by risk events and other organizational crises.  
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Table 1A 
Grouped News Sources – Phillips Explosion 
 1989 2000  
 n % n % % change 
Government 154 21.8 34 12.6 -42.2 
Company 176 24.9 47 17.5 -29.7 
Employees/Families 155 22.0 85 31.6 +43.6 
Legal 6 <1 56 20.8 +1980 
Medical 23 3.3 23 8.5 +157.6 
Industry 99 14.0 17 6.3 -55.0 
Community 93 13.2 7 2.6 -80.3 
Note: Government = local, state, federal; Companies = BP Amoco (all divisions), contracted companies; 
Employees/Families = company, contract, former; Industry = associations, unions, near neighbor facilities; Community = 
activists, community leaders, residents. 
Note: 1989 N = 706; 2000 N = 269. 
 
 
 
Table 1B 
Grouped News Sources – BP Amoco Explosion 
 1995 2005  
 n % n % % change 
Government 30 18.3 37 11.8 -35.5 
Company 43 26.2 73 23.2 -11.4 
Employees/Families 35 21.3 110 35.0 +64.3 
Legal 5 3.0 24 7.6 +153.3 
Medical 8 4.9 30 9.6 +96.0 
Industry 33 20.1 20 6.4 -39.3 
Community 10 6.1 20 6.4 +3.2 
Note: Government = local, state, federal; Companies = BP Amoco (all divisions), contracted companies; 
Employees/Families = company, contract, former; Industry = associations, unions, near neighbor facilities; Community = 
activists, community leaders, residents. 
Note: 1995 N = 164; 2006 N = 314. 
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Table 2A 
Specific News Sources – Phillips Explosion 
 1989 2000  
 n % n % % change 
Government 
     Federal 

 
79 

 
11.2 

 
24 

 
8.9 

 
-20.5 

     State/Local 75 10.6 10 3.7 -65.1 
Company 
     Mmgt./Spokesperson 

 
159 

 
22.5 

 
46 

 
17.1 

 
-21.3 

     Contractors 17 2.4 1 <1  
Employees 
     Company 

 
111 

 
15.7 

 
59 

 
21.9 

 
+39.5 

     Former  2 < 1 5 1.9  
     Families  42 5.9 21 7.8 +32.2 
Legal 
     Company 

 
2 

 
<1 

 
22 

 
8.2 

 
+720 

     Employees/ Families 3 < 1 29 10.8 +980 
     Judges 1 < 1 5 1.9  
Industry 
     Associations/Near   
     Neighbor Facilities  

 
55 

 
7.8 

 
4 

 
1.5 

 
-80.8 

     Unions 44 6.2 13 4.8 -22.6 
Medical 23 3.3 23 8.5 +157.6 
Community 
     Activists 

         
11 

 
1.6 

          
0 

 
0        

 

     Leaders        35 5.0 7 2.6        -48.0 
     Residents 47 6.6 0 0 -100 
Note: Government = local, state, federal; Companies = BP Amoco (all divisions), contracted companies; 
Employees/Families = company, contract, former; Industry = associations, unions, near neighbor facilities; Community = 
activists, community leaders, residents. 
Note: 1989 N = 706; 2000 N = 269. 
Note: Percentage change not noted for instances where both categories contain < 5.0%. 
 



IPRRC - 385 

 

Table 2B 
Specific News Sources – BP Amoco Explosion 
 1995 2005  
 n % n % % change 
Government 
     Federal 

 
12 

 
7.3 

 
10 

 
6.1 

 
-10.6 

     State/Local 18 10.9 27 8.6 -21.1 
Company 
     Mmgt./Spokesperson 

 
30 

 
18.3 

 
58 

 
18.5 

 
+1.1 

     Contractors 13 7.9 20 6.4 -11.85 
Employees 
     Company 

 
20 

 
12.2 

 
58 

 
21.9 

 
+79.5 

     Former  5 < 1 9 2.9  
     Families  10 6.1 43 13.7 +124.6 
Legal 
     Company 

 
4 

 
2.4 

 
17 

 
5.4 

 
+125 

     Employees/ Families 1 < 1 2 <1  
     Judges 0 < 1 5 1.6  
Industry 
     Associations/Near   
     Neighbor Facilities  

 
31 

 
18.9 

 
18 

 
5.7 

 
-69.8 

     Unions 2 6.2 2 4.8 -22.5 
Medical 8 5 30 9.5 +93.9 
Community 
     Activists 

         
0 

 
0 

          
0 

 
0        

 

     Leaders         3 1.8 4 1.3  
     Residents 7 4.3 13 4.1  
Note: Government = local, state, federal; Companies = BP Amoco (all divisions), contracted companies; 
Employees/Families = company, contract, former; Industry = associations, unions, near neighbor facilities; Community = 
activists, community leaders, residents. 
Note: 1995 N = 164; 2005 N = 314. 
Note: Percentage change not noted for instances where both categories contain < 5.0%. 

 
 
 

Table 3A 
News Sources by Risk Character Features – Phillips Explosion 
  
 1989 2000  
 n % n % % change 
Risk bearer  202 28.6 85 31.6 +10.5 
Risk advocates 95 13.5 16 5.9 -56.3 
Risk generators 176 24.9 47 17.5 -29.7 
Risk researchers 32 4.5 26 9.7  
Risk arbiters 181 25.6 91 33.8 +32.0 
Risk informers 20 2.8 4 1.5  
Note: 1989 N = 706; 2000 N = 269. 
Note: Percentage change not noted for instances where both categories contain < 5.0%. 
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Table 3B 
News Sources by Risk Character Features – BP Amoco Explosion 
  
 1995 2005  
 n % n % % change 
Risk bearer 42 25.6 105 33.4 +30.5 
Risk advocates 15 9.1 20 6.4 -29.6 
Risk generators 43 26.2 73 23.2 -11.4 
Risk researchers 10 6.1 52 16.6 +163.2 
Risk arbiters 34 20.7 30 9.5 +54.1 
Risk informers 20 12.2 34 1.1  
Note: 1995 N = 164; 2005 N = 314. 
Note: Percentage change not noted for instances where both categories contain < 5.0%. 

 
 

Table 4A  
Comparison of Articles, Headlines and Leads by Risk Character Features – Phillips Explosion 
 
 1989 2000  
 n % n % % change 
Articles      
     Risk bearer  34 49.3 9 39.1 -20.7 
     Risk advocates 1 1.4 0 0  
     Risk generators 17 24.6 6 26.1 +6.1 
     Risk researchers 3 4.3 1 4.3  
     Risk arbiters 13 18.8 7 30.4 +61.7 
     Risk informers 1 1.4 0 0  
Headlines      
     Risk bearer  35 50.7 8 34.8 -31.4 
     Risk advocates 1 1.4 0 0.0  
     Risk generators 16 23.2 7 30.4 +31.0 
     Risk researchers 5 7.2 1 4.3  
     Risk arbiters 11 16.0 7 30.4  
     Risk informers 1 1.4 0 0  
Leads      
     Risk bearer  34 49.3 9 39.1 -20.7 
     Risk advocates 1 1.4 0 0  
     Risk generators 16 23.2 5 21.7 -6.5 
     Risk researchers 5 7.2 2 8.7  
     Risk arbiters 12 17.4 7 30.4  
     Risk informers 1 1.4 0 0  
Note: 1989 N = 69; 2000 N = 23. 
Note: Percentage change not noted for instances where both categories contain < 5.0%. 
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Table 4B  
Comparison of Articles, Headlines and Leads by Risk Character Features – BP Amoco Explosion 
  
   1995 2005  
 n % n % % change 
Articles      
     Risk bearer  8 40 25 54.3 +35.7 
     Risk advocates 1 5 0 0  
     Risk generators 10 50 18 39.1 -21.8 
     Risk researchers 0 0 1 2.2  
     Risk arbiters 1 5 2 4.3  
     Risk informers 0 0 0 0  
Headlines      
     Risk bearer  6 30 5 10.9 -63.7 
     Risk advocates 0 0 0 0.0  
     Risk generators 12 60 40 86.9 +30.9 
     Risk researchers 0 0 0 0  
     Risk arbiters 2 10 1 2.2  
     Risk informers 0 0 0 0  
Leads      
     Risk bearer  5 25 5 10.9 -56.4 
     Risk advocates 1 5 0 0  
     Risk generators 14 70 39 84.8 +21.1 
     Risk researchers 0 0 0 0  
     Risk arbiters 1 5 2 4.3  
     Risk informers 0 0 0 0  
Note: 1995 N = 20; 2005 N = 46. 
Note: Percentage change not noted for instances where both categories contain < 5.0%. 
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Since internal public relations programs are becoming increasingly recognized as 
important to an organization’s bottom-line, it is vital to understand how to structure a 
communications program to maximize its effectiveness.  The purpose of this multiple-
case study (five technology-based companies) is to determine how certain 
fundamental internal communication practices are being utilized in the field and 
whether these practices are contributing to an effective communications program. 
Three general bodies of theoretical were examined relevant to internal 
communications programs: management style, two-way public relations models, and 
employee motivation.  In management style, four areas were evaluated – bureaucratic, 
authoritarian, participative, and contingency management.  Additionally, the 
characteristics of the charismatic leader, proposed by Weber (1947), were investigated 
to see if companies possessed these characteristics. 
Second, the two-way communication models of J. Grunig were examined (L. Grunig, 
J. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002) – symmetrical and asymmetrical.  Both models utilize 
research to determine the beliefs, attitudes, wants and needs of key publics, such as 
employees (Dozier, L. Grunig, & J. Grunig, 1995).   
Finally, motivation theories were used to help determine how the subject companies 
are motivating their employees.  These theories included Hertzberg’s two-factor 
theory, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, and Cottle’s (1990) theory of creating a 
motivational environment.    
 

CEOs of companies possessing excellent internal communications programs believe that their 
communication organizations are a solid investment (Dozier, Grunig, & Grunig, 1995). “Chief 
executives said the return on investment of their communication function was 184 percent, nearly two 
dollars for every dollar spent” (Lindeborg, 1994, p. 11). Though it is hard to assign a dollar value to 
an effective communications program, management with excellent internal communications 
understands its contribution to the company’s bottom line. 
 A 1990 study conducted by the International Association of Business Communication (IABC) 
found that CEOs appreciate the value of communication to their organization and believe that the 
communication function contributes to the overall profits of their organization. Grunig (1990) 
summarizes by stating that “when public relations helps that organization build relationships, it saves 
the organization money by reducing the costs of litigation, regulation, legislation, pressure 
campaigns, boycotts, or lost revenue that results from bad relationships with publics - publics that 
become activist groups when relationships are bad. It also helps organizations make money by 
cultivating relationships with donors, consumers, stakeholders, and legislators” (Dozier et al., 1995, 
p. 90). This statement provides a good summary of the importance of the public relations function 
with either an external or internal focus. 
 
Purpose 
 Since internal communications programs are increasingly being recognized as important to a 
company’s bottom line, it is vital to understand how to structure a communications program to 
maximize its effectiveness. The purpose of this multiple-case study is to determine how certain 
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fundamental internal communication practices are being utilized in the field and whether these 
practices are contributing to an effective communications program. Understanding whether the 
current practices are creating effective internal communications programs is important for those 
working in the internal communication profession. Inconsistencies between theory and practice can 
be a focus for professionals striving to improve internal communications programs in their respective 
companies. 
Company Backgrounds 

Below is a brief overview of the Bay Area companies under examination in this multiple-case 
study: 

Intel Corporation is the worlds largest chip maker, as well as a leading manufacturer of 
computer, networking and communications products. This global corporation recently announced 
second quarter revenue of $8.3 billion, a new quarterly record, up 23 percent from the second quarter 
of 1999. 
 Chain Link Technologies was founded in 1995 and is on the brink of going public. With 175 
employees, Chain Link is the leading provider of eBusiness applications management software which 
enables companies to plan, deploy and evolve their mission critical Internet and enterprise 
applications, such as eCommerce. 

Van Bronkhorst Group (VBG) has been ranked fourth in Silicon Valley by The Business 
Journal’s Book of Lists. VBG is a business-to-business marketing communication agency, which 
provides marketing communication services predominantly to technology-based companies. The 
agency employs 21 professionals and is located in the heart of Silicon Valley. 

Read-Rite Corporation manufactures recording heads, head gimbals assemblies and head 
stack assemblies for disk and tape drives. Headquartered in Milpitas, California, with operations in 
Japan, Thailand, Malaysia, the Philippines and Singapore, the company employs over 20,000 people. 
In 1996, they produced revenues of approximately $l billion. 
 Lockheed Martin Missiles & Space (LMMS), located in Sunnyvale, California, employs 
about 12,000 employees at 12 location throughout the U.S. It is one of six sectors of the parent 
Lockheed Martin Corporation which employs nearly 170,000 employees in the United States and 
over 5,500 employees internationally in 56 nations and territories around the world. LMMS is a 
world leader in the design, production, and integration of systems for space-based 
telecommunications, defensive and strategic missiles, remote sensing, and space science. 
Scope 
 This study will focus only on the these five companies.  All of the companies are technology-
based and located in the Bay Area so generalizability beyond this industry and geographical location 
may be limited. The research conducted by the researchers  for the single-embedded case studies was 
independent, which means that consistent data was not available for each case study although some 
overlap did exist. 
 
Literature Review 
 This conceptualization will focus on three aspects of internal communication which appear to 
contribute to the overall effectiveness of a communications program. First, the managet management 
style will be discussed using the four theoretical bodies of research regarding management styles - 
bureaucratic, authoritarian, participative and contingency management. Additionally, specific 
characteristics of the charismatic leader, as proposed by Weber (1947), will be examined. 
 Second, symmetrical and asymmetrical two-way communication models will be discussed . 
Two-way communication is important to organizations because it is linked to employee job 
satisfaction (Dozier et al., 1995). Satisfied employees are more productive than unsatisfied 
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employees. Also, satisfied employees are less likely to leave a company. Two-way communication 
mechanisms are an important element in creating an effective communication program. 
 Finally, how organizations motivate employees will be evaluated.. Without motivated 
employees, an organization can not be successful. It is important to understand motivational theories 
because employees are the most important asset an organization has. The following motivation 
theories will be discussed: Hertzberg’s two-factor theory, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, and Cottle’s 
(1990) theory of creating a motivational environment. 
Management Style 
 Understanding management style is important to an internal communications program 
because “managers who are adept at communicating can unite, commit, and motivate employees to 
cooperate successfully for a common goal” (Lacy, Sohn & Wicks, 1999, pg. 41). Internal 
communications programs can not be effective unless the overall management style of the 
organization is supportive of creating an organizational culture conducive to effective 
communication. In this way, an organization’s management style can make or break the effectiveness 
of internal communication. To understand the varying management styles, the following management 
theories will be discussed: bureaucracy, authoritarian, participative, and contingency management. In 
closing, the characteristics of the charismatic leader will be discussed.  
 Bureaucracy Management.   This theory describes an organization that relies heavily on 
rules, division of labor, and a strong hierarchy of authority (Weber, 1947). The primary goal of such 
an organization is to operate at maximum efficiency. This organization is rigid and impersonal to 
employees, who are viewed solely as a means to get the work done. Employee satisfaction is not 
considered important. 
 Weber (1947) proposed the following characteristics of a bureaucratic organization: 

• Fixed division of labor among employees 
• Clear hierarchy of offices 
• Set of general, impersonal rules that govern performance 
• Selection of personnel based solely on technical qualifications 
• Bureaucracy membership is a career with distinct ladders of progression  

 An additional aspect of this style is the command principle which argues that an employee 
should have only one superior to whom he/she reports directly (Lacy et al., 1993). The rationale for 
this is that if employees have multiple reporting relationships, the employee may have difficulty 
prioritizing tasks. 
 Critical to the bureaucracy management style is division of labor (Lacy et a1., 1993). Each 
task is broken down into a smaller number of steps which are individually assigned to employees. 
Beginning in the 1930’s, this principle was widely accepted within organizations because it utilized 
the specific skills of workers and decreased the amount of money required for training (Lacy et al., 
1993). 
 In short, the bureaucratic management style aims to create an impersonal environment which 
maximizes the efficiency of the workers. hi this environment, the voice of the employee is not heard.  
 Authoritarian Management.  Though less rigid, the authoritarian management style shares 
some of the characteristics of the bureaucratic style. According to Dozier et al. (1995), the 
authoritarian management style emphasizes power rooted in formal authority and stresses centralized 
decision making. Decisions are made by a few powerful managers. 

Dozier et a1. (1995) described other characteristics of’ the authoritarian management style: 
• Advancement is based on who you know more than on how well you perform 
• Innovation is difficult because management is closed to new, outside ideas 
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• Senior management is feared 
 Additionally, employees of this style often do not see a united mission at the top. “Employees 
in organizations with authoritarian cultures see different and even competing agendas in different 
departments, rather than a common mission” (Dozier et al., 1995, p. 131). 
 In short, the authoritarian management style emphasizes centralized control and decision 
making by a few powerful managers. As with the bureaucratic management style, the voice of the 
employee is not heard. 
 Participative Management.  Dozier et al. (1995) describe dan organization with participative 
management as follows: “Organizations with predominantly participative cultures infuse their 
employees with shared values, pulling together as a team to accomplish a common mission. Open to 
outside ideas, these organizations favor innovation and adaptation over tradition and domination” (p. 
17). They believe that such a management style provides a superior setting for effective internal 
communication programs because employees are part of the equation. 
 Dozier et al. (1995) provided ten evaluation statements of an organization practicing 
participative management: 
 1.  Nearly everyone feels he/she is part of a team in the organization. 
 2.  Everyone works together to make the organization effective. 
 3.  The departments in the organization work together. 
 4.  Senior mangers in the organization care deeply about their employees. 
 5.  Everyone is treated as an equal in the organization. 
 6.  Most decisions are made after thorough discussion between all people affected by the  
      decision in a major way. 
 7.  The organization is open to new ideas from the outside. 
 8.  Senior managers believe in sharing power and responsibility with lower level         
      employees. 
 9.  People take an interest in each other in the organization. 
 10.  Most projects are done through teamwork. 
 McKenna (1987) described participative leadership as a system of values where three main 
elements exist: (a) free communication, (b) decision by consensus, and (c) emotional expression is 
encouraged. 

In short, participative management style emphasizes teamwork and wide participation in 
decision making. Unlike the bureaucratic and authoritarian management styles, the voice of the 
employee is heard. 
 Contingency Theory.   Lacy et al. (1993) summarized Fiedler’s contingency theory by stating 
that the leader’s effectiveness is contingent on the situation and the leader’s personality. Depending 
on the situation, a leader may exhibit varying leadership styles, such as participative or authoritarian. 
 Fiedler’s theory suggests that a leader’s personality determines whether he/she are task or 
relationship motivated, which influences his/her management style. Leaders who are task motivated 
are motivated by a specific goal. Relationship motivated leaders are motivated by developing close 
relationships with specific groups, such as employees. 

According to the contingency theory, different situations require different styles of leadership 
and which style is exhibited depends on the personality of the leader. 
 The Charismatic Leader.  One theory that looks specifically at the personality of a leader is 
Weber’s (1947) conception of a charismatic leader. A charismatic leader can be described as one who 
has “authority based on the personal qualities of an individual” (Smither, 1994, p. 298). A 
charismatic leader has three specific personal qualities: (a) personal vision, (b) good communication 
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skills, and (c) an influence on others that builds confidence. Followers of a charismatic leader feel 
affection for the leader, trust the leader, and identify with the leader’s goals (Smither, 1994). Since 
charisma is partly due to employees’ perception, charismatic leaders are hypothesized to have close 
relationships with employees. 
 Other characteristics of a charismatic leader proposed by Smither (1994) include: 

• Taking high personal risks 
• Have assertive personalities 
• Set example rather than consensus seeking 
• Reject the status quo 
• Use unconventional channels 

 In short, a charismatic leader can exist within any of the management styles discussed earlier. 
This theory looks at the specific personality traits of a leader to explain why he/she is successful in 
leading an organization. 
Research Question #1 
What style of management is displayed within companies in the Bay Area?  
Is there a difference between start-up and non- start-up companies? 
Two-way Communication 
 Both two-way models utilize research to determine the beliefs, attitudes, wants and needs of 
key publics, such as employees (Dozier et. al., 1995). What differentiates symmetrical and 
asymmetrical communication models is how an organization uses the information it gathers. An 
organization following an asymmetrical model uses employee feedback to manipulate employees into 
behavior the organization desires. In contrast, an organization following a symmetrical 
communication model uses employee feedback to negotiate processes that are mutually agreed to by 
the organization and employees. 
 Symmetrical Two-way Communication.  The two-way symmetrical model emerged in the late 
20th century through the work of Arthur W. Page, former vice president of public relations for AT&T 
(Broom & Dozier, 1990). He utilized sophisticated research techniques and had a symmetrical view 
of organizations, “all business in a democratic country begins with public permission and exists by 
public approval (Broom & Dozier, 1990, p. xi). He clearly believed that employee feedback should 
be encouraged and acted upon. 
 The role of the communicator in a two-way symmetrical system is me of a negotiator and 
consultant. “The two-way symmetrical model also requires the sophisticated use of knowledge and 
understanding of publics to counsel senior management and execute communication programs. 
However, such two-way communication seeks to manage conflict and promote mutual understanding 
with key publics. Under this model, communicators seek to negotiate solutions to conflicts between 
their organization and key publics” (Dozier et al., 1995, p. 13). To be an effective negotiator or 
consultant, communicators need to understand the wants and needs of its key publics, as well as the 
wants and needs of the organization. 

Another role of the communicator according to this model is to be an advocate for both the 
organization and the public(s), “Communicators play a somewhat paradoxical role as advocates of 
the organization’s interests in negotiations with key publics but advocates of the publics interest in 
discussions with the organizations strategic planners and decision makers” (Dozier et al., 1995, p. 
13). Communicators need to balance the interests of publics and the organization and determine a 
mutually beneficial solution to the issue at hand. The ability to accomplish this relies on a clear 
understanding of the interests of both the organization and the public(s). 
 In short, the two-way symmetrical model uses research to “facilitate understanding and 
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communication rather than to identify messages most likely to motivate or persuade publics” (Grunig 
& Grunig, 1992). The principal objective of public relations, according to this model, is 
understanding. 
 Lindeborg (1994) describes a symmetrical organization to have the following characteristics: 

• Information flows freely between systems 
• Input of all people is valued 
• Employees have autonomy 
• Innovation is valued over tradition 
• Conflict is r dyed through negotiation and communication 

 In a two-way symmetrical system, employees are comfortable speaking up to leadership and 
see themselves involved in the decision-making process. The company culture is considered 
participatory. Additionally, management has mechanisms to consistently solicit employee input and 
uses that input in subsequent decisions. As a result, employees feel commitment towards the 
organization. 
 In the Excellence in Public Relations and Communications Management Study (Excellence 
Study), Dozier et al. (1995) asked top communicators whether they agreed with a series of statements 
to determine whether their organization practices were symmetrical: 
1.  The purpose of public relations is to change the attitude and behavior of management as mush as 
the attitude and behavior of publics 
2.  Public relations should provide mediation for the organization to help management and publics 
negotiate conflicts 
3.  The purpose of public relations is to develop mutually understanding between the management of 
the organization and publics the organization affects 
4.  Before starting a public relations program, surveys or informal research should be done to find out 
how much management and our publics understand each other. 
Dozier et al. (1995) found that the CEOs of excellent communication programs agreed with these 
statements one-and-a-half times as often as CEOs from less than excellent communication programs. 
This result indicates that excellent communications programs employ symmetrical practices. 
 Asymmetrical Two-way Communication.  In the 1920’s, Edward Bernays introduced the 
concept of the two-way asymmetrical model (Dozier et al., 1995). Dozier et a1. (1995) summarized 
Bernays’ model, “to engineer consent,’ the communicator gathers information from target publics in 
order to devise effective media and message strategies. Such information gathering from publics 
makes organizational communication two-way. But, communicators might use such feedback from 
publics to persuade or even manipulate them into compliance with the organization’s objectives” (p. 
41). 
 According to Olasky (1987), Bernays believed that people could be manipulated for evil 
purposes, as well as for good. Bernays’ interest in psychology (Grunig & Grunig, 1992) led him to 
believe that “the secret to successful manipulation was in understanding the motivations of people 
and in using research to identify the messages most likely to produce the attitudes and behaviors 
desired by the organization” (p. 288). When Grunig and Hunt (1994) developed the four models of 
public relations, which defined the ways in which public relations is typically practiced, they 
included the two-way asymmetrical model, which builds on Bernays concept. 
 In the asymmetrical model, communicators gather information from employees to manipulate 
their behavior. The information they collect is not used to modify the organization’s goals, objectives, 
or policies (Dozier et al,, 1995). According to this model, the principal objective of gathering 
information is persuasion. 
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 Lindeborg (1994) describes an asymmetrical organization to have the following 
characteristics: 
 • Efficiency is valued more than innovation 
 • Leadership knows best and should be followed without question 
 • Change is undesirable and change efibrts should be stopped 
 • Traditional practices provide stability and maintain culture 
 • Power is concentrated in the hands of few 
 • Employees have little autonomy 
 In the Excellence Study, Dozier et al. (1995) asked top communicators whether they agreed 
with a series of statements to determine whether their organization practices were asymmetrical: 
 1.  In public relations, the broad goal is to persuade publics to behave as the organization 
 wants them to behave. 
 2.  Before beginning a public relations program, one should do research to determine the 
 publics attitude toward the organization and how that might be changed 
 3.  Before beginning a public relations program, one should look at attitude surveys to 
 make sure that the organization and its public are described in ways its public would be 
 most likely to accept. 
 4.  After completing a public relations program, research should he done to determine  how 
effective this program has been in changing people’s attitudes 
 Dozier et al. (1995) found that the CEOs of excellent communication programs agreed with 
these statements one-and-a-half times as often as CEOs from less-than-excellent communication 
programs. This result indicates that excellent communication programs also employ asymmetrical 
practices. 
 In a study conducted in 1989 by the Conference Board to determine what changes were taking 
place in corporate communications, 281 companies were surveyed (Troy, 1989). The general finding 
was that corporate communicators are currently focused on informing employees about changes, 
helping increase morale, and developing messages which will affect human behavior” (Troy, 1989, p. 
1). Though not stated in terms of asymmetrical communication, Troy (1989) does state that 
companies are expecting communication departments to change the behavior of employees. 
 The findings of Dozier et al. and Troy concluded that organizations utilize two-way 
asymmetrical practices to communicate with employees.  Did CEOs really respond that their 
organizations exercise both asymmetrical and symmetrical practices? If so, isn’t this a conflicting 
message? The results of the Excellence Study reveal that organizations with excellent communication 
programs have a strong preference for both two-way asymmetrical and symmetrical practices. Dozier 
et al. (1995) summarized the results by stating “in the rough-and-tumble, everyday world, 
communicators alternatively negotiate and persuade, depending on the situation. The excellent 
communicator advises senior management and knows how to use both the symmetrical and 
asymmetrical models of communication” (Dozier et al., 1995, p. 13). These results are consistent 
with Grunig’s (1992) compilation of research which found that “excellent public relations deviates 
from pure symmetrical public relations and can be described as a combination of the two-way 
asymmetrical and symmetrical models” (p. 285). 
 The symmetrical model has the advantage of inspiring employee loyalty and commitment, 
which positively affects the bottom line of a company. Though it may be the ideal model to follow, in 
reality, organizations can not follow this model 100 percent of the time. To be successful, 
communicators need to understand how to practice both models to ensure that their relationship with 
key publics, such as employees, is maintained. 
 In the simplest form, two-way communication involves getting information out to employees 
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and providing employees multiple channels for sending feedback up to management. Effective 
communications programs are able to balance the outgoing and incoming information and create an 
atmosphere of trust between employees and the messenger. From the employees’ perspective, they 
need to be able to trust the message from upper management and their immediate manager. Equally 
as important is the trust that feedback will be valued and responded to. 
Research Question #2 
What two-way communication model i5 follows by companies in the Bay Area?  
Is there a difference between start-up and non- start-up companies? 
Motivation 
 Motivation is “the basic process of needs producing drives or motives, which lead to goals 
being achieved” (Lacy et al., 1999). It is important to understand motivational theories because 
employees are the most important asset an organization has and without them, an organization can 
not be successful. The following motivation theories will be discussed: Hertzberg’s two-factor 
theory, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, and Cottle’s (1990) theory of creating a motivational 
environment. 
 Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.  Motivation factors are those traditionally perceived as 
important to mental well being and are often related to Maslow’s studies of hierarchy of needs 
(Seglin, 1998). Maslow believed that each individual has needs surrounding physiology, safety, 
social, esteem, and self-actualization. A deprived need dominates an individual’s attention which in 
turn dominates behavior. Once a need is satisfied, progression up the hierarchy occurs until self-
actualization is achieved. Once at the highest level of self-actualization, the individual continues to be 
motivated at this level (Kettering, 1991). 
 Though some scholars believe that needs at any level can never be completely satisfied 
(Rowan, 1998), Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is worthy of exploration. The premise is that employees 
who are not satisfied at a fundamental level will focus their attention on satisfying that need and will 
not focus on optimally performing their daily work. For this reason, organizations need to understand 
which employee needs are not being met so they can make the necessary adjustments. 
 Herzberg’s Two-factor Theory.  Herzberg’s theory builds on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. It 
describes the relationship between two categories of needs - hygiene actors and motivators (Lacy et 
al., 1993). According to this theory, hygiene actors, such as salary and security, must be satisfied but 
are not motivators in and of themselves. For employees to be motivated, motivators are required, in 
addition to the hygiene factors. Examples of motivators include recognition, achievement, 
challenging work, responsibility, and opportunity for advancement (McKenna, 1987). 
 Further, Herzberg contends that job satisfaction and dissatisfaction should be considered 
separately. Improving hygiene factors will only reduce job dissatisfaction without contributing to job 
satisfaction. For a manager to improve job satisfaction, he/she must concentrate on the motivators 
which directly link to better performance. 
 Creating a motivating environment.  Cottle (1990) asserted that managers can not directly motivate 
employees because motivation comes from within. Managers need to create an environment where 
employees can thrive. According to Cottle, “motivation is a door that can only be unlocked from the 
inside. Also, we can never control other people. All we can do is control our own thoughts, emotions, 
actions, and reactions-thereby serving as a good example and role model” (p. 198). He believes that 
the most important satisfiers for employees are achievement, recognition, pleasure from or interest in 
the work itself professional growth, courtesy, and responsibility. 
 The motivators described by Herzberg are very similar to the satisfiers posed by Cottle. The 
difference in their theories is where the motivation comes from. Herzberg believes that you can 
control employee satisfaction, where Cottle believes that motivation comes from within the employee 
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and can therefore not be controlled. 
Research Question #3 
 How are companies in the Bay Area motivating their employees? 
 Is there a difference between start-up and non- start-up companies? 

 
Methodology 

The purpose of a case study’s methodology section was described by Yin (1994) as the 
blueprint for research. This blueprint will address four elements of the investigation - “what questions 
to study, what data is relevant, what data to collect, and how to analyze the results” (pg. 20). A 
product of the methodology section is the case study protocol. “The protocol is a major tactic in 
increasing the reliability of the case study research and is intended to guide the investigator in 
carrying out the case study” (Yin, 1994, pg. 63). The protocol keeps the investigator on track and 
forces the investigator to address potential problems with the case study early on in its development. 
Selected Research Method 
 “In general, case studies are the preferred strategy when ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions am being 
posed, when the investigator had little control over events, and when the focus is on contemporary 
phenomenon within some real-life context” (Yin, 1994, pg. 1). The case study method was 
appropriate for the SJSU researchers because they were exploring how leadership styles, two-way 
communication and motivation were being utilized in their respective companies. 
 For this multiple-case study, the researcher will be exploring patterns and trends to answer the 
following questions related to Bay Area companies: (a) what style of leadership is displayed, (b) 
which two-way communication model is being followed, and (c) how are companies motivating their 
employees. The investigator(s) will have no control over how they lead, communicate with, or 
motivate their employees. 
Sources of Data Collection 
 Yin (1994) stated that the unique strength of case study research is the opportunity to utilize 
multiple sources of evidence. He described six sources of evidence — documentation, archival 
records, interviews, direct observation, participant observation, and physical evidence. According to 
Yin (1994), no single source of evidence has a complete advantage over the others. Using multiple 
sources are complimentary and a good case study will use as many as possible. 
 The SJSU researchers utilized three sources of evidence - interviews, documentation, and 
participant observation. There appears to be an abundance of evidence from these sources. 
 Interviews.  Yin (1994) stated that “one of the most important sources of case study 
information is the interview” (pg. 84). The structure of the interviews vary from open-ended to 
focused or a combination of both. In open-ended interviews, the investigator asks questions about the 
facts of the situation, as well as the interviewee’s opinions about the situation. In a focused interview, 
the 
investigator interviews the interviewee for a short amount of time and follows a predetermined set of 
questions derived from the research protocol. 
 The bulk of the information on the examined companies was obtained throu2b focused 
interviews. Researchers interviewed employees at all levels which provides a rounded perspective 
about the practices within the companies. The researchers asked focused questions which were 
derived from their initial research questions and research protocol. 
  Four researchers looked at management style in their case studies. Employees at all levels 
from Van Bronkhorst Group (VBG), Read-Rite Corporation, Intel, and Chain Link Technologies 
were interviewed. 

Sample interview questions included: 
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 •  How does work get delegated in your company? 
 •  How many people do you report to? 
 •  Describe your manager’s leadership style 
 •  Do you know the vision for your organization and the company? 
 •  Does your manager make decisions based on consistent criteria?  
  Two researchers looked at two-way communication models. Employees at varying levels 
within Lockheed Martin and Intel were interviewed. 
 Sample interview questions included: 
  •  What type of communication is practiced on the Intranet? 
  •  Are there mechanisms for employees to provide feedback (questions,   
  complaints, concerns) with upper and direct management? 
  •  Will any action be taken as a result of your feedback? 
  •  Do you think the communication department and upper management   
  consistently ask for feedback? 
   Three researchers examined motivation within their respective case studies. Employees at 
VBG, Chain Link Technologies, and Read-Rite were interviewed. 
 Sample interview questions included: 
  •  How would you describe the work environment of your company? 
  •  How does your company recognize employee achievements? 
  •  How motivated are you to work your hardest for your company? 
  •  Do employees see their management as influential? Inspirational? 
  Documentation.  According to Yin (1994), “for most case studies, the most important use of 
documentation is to corroborate and augment evidence from other sources” (p. 81). Documents can 
be used to clarify spellings and titles related to the organization being studied. The tails and specifics 
in documentation can be used to corroborate information from other sources. Finally, inferences can 
be made from organizational documentation and used as clues leading to further investigation. A 
caveat offered by Yin (1994) was that documentation “must be carefully used and should not be 
accepted as literal recordings of events that have taken place” (p. 81). 
 The SJSU researchers looked at a variety of documentation, which provides insight into all 
three of the research questions being addressed in this meta-case study. Examples of documentation 
which was examined are newsletters, organization charts, newspaper clippings, vision statements, 
employee policies, and relevant web pages. 
 Participant Observation.  “Participant observation is a special mode of observation in which 
you are not merely a passive observer. Instead, you may assume a variety of roles within the case 
study situation and may actually participate in the events being studied” (Yin, 1994, pg. 87). Though 
there are many potentia1 biases inherent with participant observation, it has some distinct advantages. 
The most distinct advantage is the ability of the investigator to gain access to events or groups which 
would otherwise be inaccessible. 
 According to Yin (1994), the trade-offs between the potential biases and the distinct 
advantages need to be considered before utilizing the participant observation data collection 
technique. “Under some circumstances, this approach to case study evidence may be just the right 
approach; under other circumstances, the credibility of a whole case study project can be threatened” 
(pg. 89). 
 In the examined companies, three researchers utilized participant observation because they 
were employees of the company they were examining. These researchers were in a unique position 
where they were able to experience the organizational dynamics in real time and within context. 
 By collecting data through these multiple channels, the researchers were able to gather ample 
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data to address their research questions. From this data, I have the benefit of taking a step back and 
looking at the bigger picture while looking at the each researcher’s findings as a whole. 
Data Analysis & Triangulation 
 As stated earlier, a major strength of the case study research method is the opportunity to use 
multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 1994). Further, Yin (1994) stated “the most important advantage 
presented by using multiple sources of evidence is the development of converging lines of inquiry, a 
process of triangulation. Thus any finding or conclusion in a case study is likely to be much more 
convincing and accurate Wit is based on several different sources of information following a 
corroboratory mode” (pg. 92). 
 The variety of information collected during the data collection phase must be analyzed in a 
method suitable for the case study method. Yin (1994) identified four dominant modes of analysis -
pattern matching, explanation-building time-series analysis; and program logic. Yin (1994) 
considered pattern matching one of the most desirable modes of analysis to use in case study 
research. 
 Pattern matching involves looking for patterns or themes which develop out of the 
information gathered. If a pattern or theme is found and corroborated by the multiple sources of 
evidence, the investigator is able to draw conclusions based on those patterns. The investigator is 
looking for replication. 
 This meta-case study will utilize the pattern matching mode of analysis. Using the multiple 
sources of data collected, I will look for patterns in answering my research questions.  Levels of 
analysis.  On the first level of analysis, five companies will be looked at as a whole to see what 
patterns emerge from the multiple data sources. To look deeper, the results of start-up companies will 
be compared to non-start-up companies. Start-up companies are those which have been in business 
five years or less and are pre-IPO. In this case study Chain Link Technologies will be defined as a 
start-up company. On the other hand, non-start-up companies as those who have been in business 
more than five years and are publicly owned companies, which for this meta-case study includes 
Intel, Read-Rite, VBG, and Lockheed Martin. 
 In the conclusion section of this case study, the patterns found in the three research questions 
will be compared to the theories presented in the literature review and will draw overall conclusions 
about companies in the Bay Area. 
 
Results 

The purpose of this meta-case study is to explore certain organizational elements of Bay Area 
companies which contribute to the overall effectiveness of theft internal communications programs. 
The methodology section described the protocol used by the researchers, as well as the protocol I will 
I followed to analyze the data. My findings are reported in this section.  
Research Question #1 - Level One Analysis 
What management style is displayed within companies in the Bay Area? 
 Four researchers found that the organization under study displayed a participative 
management style. Three out of those four researchers also noted that in certain situations, 
participative management was not practical and other forms of management arose. 
 Read-Rite’s leadership team strongly believes in teamwork and invites employees to 
participate in brainstorming and problem-solving activities. Read-Rite has created an environment 
which provides employees with an excellent working environment that highly values cooperation, 
two-way communication, openness, equality, and empowerment. 
 Employees at Chain Link Technologies describe a work environment where they are given 
autonomy to solve problems with innovative solutions. Employees are provided with a problem and 
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given the latitude to figure out the best way to solve it. In general, management is described as macro 
managers who are visionaries that lead by example and are respectful, knowledgeable, charismatic, 
trusting, and trustworthy. 
 Using the creation of the Intranet as an example of how projects are rim at Intel, it is apparent 
that Intel has a participative environment. Employees believe that Intel has a very open and trusting 
environment which inspires the creativity and commitment of all members of the team. 
 VBG is on its way to becoming a participative environment. In general, employees believe 
that the CEO is open, honest, and genuinely cares about involving VUG employees in the 
organization. They believe that he makes decisions based on preserving and strengthening his 
relationships with clients and employees. The CEO stated that one of his main objectives is to create 
organizational goals that all the employees agree with. This shows that he wants employees to 
participate in and understand the direction of the organization. VEG is not completely participative 
yet but under the direction of the current CEO is on the right path to creating such an environment. 
Research Question #1 - Level Two Analysis 
Is there a difference in management styles between start-up and non-start-up companies?  
 There does not appear to be a difference in the management styles between start-up and non-
start-up companies, since all companies examined displayed participative management styles. An 
interesting finding from the Chain Link Technologies case study is that the personality of the leader 
is becoming increasingly more important. For start-up companies, the style and personality of the 
leader is often what attracts employees to a company and often what keeps employees there. Since 
the future of many start-ups is unclear, an effective leader needs to be able to inspire confidence in 
the workforce. The evolving style of leadership centers around a leader who is almost spiritual in 
nature. These leaders must possess business maturity and have the ability to express a clear vision 
that employees can grab onto. 
Research Question #2 - Level One Analysis 
What two-way communication model i2 followed by companies in the Bay Area?  
 Two researchers explicitly looked at two-way communication models in their case studies. 
The three remaining case studies discussed two-way communication while examining another 
organizational element so their findings could be incorporated. Based on the findings, three 
companies practiced two-way symmetrical and two companies practiced two-way asymmetrical 
communications.  
  Based on the interviews with the Read-Rite leadership team, the researcher concluded that 
management has put a great deal of effort into ensuring that two-way communication is maintained 
between management and employees. It had regular staff and department meetings where issues are 
discussed and solutions ale proposed. 
 Symmetrical - Though the case study on Chain Link Technologies did not explicitly examine 
two-way communication, the interview results showed it does practice two-way symmetrical 
communication. Employees are encouraged to voice opinions and offer solutions. Their feedback is 
definitely taken into consideration. 
 Symmetrical - At Intel, employees are encouraged to provide input which is utilized. 
Innovation and creativity am encouraged and management strives negotiate mutually beneficial 
solutions, whenever practical. 
 Asymmetrical - VBG employees have mixed feelings about whether open and honest 
communication is prevalent. The most striking finding was that employees do not believe that their 
input makes a difference. Some believed that it was heard but not acted upon, where others believed 
that their input never made it to the appropriate person. 
 Asymmetrical - At LMMS, there is a complete lack of mechanisms to flow information from 
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the bottom to the top. The existence of two-way communication varies greatly from department to 
department and is contingent on individual managers. At a company level, two-way communication 
channels are not available. In general, employees believe that their feedback is not valued. 
Research Question #2 - Level Two Analysis 
Is there a difference in two-way communication between start-up and non-start-up companies?  
 Once the start up company is taken out of the calculation, there is a 50/50 split on which two-
way communication model dominates. There is not enough data to support a conclusion that a 
difference exists in how two-way communication is practiced at start-ups vs. non-start-ups. Research 
Question #3- Level One Analysis 
How are companies in the Bay Area motivating their employees?  
 Three researchers looked at motivational practices within their respective companies. The 
other two case studies did not discuss motivation in enough depth to draw conclusions. All of the 
companies utilize two types of motivators for employees - monetary compensation and recognition 
for achievements. Employees at all three companies were motivated and believed that their respective 
companies adequately recognized employees. 
 At Read-Rite, the monetary motivators include bonuses, raises, and stock options. Non-
monetary recognition usually comes in the form of being featured in the bi-weekly company 
newspaper. Additionally, employees are offered many training programs which give them the 
opportunity to grow professionally and develop their skills. 
 Employees at Chain Link Technologies identify their motivational actors as: open and direct 
company culture, internally motivated employees, challenging work, freedom, stock options, 
visibility, and a loyalty towards the co-founders. Employees are internally motivated by the 
empowerment they feel over their day-to-day work. In general, employees enjoy being at work 
because they are adequately compensated and they express loyalty to their teammates. 
 VBG provides monetary incentives to motivate employees, such as profit sharing and 
bonuses. Overall survey results show that most employees feel that they are adequately recognized 
but there is room for improvement. The CEO admits that they could improve recognition of day-to-
day achievements. The reasons employees cited for being motivated included: pride in work, self--
motivation, and loyalty to teammates. 
Research Question #3- Level Two Analysis 
Is there a difference in motivation techniques between start-up and non-start-up companies?  
 There does not appear to be a significant difference in the techniques used to motivate 
employees at start-up vs. non-start-up companies. Both types of companies utilize monetary 
incentives and employee recognition. In reading the verbatim comments made by employees at all 
three companies, employees appear to be the most intrinsically motivated at the start-up company. 
Proposed reasons for this will be discussed in the conclusion section of this meta-case study. 
 
Conclusion 

The concluding section will compare the patterns found in the three research questions with 
the theories presented in the literature review. Each question will be examined separately and then 
take a step back to look at the big picture of how these three questions ale interrelated.  Overall 
conclusions will be drawn about companies in the Bay Area. Trends for the future and make 
recommendations about further research will conclude this study. 
Research Question #1 
What style of leadership is displayed within companies in the Bay Area? 
 Internal communications programs can not be effective unless the overall management style 
of the organization is supportive of creating an organizational culture conducive to effective 
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communication. 
Bureaucracy Management 
 The bureaucratic management style relies heavily on rules, division of labor, and a strong 
hierarchy of authority to improve the organization’s efficiency (Weber, 1947). This theory is rigid 
and inflexible when it comes to employee relations. In short, the bureaucratic management style 
aimed to maximize the efficiency of the workers, without considering such factors as employee 
satisfaction or motivation. In such organizations, the voice of the employee is not heard. 
 None of the examined Bay Area companies exhibited characteristics of a bureaucratic 
management style. The examined companies do not sacrifice employee relations for the sake of 
efficiency. 
Authoritarian Management 
 According to Dozier et al. (1995), the authoritarian management style emphasizes power 
rooted in formal authority and stresses centralized decision making. Decisions are made by a few 
powerful managers. As with the bureaucratic management style, the voice of the employee is not 
heard. 
 Evaluated against the criteria laid out by Dozier et al. (1995), none of the examined 
companies predominantly exhibited the authoritarian management style. 
Participative Management 
 Dozier et al. (~995) describe an organization with participative management as follows: 
“Organizations with predominantly participative cultures infuse theft employees with shared values, 
pulling together as a team to accomplish a common mission. Open to outside ideas, these 
organizations favor innovation and adaptation over tradition and domination” (p. 17). In short, 
participative management style emphasizes teamwork and wide participation in decision making. 
Unlike the bureaucratic and authoritarian management styles, the voice of the employee is heard. 
 All of the examined companies’ management style is predominantly participative. Employees 
are valued as individuals and innovation is encouraged. These companies have created an open and 
trusting environment where employees are involved and empowered. Contingency Theory 
 Lacy et al. (1993) summarize Fiedler’s contingency theory by stating that the leader’s 
effectiveness is contingent on the situation and the leader’s personality. In short, according to the 
contingency theory, different situations require different styles of leadership and which style is 
exhibited depends on the personality of the leader. 
 The results show that although the participative management style is dominant in the 
examined companies, contingency management is applicable in some cases. In the interviews 
conducted with leaders from Chain Link Technologies, Read-Rite, and VBG, the interviewees 
acknowledged that a participative style of management isn’t feasible for every instance when a 
decision has to be made. There are cases when decisions must be made by a few powerful managers. 
 Additionally, Fiedler’s theory suggests that a leader’s personality determines whether they are 
task or relationship motivated. Leaders who are task motivated are motivated by a specific goal. 
Relationship motivated leaders are motivated by developing close relationships with specific groups, 
such as employees. 

In general, the leaders of the examined companies were relationship motivated. If they were 
purely task motivated, their main concern would be productivity and efficiency, not creating a 
participative environment. The leaders make crucial decisions while preserving relationships with 
employees and clients. 
The Charismatic Leader 
 One theory that looks specifically at the personality of a leader is Weber’s conception of a 
charismatic leader. A charismatic leader can be described as one who has “authority based on the 
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personal qualities of an individual” (Smither, 1994, p. 298). A charismatic leader has three specific 
personal qualities: . (a) personal vision, (b) good communication skills, and (c) an influence on others 
that builds confidence. Followers of a charismatic leader feel affection for the leader, trust the leader, 
and identify with the leader’s goals (Smither, 1994). Since charisma is partly due to employees’ 
perception, charismatic leaders are hypothesized to have close relationships with employees. 
 The results show that the personality of a company’s leader is becoming increasingly more 
important in start-up companies. Because the path ahead isn’t always clear for start-up companies, 
employees are often drawn to a company based on the personal vision, power, and communication 
skills of the leader. Additionally, start-up companies are generally less structured than heritage 
companies so the inspiration and faith provided by the charismatic leader becomes critical.  
Research Question #2 
What two-way communication model is followed by companies in the Bay Area?  
Two-way Communication Models 
 Both two-way models utilize research to determine the beliefs, attitudes, wants and needs of 
key publics, such as employees (Dozier et. al., 1995). What differentiates symmetrical and 
asymmetrical communication models is how an organization uses the information it gathers. An 
organization following an asymmetrical model uses employee feedback to manipulate employees into 
behavior the organization desires hi contrast, an organization following a symmetrical 
communication model uses employee feedback to negotiate processes that are mutually agreed to by 
the organization and employees. 
 As reported in the results section, three of the examined companies practiced two-way 
symmetrical communication and two of the examined companies practiced two-way asymmetrical 
communication. The differentiating questions between the companies are two-fold— (a) is employee 
feedback encouraged and (b) what are the results of such feedback? The two companies which 
practice two-way asymmetrical communication are VBG and LMMS. At VBG, employee feedback is 
encouraged but employees do not see results from their input. The company is asking for input but 
not doing anything with it. At LMMS, there are no mechanisms in place to capture employee 
feedback and in the individual cases where feedback is given, employees do not see results. These 
two factors result in LMMS employees feeling that their input is not valued. 
 In contrast, at the three companies which practice two-way symmetrical communication, 
employees are not only encouraged to provide feedback and innovative solutions, they see direct 
results of their feedback. These two actors lead employees to feel more committed to their 
organization because they are involved in decisions made and their voice is heard on a daily basis. 
 In the Excellence Study, Dozier eta1. (1995) found that organizations with excellent 
communication programs have a strong preference for both two-way asymmetrical and symmetrical 
practices, They summarize the results by stating in the rough-and-tumble, everyday world, 
communicators alternatively negotiate and persuade, depending on the situation. The excellent 
communicator advises senior management and knows how to use both the symmetrical and 
asymmetrical models of communication (Dozier et al., 1995, p. 13) 
 This finding is consistent with the results of the examined companies. Companies were 
classified as symmetrical or asymmetrical based on which two-way model dominates their practices. 
This does not preclude the reality that in some cases a predominantly symmetrical organization will 
employ asymmetrical practices. This was acknowledged in the interviews with leaders at Intel, Read-
Rite, and Chain Link Technologies. These leaders stated that although they have created an open 
environment where employee input is valued, there are times in which it is not practical to be 
symmetrical. There are cases when they need to utilize information to persuade employees, where 
negotiation is not realistic. 
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Research Question #3 
How are companies in the Bay Area motivating their employees? 
 Motivation is “the basic process of needs producing drives or motives, which lead to goals 
being achieved” (Lacy et al., 1999). It is important to understand motivational theories because 
employees are the most important asset an organization has. Without motivated employees, an 
organization can not be successful. 
Motivation Theories 
 Maslow believed that each individual has needs surrounding physiology, safety, social, 
esteem, and self-actualization. A deprived need dominates an individual’s attention which in turn 
dominates behavior. Once a need is satisfied, progression up the hierarchy occurs until self-
actualization is achieved. Once at the highest level of self-actualization, the individual continues to be 
motivated at this level (Kettering, 1991). 
 Herzberg’s two-factor theory builds on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory. This theory 
describes the relationship between two categories of needs—hygiene factors and motivators (Lacy et 
al., 1993). According to this theory, hygiene factors, such as salary and security, must be satisfied but 
are not motivators in and of themselves. For employees to be motivated, motivators are required, in 
addition to the hygiene factors. Examples of motivators include recognition, achievement; 
challenging work, responsibility, and opportunity for advancement (McKenna, 1987). 
 All of the examined companies who looked at motivation factors utilize two types of 
motivators for employees—monetary compensation and recognition for achievements. Monetary 
incentives include stock options, profit sharing promotions, and raises. Non-monetary incentives 
include newsletter features and public award ceremonies. In general, employees at all three 
companies were motivated and believed that their respective companies adequately recognized 
employees. 
 The VBG case study interviewed a few employees who were not motivated and believed that 
the company did not adequately recognize employees. In further analysis of these employees’ 
comments, they are also the individuals who do not see a clear vision for the company. Possessing 
these two feelings concurrently reinforce Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Employees who are not 
secure in the future of the company are more likely to be unmotivated and doubt the company. They 
become focused on satisfying their need for safety that they are unable to see beyond satisfying that 
need. 
 At the start-up company, Chain Link Technologies, employees are motivated by the 
personality of their leader. This factor is not considered by Maslow or Herzberg. As mentioned 
previously, the future for start-ups is often unknown. This automatically puts safety and salary at risk. 
According to Maslow’s hierarchy, employees would never get beyond these unsatisfied needs and 
would never feel motivation. This is clearly not the case. 

Looking at Herzberg’s two-factor theory, the hygiene factors of employees are not being met 
but employees are motivated by challenging work, empowerment, innovation etc. An additional 
motivating factor is the leadership guiding the future of the start-up. Without a charismatic leader 
who has a solid vision for the future and excellent communication skills, it is unlikely that employees 
would feel motivated. Due to the nature of the start-up environment, these companies have many 
unsatisfied needs to overcome and it appears that the personality of their leadership can make great 
strides towards motivating employees. 
Creating a Motivating Environment 
 Cottle (1990) asserts that managers can not directly motivate employees because motivation 
comes from within. Managers need to create an environment where employees can thrive. According 
to Cattle, “motivation is a door that can only be unlocked from the inside. Also, we can never control 
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other people. All we can do is control our own thoughts, emotions, actions, and reactions—thereby 
serving as a good example and role model” (p. 198). He believes that the most important satisfiers for 
employees are achievement, recognition, pleasure from or interest in the work itself; professional 
growth, courtesy, and responsibility (Cottle, 1990). 
 The companies with motivated employees have created an environment where employees can 
thrive, which leads to motivation. This environment encompasses the other organizational elements 
discussed in this meta-case study. A motivating environment has a participatory leadership style, 
which values two-way symmetrical communication. These two elements create an environment 
where employees are empowered and involved. It is not surprising that the most motivated employees 
are at organizations where the culture is participative and their input is highly valued. 
 To maximize the motivational potential of such an environment, companies need to recruit 
and retain employees who are intrinsically motivated to succeed personally, which will in turn lead to 
organizational success. Not all individuals will thrive in an open and empowering environment. Some 
individuals need structure and aim to be told exactly what to do and how to do it (bureaucratic 
management). For such individuals, the environments created by these Bay Area companies would 
not be motivating. The necessity to match individuals with the right job at the right time with the 
right environment can not be overlooked. 
Limitations and Further Research 
 This mutiple-case study is limited by the companies examined by the five SJSU researchers. 
The main limitation is that there is only one start-up company to compare with non-start-up 
companies. Chain Link Technologies may not be representative of all start-up companies so the 
generalizability of these conclusions are limited. Additionally, large companies may have different 
challenges in creating effective internal communication practices than small companies. In this meta-
case study, the size of the companies was not taken into consideration. 
 Future research should look more in depth at the start-up phenomenon and whether the way 
these companies are run is fundamentally different than heritage companies. The personality match 
between employee and company environment is also worthy of exploration. Who is the ideal 
employee fir a start-up company? What type of person can deal with the uncertainty? Assuming the 
start-up company phenomenon declines in the future, how will these employees transition back to 
more heritage organizations? Can the demographic characteristics of the “start-up generation” meld 
with more traditional organizations? Will the heritage companies who absorb these employees need 
to change, or will the organizations change the employees. There are many research topics which 
could build on the findings of this meta-case study. In the Bay Area, there certainly are plenty of 
organizations, start-up and non-start-up to use as subjects. 
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A survey of PRSSA advisers (n=95) and PRSSA student members (n=430) examined 
the values each group perceived student members to hold in regard to why students 
join PRSSA, what makes for a good PRSSA experience and what motivated them to 
persist in the chapter.  
A series of statistical analyses indicated that advisers and students share congruity in 
the importance of social, organizational and experiential values regarding a good 
PRSSA experience. However, advisers overestimate how well they are meeting the 
motivational needs of students and how important group affiliation, developmental 
goals and extrinsic rewards are in enticing students to join. Organizational 
implications are discussed. 
 

Research into extracurricular professional organizations has found that students who join and actively 
participate in these groups and their activities are more likely to see improved educational outcomes 
(Sagen, Dallam, & Laverty, 2005) and become leaders in their field (Howell & Busby, 2002). There 
is a clear consensus within the literature that student organizations aid in the development of the 
whole individual and that participation “should be regarded as essential for successful, enjoyable 
progression through college.”  (d’Amico & Hawes, 2000).   It is also clear from the literature that 
students must connect with their institutions in a special way to maximize the educational and 
developmental impact of the college experience and that student organizations are one of the best 
mechanisms to effect that special connection  (Astin 1999). 

The field of public relations has established a strong student professional organization in 
Public Relations Student Society of America (PRSSA). Hall (1993) noted that organizations, like 
PRSSA, that are geared toward helping members participate in a profession give students a decided 
advantage in their career path. Professionals and students alike have provided numerous examples of 
how PRSSA helped them reach goals, gain knowledge and improve their skills (Brookmeyer, 2005; 
Knighton, 2004).  

While the organizations like PRSSA clearly have value to those who have experienced 
benefits through participation, the issue of how to improve recruitment and retention efforts remains a 
problem. While PRSSA’s membership roster is significant across it’s 270 U.S. chapters, some 
individuals who seek a career in public relations still remain reticent to join, as they fail to see the 
benefit of participating (Floris, 2004). PRSSA officials have noted a need to find ways to make 
students active participants instead of merely joiners. 

Research into the area of organizational interactions has outlined several key aspects to 
higher-quality member-participation, which include value congruency (Jehn, Chadwick & Thatcher, 
1997) and motivational need satisfaction (Gagne & Deci, 2005). Value congruency examines whether 
individuals, especially superiors and subordinates, have similar views as to the emphasis that should 
be placed on important aspects of the organization, and motivational need satisfaction seeks to 
ascertain whether individuals who are more likely to be intrinsically motivated are more likely 
engage and persist in organizational endeavors.  
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The purpose of this study, then, is to examine whether students and advisers are in agreement 
regarding values and need satisfaction in PRSSA chapters. Previous research has identified several 
key values reported by students that pertain to joining and participating in PRSSA as well as several 
motivational variables (Pritchard, Filak & Beach, 2005). Given the importance of value congruency 
and need satisfaction in creating a strong organization, we believe it is worthwhile to study whether 
or not advisers and students are in agreement regarding the climate of their organization. 

If incongruous ratings of these variables are found, this study can perform two important 
functions for PRSSA chapters. By isolating potential incongruence between adviser and student 
responses, we will be able to examine precisely where disconnects are occurring. Furthermore, by 
using the theoretical underpinnings of motivation and value congruency research, this paper can 
provide practical ways to get the two sides back on the same page by turning to previous research in 
each theoretical area. 

 
Literature Review 
Role of professional groups in student development 

There have been several studies, but one basic conclusion about the impact of student 
organizations on student development: members have a better overall experience in college than non-
members. 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 is congruent with the findings of 
Abramowicz in 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 (Cook, 1973; Cooper, 1994; Eklund-
Leen & Young, 1977; Kapp, 1981; McKaig, 1982; Pace, 1984 and Pennington, Wilson & Zvonkovic, 
1989). 

As Astin (1999) asserts, students must make a special connection with their college or 
university to gain the most educational and developmental benefit and involvement with student 
organizations is the best way to achieve that bond.  This fundamental belief is one of the most often 
cited guiding principles in the study of student development.   

Scholars in this field have also found that participation in a student organization led to greater 
overall involvement and a higher quality educational experience (Pace, 1984).  The value added to 
the college experience is even more likely for more specialized groups (such as PRSSA) where 
members of the organization are also taking the same classes together.  This provides group members 
an opportunity to receive informal peer advice and counsel, adding to their enjoyment and making the 
college experience more meaningful. (d’Amico & Hawes, 2000) 

A number of scholars have looked at other factors aside from the bonding experiences forged 
by extracurricular activities to determine why students would venture into their chosen profession.  
Here, scholars have found evidence of a relationship between the benefit to groups of incentives and 
a sense of cohesion (Hall, 1993), membership to build resumes or mimic others with interests like 
their own (McCannon & Bennet, 1996), and a positive experience and persistence in social 
development (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).  Other researchers (Polizzi & Ethington, 1998) found 
support for the importance of participating in activities that match the students’ career goals.  Ford 
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(2003) 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. 

In addition to the benefits of joining an organization, the connections made between advisers 
and students can have lasting impacts. Although much of the research here focuses on faculty in and 
out of a classroom, the work in this area provides support to the notion that advisers, as faculty 
leaders, matter in the student’s educational process. To varying degrees, faculty can aid in student 
academic achievement, college satisfaction, intellectual and personal development, persistence in 
college, and career and educational aspirations. Faculty interpersonal characteristics also are 
significant factors in student-faculty and college student outcomes. (Lamport, 1993) 

Some scholars suggest the faculty member is the primary agent in terms of impact and 
influence (Thistlewaite, 1960; Newman & Newman, 1978).  Other scholars note the importance of 
normal and frequent association between faculty and student and unhurried conversations out of class 
in creating an atmosphere conducive to profound faculty influence (Jacob, 1957; Lamport, 1993).  
The potential for impact increases where peer and faculty influences work together to complement 
and reinforce one another  (Feldman & Newcomb, 1969; Lamport, 1993).  Pascarella notes the 
increased likelihood of students being influenced by faculty attitudes as the quality and significance 
of the student/faculty relationship increases (Pascarella, 1980). 

Faculty-student interaction is also positively linked to overall college satisfaction (Gaff & 
Gaff, 1981; Pascarella & Terenzini; 1976a, 1976b). Alberti (1972) noted that, while peer groups were 
still the primary source of student satisfaction, interactions with specific faculty members were also 
significant. Gaff (1973) offered that what differentiated influential faculty from other faculty was the 
extent of outside the classroom interaction with students.  Personality (Feldman, 1983; Long, 1977; 
Rogers, 1962); perceived attitudes (Coles, 1977; Jacobsen, 1982) and certain individual 
characteristics of faculty members (Gadzelli, 1977; Powell, 1976; Sheck & Bizio, 1977; Theophides 
& Terenzini, 1981) have been reported as the major contributors to an informal faculty-student 
interaction that is significant. Oramaner (1981) concluded those faculty who were willing to extend 
themselves outside the classroom had the greatest potential to have an impact on students’ lives.  
Self-Determination Theory and Motivation 

SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985) explains positive outcomes as a function of satisfying 
psychological needs as part of a larger motivational model. Scholarship in this field over the past 
three decades has confirmed the basic need-satisfaction hypotheses, motivational approaches and 
positive outcomes in numerous environments (see Deci & Ryan, 2000 for a review). Specifically 
examining the area of education, scholars have found SDT’s principles to be confirmed at the 
primary (Deci, Schwartz, Sheinman & Ryan, 1981), high school (Vallerand, Fortier & Guay, 1997) 
and higher-education levels (Black & Deci, 2000; Filak & Sheldon, 2003). In addition, research 
regarding organizations has also borne positive outcomes in regard to testing the postulates of SDT 
(Baard, Deci & Ryan, 2004). 

Our prior research (Pritchard, Filak & Beach, 2005) used aspects of Self Determination 
Theory to assess motivation, engagement and persistence. It demonstrated that need satisfaction was 
predictive of positive ratings of both the adviser and the organization. Furthermore, the more 
intrinsically motivated the individuals were to participate in the organization, the more likely they 
were to state a desire to persist in their membership, ascend to roles of leadership and join PRSA 
upon graduation.  

SDT proposes that for optimum functioning, all humans require the satiation of three basic 
psychological needs; autonomy, competence and relatedness. Needs, as they are defined in this 
research, are nutriments that when present, provide individuals with the ability to function effectively 
and progress toward a positive goal (Ryan, Sheldon, Kasser & Deci, 1996). The theory posits that 
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optimum motivation can be achieved only through the satisfaction of all three needs. While an 
individual can be motivated when one of the needs is absent, it takes the satisfaction of all three needs 
for the individual to thrive (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. Controlling strategies employed by superiors in learning environments have been shown to limit 
a sense of autonomy and decrease personal engagement by the subordinate (Flink, Boggianio & 
Barrett, 1990). Providing extrinsic rewards, such as money or free items not directly tied to 
performance, can undermine an individual’s sense of autonomy (Deci, 1971). In contrast, the 
provision of choice and acknowledging an individual’s feelings can enhance their sense of autonomy 
(Koestner, Ryan, Bernieri & Holt, 1984).  

Competence is feeling effective within one’s own environment when one is making strides 
toward improvement. Individuals who feel as though a task is not challenging enough or that they are 
not growing during the pursuit of their goals are less likely to be motivated to persist in that activity. 
Danner and Lonky (1981) found that school children selected tasks that were slightly beyond their 
current ability level in an attempt to challenge themselves during completion and mastery attempts. 
To aid in the fulfillment of this need, superiors should look for ways to provide positive feedback 
when task completion is successful and non-threatening suggestions for improvement when the 
subordinate fails.  

Relatedness is a need to feel a meaningful connection among 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. The concept of active 
involvement of meaningful others is perhaps the most universally understood definition of this need 
(Ryan, Deci & Grolnick, 1995). Relatedness also requires a lack of an authoritarian structure. While 
not directly tied to SDT, the Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) model is particularly relevant in 
explaining this need as it relates to adviser-student relationships. 

The LMX model of leadership (Dansereau, Graen & Haga, 1975) holds that leaders have 
different kinds of relationships with members within work groups and exhibit different leadership 
styles with each as a consequence. The longitudinal studies conducted by Graen and his colleagues 
(Graen, 1976; Dansereau, Graen & Haga, 1975; Graen, Cashman, Ginsburgh & Schiemann, 1977) 
found a wide variance in leader-member interactions within the same group.  They also found that 
leaders tended to build close relationships with a few subordinates and more distant associations with 
the rest of the work group.  Those with whom the leader had a close relationship received attention 
and support from the leader as well as greater sensitivity. More distant members had a more formal 
relationship with their leader, tended to be assigned the more mundane jobs and stayed largely within 
the limits of their job description in terms of their work  (Liden & Graen, 1980; Zalesny & Graen, 
1987). 

As Allinson, Armstrong and Hayes (2001) point out, the way in which leaders and members 
think about their tasks, their colleagues and each other can intensely effect not only on their 
individual behavior, but also their relationships with each other.   They found partial support for the 
hypothesis that congruity between cognitive styles of leader and member results in a nurturing, 
productive relationship, with neither party dominating significantly and in which the subordinate 
likes and respects the leader.  
Value Congruency 

Values are viewed as enduring beliefs that deal with the preferred attitudes, ideas, modes of 
operation and interactions of individuals, groups, organizations and cultures (Sagnak, 2005). Values 
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have become important in the research of organizations in particular because they are powerful 
antecedents to actions and behavior. Inasmuch, values are the most practical and measurable aspects 
of phenomena in organizational culture (McDonald & Gandz, 1991). Strong organizations have been 
viewed as those with core values being widely shared and appreciated. Values can range from the 
importance of organizational behavior to having common goals for the group. 

Not unexpectedly, scholars in psychology have largely accomplished the research to date into 
motivation and value congruency (see Sagnak, 2005 for a review of the ways in which value 
congruency has been shown to positively influence job commitment, job satisfaction and other 
aspects of one’s career).  There is a modest body of literature dealing with leader-member dyads in 
business, but none that dealt directly with value congruency within student organizations.  That said, 
some of the literature in these other areas offers important points to remember while studying student 
involvement in pre-professional organizations. 
 Spera and Wentzel (2003) measured student-teacher goal congruence as it relates to social and 
academic motivation and found that high levels of goal congruence related positively to student 
interest in class and perceived social support from teachers.  They also found that congruency of 
learning goals was positively linked to higher levels of belief on the part of the student that they were 
in control of their own destiny and lower levels of feeling controlled by powerful others. Goal 
congruency has also been studied as it relates to examining motivated behavior.  Of particular note is 
the notion that goal commitment accounts for why some people are more determined to achieve a 
goal than others (Klinger, 1977; Locke & Latham, 1990; Novacek & Lazarus, 1990; Schultheiss & 
Brunstein, 1999). 

In examining supervisor-subordinate value congruence in a retail setting, Adkins and Russell 
(1997) found that the value of fairness was related to supervisor-rated dimensions of performance. 
Verplanken (2004) found in a study of nurses that human relations value congruence predicted job 
satisfaction as well as person-organization fit. Jehn, Chadwick and Thatcher (1997) also found that 
value congruence of work group members decreased both relationship and task conflict. Ashkanasy 
and O’Conner (1997), in an exploratory study, compared value congruity in both high- and low-
quality LMX relationships.  They found that leader-member exchange quality was directly associated 
with value congruency. Additional studies on intragroup conflict (Amason & Schweiger, 1994; Jehn, 
1994) have also demonstrated that being “on the same page” when operating in an organization 
setting can provide members and leaders with a clearer path to task completion with fewer 
relationship conflicts.  

Having reviewed the importance of student organizations, motivational need satisfaction and 
value congruence, we posed the following research questions: 

RQ1: Do significant differences exist between advisers and students in what students value 
when deciding to join PRSSA? 
RQ2: Do significant differences exist between advisers and students in what matters to 
students in remaining members of PRSSA? 
RQ3: Do significant differences exist between how advisers and students view the advisers’ 
attempts to satisfy the students’ psychological needs? 
 

Methodology 
We sought responses from all active PRSSA chapter advisers through an email request 

forwarded to the advisers via an email list maintained by the national PRSSA office. We requested 
that the advisers fill out an online survey and asked them to direct their students to the student version 
of the survey as well. We provided an Internet link to the student survey. We also solicited PRSSA 
students through a listserv that the national office provided to us of about 600 PRSSA members.  



IPRRC - 411 

 

From the 269 chapter advisers we solicited, we received 105 responses, a response rate of 39 
percent. In addition, we received 452 student responses, which appears to represent between 15 and 
20 percent of possible participants based on the listserv numbers and the answers advisers provided 
us regarding the number of members in their chapter. We eliminated the cases in which less than half 
of the survey was completed, leaving us with 95 advisers and 430 students. Before the two data sets 
were combined, mean substitution was used to replace missing data. No more than 5 percent of the 
data in any single variable was replaced in this manner.  

Students were asked to rate their feelings about their membership in PRSSA, why they joined, 
what they valued about the experience and whether their psychological and motivational needs were 
being satisfied through their experiences in the group. Advisers were asked to assess what they 
thought their students would say about these experiences as well as to report their own approaches 
toward recruiting new members and producing active organizational participants.  

Value congruency: Students were asked to rate a series of statements, which were drawn from 
our previous research in this area (Pritchard, Filak & Beach, 2005) that assessed why they joined 
PRSSA and why they maintained their membership in the organization. (In the adviser version of the 
survey, participants were asked how important they thought each of the items was with regard to their 
students and how they thought their students would respond to the items.)  

A factor analysis of the reasons why members joined yielded two specific variables: 
organizational affiliation and professional development. Organizational affiliation is comprised of 
four items and speaks to the importance of being with other people with similar goals (e.g. “I joined 
PRSSA because I believed PRSSA members were important” alpha = .83). Professional development 
is comprised of five items and contains items that goal orientation, knowledge building and other 
similar aspects of improving one’s self in the PR field (e.g. “I joined PRSSA because of the help I 
knew I would receive in reaching my professional goals” alpha = .76). A third variable, external 
reward, was added and comprised of a single item (“I joined PRSSA because of an incentive or 
reward, such as money or free items.”) to address the issues outlined by Hall (1993) regarding how 
external rewards can draw joiners, but not always motivated participants. 

Students were then asked to explain what the organization does for them as members. Three 
variables were isolated: Social connectivity, organizational influence and quality experience. Social 
connectivity contained four items and spoke to the personal and social connections the individual felt 
between themselves and PRSSA (e.g. “PRSSA is a big part of my life” alpha = .93). Organizational 
influence was comprised of four items and spoke to how the individual felt he or she had the 
opportunity to shape and direct the organization (e.g. “I am allowed to have input in important 
decisions about this organization” alpha = .91). Quality experience contained three items and spoke 
to the valuable opportunities the organization presented to the participants (e.g. “The organization 
gives me a quality educational experience” alpha = .90). 

Motivational variables: The motivational variables were based on the Basic Psychological 
Needs Satisfaction Scale (Ilardi, Leone, Kasser & Ryan, 1993) and had been adapted to their current 
form and tested in several previous studies  (Filak & Sheldon, 2003; 2004; Pritchard, Filak & Beach, 
2005). 

Students were then asked to rate several items that measured their psychological need-
satisfaction. Autonomy (e,g, “I feel I had a lot of input in deciding how to participate in this 
organization” alpha = .87), competence (e.g. “Most of the time, I feel a sense of accomplishment 
from doing work for this organization,” alpha = .87) and relatedness (e.g. “The adviser cares about 
me and my progress” (alpha = .84) were each comprised of three items and spoke to the individual’s 
sense of the need being satisfied. 
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We also collected information regarding the students’ overall feelings regarding the 
organization. Students were asked to rate four statements that measured their overall feelings 
regarding their PRSSA experience. These statements yielded two variables: Organizational Approval 
and Adviser Approval. Organizational Approval contained two items and spoke to the way in which 
they felt about PRSSA as a group (e.g. “Overall, PRSSA is an excellent organization,” alpha = .87). 
Adviser approval contained two items and spoke to how the participant felt about the group’s adviser 
(e.g. “Overall, the faculty adviser provides excellent support to PRSSA,” alpha = .93). Previous 
studies have collected this data as a benchmark to see how students feel about their total experience. 
As these outcomes have value, but are not the primary focus of this piece, we took no hypothetical 
position on these results.  

The adviser survey again presented the same items to the faculty adviser of the organization 
and asked them to rate how they thought their students would respond to each of the items.  

Demographic information from the advisers and the students, including age, gender and the 
amount of time they have been associated with PRSSA was also gathered. 

 
Results 

An initial bivariate correlation matrix was conducted to assess any correlations between the 
demographic variables and the dependent variables of the study. The amount of time associated with 
PRSSA and gender were both found to be influential on numerous dependent variables and were thus 
retained as covariates for future analyses. 

Our first research question asked if any significant differences existed between advisers and 
students in what students value when deciding to join PRSSA.  We conducted a multivariate analysis 
of covariance (MANCOVA) to analyze the differences between how the students and the advisers 
viewed the three joining variables while still accounting for the variance explained by the gender and 
time with PRSSA variables. 

The MANCOVA was significant (Wilks’ Lambda F = 13.83, p <  .001), which demonstrated 
that significant differences did exist between the groups. An examination of the individual 
ANCOVAs and the descriptive statistics (See Table 1 for descriptive statistics of all dependent 
variables) found that advisers placed significantly more emphasis on the importance of affiliation 
when compared with the student responses (F = 14.26, p <.001). They were also significantly higher 
in their rating of the professional development variable (F = 5.93, p < .05). Interestingly, both the 
advisers and the students rated the external reward item as being unimportant to the value of joining 
PRSSA, but advisers were marginally more positive in their rating of the variable (F = 2.87, p = .09).  

Our second research question attempted to assess if any significant differences existed 
between advisers and students in what mattered to students in remaining members of PRSSA. We, 
again, conducted a MANCOVA to examine the data, using the three organizational variables as 
dependent variables and time in PRSSA and gender as covariates.  In this analysis, no significant 
differences were found between the advisers and the students regarding social connectivity, 
organizational influence and quality experience (Wilks’ Lambda F = 0.75, ns).  

Our final research question dealt with the motivational needs of students and if any significant 
differences existed between how advisers and students saw those needs. With regard to the individual 
needs, a MANCOVA revealed significant differences between how advisers saw their need-
satisfaction and how students saw them (Wilks’ Lambda F = 4.52, p < .001). In reviewing the 
individual ANCOVAs and the descriptive statistics for each variable, the significant differences were 
present with the autonomy (F = 6.76, p < .05) and relatedness variables (4.53, p < .05). In both cases, 
the advisers overestimated how well they were doing in meeting those needs. No significant 
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differences existed between the two groups in the competence variable and the two overall approval 
variables. 

As a supplemental analysis, we examined student and faculty views on how students would 
rate their overall experiences with PRSSA and their chapter’s adviser. A MANCOVA revealed no 
significant differences between students and advisers regarding their overall approval of PRSSA as 
an organization or the adviser’s work with the group (Organizational Approval Wilks’ Lambda F = 
0.55, ns; Adviser Approval Wilks’ Lambda F = 2.27, ns). Both groups strongly agreed that PRSSA 
and its advisers were highly valuable. 
 
Discussion and Conclusion 

Given the theoretical importance of both value congruency and motivational need satisfaction, 
this study provides PRSSA members and advisers with a fairly positive outlook on their chapters. 

The results of this study demonstrate that both advisers and students strongly agree that 
PRSSA is a valuable organization and that the advisers are doing a good job. Both groups have 
placed a similar level of importance on several key organizational variables, namely social 
connectivity, organizational influence and quality experience. They also both agree that the ability to 
take part in an organization that provides students with experience they can use in their chosen field 
is important. Furthermore, they agree that the ability to shape the organization’s policies and move 
the organization in new and different directions is important to the students. The groups both also 
recognize that students hold a neutral position in regard to the importance of “belonging” to the 
group.  

Taken as a whole, these findings suggest that PRSSA students are more interested in pursuing 
goals and pushing the organization forward. Students value the experience they receive in PRSSA 
and are interested in shaping the future of the organization. They are less influenced by attempts to 
create a collective identity and appear not to be influenced by “bandwagon” tactics.  

Where students and advisers do not demonstrate congruity is in the areas of recruitment and 
motivation. Students reported being far less influenced to join PRSSA by attempts to demonstrate the 
value of simply being part of an organization. Advisers overestimated how much emphasis students 
placed on this variable, with the advisers agreeing that they thought students would report this as 
being important. In fact, students were essentially neutral on this variable in reporting their reasons 
for joining PRSSA.  

The students strongly agreed that the chance to develop skills in their profession drew them to 
join PRSSA. Advisers also agreed that this was important to students, but were less strong in their 
assessment regarding how important they thought it would be to the students. In addition, while both 
advisers and students stated that external rewards were unimportant to students in getting them to join 
PRSSA, advisers placed marginally more emphasis on this traditional enticement mechanism. As 
suggested in our previous work, as well as several other authors (e.g. Hall, 1993), recruitment should 
be more about providing concrete examples of opportunities for growth and self-improvement than 
attempting to draw members with promises of door prizes and free pizza. 

With regard to the motivational values, both students and advisers agreed that the advisers 
were aiding in the competence levels students felt during their PRSSA experience. However, advisers 
overestimated how well they were doing at meeting the students’ two interpersonal needs, autonomy 
and relatedness. A possible explanation for this over-estimation might be found in Filak and 
Sheldon’s previous work (2003; 2004).  The researchers found that the longer an instructor taught a 
course, the less likely they were to meet students’ interpersonal needs, even though they still instilled 
their students with feelings of competence. Because the current study did not do a direct student-
adviser model, in which student data was reviewed as a reflection of the individual adviser, we make 
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no attempt to support or refute this earlier finding. However, it is interesting that these two needs 
demonstrated a lack of congruence between students and advisers and bears further examination in 
the future. 

Practical approaches exist for advisers who wish to improve their ability to meet the 
motivational needs of their students. The need for autonomy can be met by taking the student’s 
perspective, providing choice when possible and explaining why choices might not be possible. 
Relatedness can be sated by demonstrating a vested interest in the student and his or her progress. 
Other activities to improve relatedness include providing examples that demonstrate similarities 
between the adviser and the student (e.g. “I had to make a similar decision regarding the firing of a 
member of a group once. Here’s how I handled it…”) and seeking to demonstrate that the 
organization is more collaborative than hierarchical. Advisers who attempt to “run things” will 
convey a sense that they are in some way better or more powerful than the rest of the members of the 
organization. By creating a tiered system in this manner, it is less likely that students will view the 
adviser as approachable and the quality of the leader-member exchange will suffer. This can lead to a 
power dynamic that undermines motivation within the group and diminishes the student’s desire to 
participate in the organization. 

Future research in this area should seek to provide a causal path model, in which goal 
orientation, value congruency and motivation can be analyzed as part of a larger examination of how 
adviser actions and motivation can provide students with better experiences in PRSSA and a desire to 
persist in the organization (PRSA) when they enter the professional ranks. Research should also seek 
to expand these findings to other pre-professional organizations in additional fields. Work has already 
been done with regard to the importance of vocational student organizations (VSOs) such as those in 
science and technology, but the work hasn’t fully addressed the motivational and value issues 
discussed here. In seeking to find a parsimonious approach to providing quality experiences in 
student organizations, researchers can help improve both the experiences for the student members 
and the organizations themselves. 

 
 
Table 1: Descriptive statistics for all dependent variables 
     Adviser  Student 
    Mean  SD  Mean  SD 
Affiliation   5.37  1.33  4.53  1.33 
Pro. Development  5.42  0.99  5.89  0.90 
External Reward   3.44  2.16  2.92  2.03 
Adviser Approval   6.08  0.91  5.83  1.55 
Organization Approval  5.91  1.04  6.00  1.20 
Autonomy   6.05  0.97  5.27  1.41 
Competence   5.47  1.09  5.17  1.43 
Relatedness   6.12  0.87  5.63  1.34 
Social Connectivity  4.74  1.28  4.12  1.77 
Organizational Influence  5.59  1.04  5.24  1.39 
Quality Experience  5.53  1.05  5.48  1.37 
 

 
References 
Abrahamowicz, D. (1988). College involvement, perceptions and satisfaction: A study of 

membership in student organizations. Journal of College Student Development  29, no. 3: 
233-238. 



IPRRC - 415 

 

Adkins, C. & Russell, C. (1997). Supervisor-subordinate work value congruence and subordinate 
performance: A pilot study. 12, 2, 205-217. 

Alberti, R. (1972). Influence of the faculty on college student character. Journal of College Student 
Personnel  13: 18-23. 

Allinson, C., Armstrong, S. & Hayes, J.  (2001). The effects of cognitive style on leader-member 
exchange: A study of manager-subordiante dyads.  Journal of Occupational & Organizational 
Psychology 74. no. 2 (June 2001): 201-220. 

Amason A. & Schweiger, D. (1994). Resolving the paradox of conflict, strategic decision making, 
and organizational performance. International Journal of Conflict Management, 5, 239-253. 

Ashkanasy, N. & O’Connor, C.  (1997).  Value congruence in leader-member exchange.  Journal of 
Social Psychology 137, no. 5 (October 1997): 647-662. 

Astin, A. (1999). Student Involvement: A Developmental Theory for Higher Education.  Journal of 
College Student Development 40, no. 5 (September/October 1999): 518-529. 

Baard, P. P., Deci, E. L., Ryan, R. M. (2004). Intrinsic need satisfaction: A motivational basis of 
performance and well-being in two work settings. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 34, 
2045-2068. 

Black, A. & Deci, E. (2000). The effects of instructors’ autonomy support and students’ autonomous 
motivation on learning organic chemistry: A Self-Determination Theory perspective. Science 
Education, 84: 740-756. 

Brookmeyer, D. (2005, Winter). Get involved and stand out. Forum 37, no. 2. 20 Mar. 2005 
<http://www.prssa.org/forum/default.asp?IssueID=39&ArticleID=204> 

Coles, H. W. (1977). College student perceptions, 1976 freshmen and seniors: Expectations and 
perceptions of faculty. State University of New York, Buffalo: Student Testing and Research 
Office. (ERIC Reproduction Service No. ED 152 206.) 

Cook, N. (2004). PRSA, PRSSA advocate trust. Forum 37,no 1. 4 Jan. 2005  
<http://www.prssa.org/forum/default.asp?IssueID=38&ArticleID=178> 

Cooper, D. (1994). Student Development Through Involvement: Specific Changes over Time. 
Journal of College Student Development 35, no. 2 (March): 98-102 

d’Amico, M. & Hawes, J. (2000).  The Role of Professional Fraternities and Other Student Groups in 
Student Development.  In The Journal of Business Education: Proceedings of the Academy of 
Business Education, 1: 121-131.   11 Jan. 2006  
<www.abe.villanova.edu/proc2000/n121.pdf>. 

Danner, F. & Lonky, E. (1981). A cognitive-developmental approach to the effects of rewards on 
intrinsic motivation. Child Development, 52, 1043-1052. 

Dansereau, E, Graen, G. B., & Haga, W. J. (1975). A vertical dyad linkage approach to leadership 
within formal organizations. Organizational Behavior and Human Performance 13: 46-78. 

Davis, J. D., & Young, R. E. (1982). Students and faculty: Classroom and beyond. Plantings 3: 1-9. 
(ERIC Reproduction Service No. ED 226 667.) 

Deci, E. (1971) The effects of externally mediate rewards on intrinsic motivation. Journal of 
Personal and Social Psychology 18: 105-115. 

Deci, E. & Ryan, R. (1985). Intrinsic motivation and self-determination in human behavior. New 
York: Plenum. 

Deci, E. & Ryan, R. (2000). The “what” and “why” of goal pursuits: Human needs and the Self-
Determination of behavior. Psychological Inquiry 11, no. 4: 227-268. 

Deci, E. L., Schwartz, A. J., Sheinman, L., & Ryan, R. M. (1981). An instrument to assess adults' 
orientations toward control versus autonomy with children: Reflections on intrinsic 
motivation and perceived competence. Journal of Educational Psychology, 73, 642-650. 



IPRRC - 416 

 

Eklund-Leen, S. & Young, R. (1997). Attitudes of student organization members and nonmembers 
about campus and community involvement. Community College Review 24,no. 4: 71. 

Feldman, R. S. (1983). Personality factors and expectation effects in teacher-student interaction. 
Paper presented at the Annual Convention of the American Psychological Association, 
Anaheim, CA, August 26-30, 1983. (ERIC Reproduction Service No. ED 239 184.) 

Feldman, K., & Newcomb, T. (1969). The impact of college on students. (2 Vols.). San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass. 

Filak, V. & Sheldon, K. (2003). Student psychological-need satisfaction and college teacher 
evaluations. Educational Psychology 23,no. 3: 235-249. 

Filak, V. & Sheldon, K. (2004). Transmission down the line: Teacher motivation, student motivation 
and teacher course evaluations. Association for Education in Journalism and Mass 
Communication. Toronto, Canada. 

Flink, C., Boggiano, A. K., & Barrett, M. (1990). Controlling teaching strategies: Undermining 
children's self-determination and performance. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
59, 916-924. 

Floris, S. (2004, Fall). PRSSA provides what you need to succeed. Forum 37,no. 1. 4 Jan. 2005 
<http://www.prssa.org/forum/default.asp?IssueID=38&ArticleID=183> 

Ford, R. (2003). Motivating students by keeping it real. Public Relations Tactics 10,no 8: 9. 
Gadzella, B. M. (1977). How college students view a professor's role. College Student Journal 11: 2-8. 
Gaff, J. (1973). Making a difference: The impacts of faculty. Journal of Higher Education 44: 605-

622. 
Gaff, J., & Gaff, S. S. (1981). Student-faculty relationships. In A. W. Ckickering (Ed.), The modern 

American college. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass: 641-656. 
Gagné, M., & Deci, E. L. (2005). Self-determination theory and work motivation. Journal of 

Organizational Behavior, 26, 331-362. 
Graen, G. (1976). Role-making processes within complex organizations. In M. D. 

Dunnette (Ed.), Handbook of industrial and organizational psychology. Chicago, 
IL: Rand McNally: 1201-1245. 

Graen, G., Cashman, J., Ginsburgh, S., & Schiemann, W. (1977). Effects of linking-pin 
quality upon the quality of working life of lower participants: a longitudinal

 investigation of the managerial understructure. Administrative Science Quarterly  
22: 491-504. 

Gollwitzer, P. M., & Moskowitz, G. B. (1996). Goal effects on action and cognition. In 
E. T. Higgins & A. W. Kruglanski (Eds.), Social psychology: Handbook of basic 
principles. New York: Guilford: 361-399. 

Hall, E. (1993). Increasing student involvement in professional organizations. Journal of Physical 
Education, Recreation and Dance 64, no. 7: 33-35. 

Howell, R. & Busby, J. (2002). Student organizations: How important are they to technology 
education? Technology Teacher, 61, 1, 24-26. 

Ilardi, B. C., Leone, D., Kasser, R., & Ryan, R. M. (1993). Employee and supervisor ratings of 
motivation: Main effects and discrepancies associated with job satisfaction and adjustment in 
a factory setting. Journal of Applied Social Psychology 23: 1789-1805. 

Jacob, P. (1957). Changing values in college: An exploratory study of the impact of 
college teaching. New York: Harper. 

Jacobsen, C. R. (1982). Instructional development report. Outstanding teachers: How do 
UND students describe them' North Dakota University. (ERIC Reproduction 
Service No. ED 224 427.) 



IPRRC - 417 

 

Jehn, K. (1994). Enhancing effectiveness: An investigation of advantages and disadvantages of value-
based intragroup conflict. International Journal of Conflict Management, 5, 223-238. 

Jehn, K., Chadwick, C. & Thatcher, S. (1997). To agree or not to agree: The effects of value 
congruence, individual demographic dissimilarity and conflict on workgroup outcomes. 
International Journal of Conflict Management, 8, 4, 1-16. 

Kapp, G. (1981) College Extracurricular Activities: Who participates and what are the 
benefits? Ann Arbor: University Microfilms International. 

Knighton, D. (2004, Fall). Three ways to achieve PR excellence. Forum, 37, 1. Accessed on 1/4/05 
at: http://www.prssa.org/forum/default.asp?IssueID=38&ArticleID=171 

Klinger, E. (1977). Meaning and void: Inner experience and the incentives in lives. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Koestner, R., Ryan, R. M., Bernieri, F., & Holt, K. (1984). Setting limits on children's behavior: The 
differential effects of controlling versus informational styles on children's intrinsic motivation 
and creativity. Journal of Personality, 54, 233-248. 

Lamport, M. (1993). Student-faculty information interaction and the effect on college student 
outcomes: A review of literature.  Adolescence 28, no. 112: 971-991. 

Liden, R. C., & Graen, G. (1980). Generalizability of the vertical dyad linkage model of leadership. 
Academy of Management Journal 23: 451-465. 

Locke, E.A. & Latham, G. P.  (1990) A theory of goal setting and task performance.  Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 

Long, L. (1977). The effects of pre-teaching teacher interaction style on student achievement. 
Catholic University of America, Washington, DC, 1977. (ERIC Reproduction Service No. ED 
144 927.) 

McCannon, M. & Bennett, P. (1996). Choosing to participate or not: A study of college students’ 
involvement in student organizations. College Student Journal 30,no. 3: 312-315. 

McDonald, P. & Gandz, J. (1991). Identification of values relevant to business research. Human 
Resource Management, 30, 217-236. 

McKaig, R. (1982). A Study of the Relationship Between Intensity of Participation in 
Student Activities and Satisfaction with the University. Doctoral dissertation, Indiana 
University. 

Newman, P. R., & Newman, B. M. (1978). Identity formation and the college experience. 
Adolescence 13: 311-326. 

Novacek, J. & Lazarus, R. S. (1990). The structure of personal commitments.  Journal of 
Personality 58: 693-715. 

Oramaner, M. (1981). The other side of student-faculty relationships. Community and 
Junior College Journal 51: 12-15. 

Pace, C.R. (1984). Measuring the Quality of College Student Experiences. Los Angeles: 
University of California at Los Angeles. 

Pascarella, E. T. (1980). Student-faculty informal contact and college outcomes. Review of 
Educational Research  50: 545-595. 

Pascarella, E. T., & Terenzini, P. T. (1976a). Informal interaction with faculty and freshman ratings of 
academic and nonacademic experience of college. Journal of Educational Research 70: 
35-41. 

Pascarella, E. T., & Terenzini, P. T. (1976b). Outcomes of the academic and nonacademic experience 
of college related to frequency of students' informal interaction with faculty. Paper presented 
at the Annual Forum of the Association for Institutional Research, Los Angeles, May 3-6, 
1976. (ERIC Reproduction Service No. ED 134 056.) 



IPRRC - 418 

 

Pascarella, E. and Terenzini, P. (1991). How college affects students: Findings and insights from 
twenty years of research. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Polizzi, T. & Ethington, C. (1998). Factors affecting gains in career preparation: A comparison of 
vocational groups. Community College Journal of Research & Practice 22,no. 1: 39-51. 

Powell, J. P. (1976). Informal staff-student contact at the University of NSW. TERC research and 
development paper no. 42. New South Wales University, Kensington, Australia. (ERIC 
Reproduction Service No. ED 172 721.) 

Pritchard, R., Filak, V., & Beach, L., (2005) Building a stronger PRSSA chapter: What Self 
Determination Theory tells us about the importance of motivation and need satisfaction. Paper 
presented at the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication 
Conference, San Antonio, Texas, August 2005. 

Pennington, D., Wilson, S. and Zvonkovic, A. (1989). Changes in college satisfaction across an 
academic term. Journal of College Student Development 30,no. 6: 528-535. 

Rogers, C. R. (1962). The interpersonal relationship: The core of guidance. Harvard Educational 
Review 32: 416-429. 

Ryan, R., Deci, E. & Grolnick, W. (1995). Autonomy, relatedness and the self: Their relations to 
development and psychopathology. In Eds, D. Cicchetti and D Cohen, Developmental 
psychopathology: Vol. 1. 618-655. 

Ryan, R. M., Sheldon, K. M., Kasser, T., & Deci, E. L. (1996). All goals are not created equal: An 
organismic perspective on the nature of goals and their regulation. In P. M. Gollwitzer & J. A. 
Bargh (Eds.), The Psychology of Action: Linking Cognition and Motivation to Behavior (pp. 
7-26). New York: Guilford. 

Sagnak, M. (2005). The value congruence levels of principals and teachers at primary schools. 
Educational Sciences: Theory and Practice, 5, 1, 221-228. 

Scheck, D. C., & Bizio, S. (1977). Students' perceptions of the ideal professor. College Student 
Journal 11: 335-342. 

Sheldon, K., Elliot, A., Kim, Y., & Kasser, T. (2001).  What's satisfying about satisfying events?  
Comparing ten candidate psychological needs.  Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 
80: 325-339.  

Spera, Christopher and Kathryn R. Wentzel.  (2003). Congruence between students’ and teachers’ 
goals: Implications for social and academic motivation.  International Journal of Educational 
Research 39, no. 4/5 (November 2003): 395-413 

Schultheiss, Oliver C. and Joachim C. Brunstein.  (1999).  Goal imagery: Bridging the gap between 
implicit motives and explicit goals.  Journal of Personality 67, no. 1: 1-38. 

Theophilides, C., & Terenzini, P. T. (1981). The relation between nonclassroom contact with faculty 
and students' perceptions of instructional quality. Research in Higher Education 15: 255-269. 

Thistlewaite, D. (1960).  College press and changes in study plans of talented students. Journal of 
Educational Psychology 51: 222-234. 

Vallerand, R. J., Fortier, M. S., & Guay, F. (1997). Self-determination and persistence in a real-life 
setting: Toward a motivational model of high-school drop out. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 72, 1161-1176. 

Verplanken, B. (2004). Value congruence and job satisfaction among nurses: A human relations 
perspective. International Journal of Nursing Studies, 41, 6, 599-605. 

Zalesny, M. D., & Graen, G. (1987). Exchange theory in leadership research. In A. Kieser, G. Reber 
& R. Wanderer (Eds.), Handbook of leadership.  Stuttgart: Paeschel, Veriag: 714-727. 

 
 



IPRRC - 419 

 

 Taking the B.S. out of P.R. 
Brad Rawlins & Kevin Stoker 
Brigham Young University 

blr53@ad.byu.edu 
kevin_stoker@byu.edu 

 
“The realms of advertising and public relations, and the nowadays closely related 
realm of politics, are replete with instances of bullshit so unmitigated that they can 
serve among the most indisputable and classic paradigms of the concept”  

—Harry G. Frankfurt, 2005 
 
“Spin is not advocacy.  Spin does not take a point of view.  Spin is distortion that 
deliberately misleads the audience.” 

—Robert Dilenschneider, 1998  
 
“We often hear about ‘spin’ and ‘spin control.’  There is nothing wrong with the 
concept so long as spinning does not turn into lying.” 

—James Patterson, 1999 
 

“One of the most salient features of our culture is that there is so much bullshit.”1  So begins Harry G. 
Frankfurt’s (2005) bestselling book, “On Bullshit,” which was published from a lecture he gave 20 
years ago.  If Frankfurt thought B.S. was plentiful in the late 1960s, it has flourished a great deal 
since then. Why?  Some have attributed its growth to the refinement of spin in the political sector, the 
proliferation of media and sources of information, the cutbacks in newsrooms that creates a greater 
dependency on publicity agents, postmodern attitudes toward subjective truth, and a certain apathy 
toward elected officials and media by the public.   

Whatever the reason, the proliferation of B.S. has contributed to the crisis of trust we are 
experiencing.  According to the 2006 Edelman Trust Barometer, a survey of 1,500 global opinion 
leaders in North and South America, Europe and Asia, the credibility of business, government and 
the news media is at the lowest point since the survey began.  This trust deficit has also been 
measured by the Golin/Harris trust index, Gallup and Roper ASW polls, and studies done by 
Randstad North America.  According to the Edelman study, the person most likely to be trusted today 
fit in the category of “a person like yourself,” such as colleagues, friends and family.  Official 
spokespersons, in both business and government, have seen steady declines in credibility.  Only non-
government organizations (NGOs) and other independent experts such as academics have maintained 
or increased trust over the last six years (Edelman, 2006).2    

Trust matters, especially for public relations.  The PRSA/Harris poll conducted in November, 
2006, on media and public relations revealed that 41% of general public, 29% of business executives, 
and 43% of congressional members disagreed that public relations practitioners “help their clients 
provide fair and balanced information to the public and other groups.”3  Anything that erodes trust 
should be an important part of our theories and practices.  However, there hasn’t been much written 
on the concept of B.S.  Perhaps because everyone assumes they know what it is and can recognize it 
when they see it. That’s why Frankfurt’s treatise on the subject is so interesting: it provides a theory 
of B.S. that has ramifications for all professional communicators, especially those in the field of 
public relations.  We will explore that theory and provide suggestions of how to cut the bull out of 
PR. 
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On B.S. 
Frankfurt wrote his lecture on B.S. because of the lack of concern for the truth that he saw in 

society.  Trained as an analytic philosopher, Frankfurt defined the nature of a thing recognized by all 
but understood by none.  As one reviewer put it, “Frankfurt's definition is one of those not-at-all-
obvious insights that become blindingly obvious the moment they are expressed."4 

He lamented that in a society where B.S. is so pervasive, “we have no clear understanding of 
what bullshit is, why there is so much of it, or what functions it serves . . . . In other words, we have 
no theory.”5  Borrowing from other philosophers and writers, Frankfurt has defined B.S. and 
provided a theoretical framework that communicators can use to evaluate their own communication 
efforts. 

Although Frankfurt doesn’t provide a direct definition of the subject, a summary of his book 
would define B.S. as communication that misleads people, short of lying, about the sincerity of the 
communicator, who is unconcerned and careless about the truthfulness of the message.  B.S. is not 
false, it is fake.  Let’s explore this definition in each of its parts. 

First, B.S. is misleading communication, but its intent is not to mislead persons about facts or 
ideas, but, rather, about impressions.  In particular, B.S. is used to create favorable impressions of the 
speaker.  Frankfurt uses the example of a Fourth of July orator who “goes on bombastically about 
‘our great and blessed country, whose Founding Fathers under divine guidance created a new 
beginning for mankind.’”6 (p. 18).  He calls this humbug (a concept closely related to, and used to 
establish the premises of, B.S.), not because the speaker regards his statements as false, but because 
he is trying to convey a certain impression of himself.  As Frankfurt explains,  

“He is not trying to deceive anyone concerning American history.  What he cares 
about is what people think of him.  He wants them to think of him as a patriot, as 
someone who has deep thoughts and feelings about the origins and the mission of our 
country, who appreciates the importance of religion.”7 

B.S. falls short of lying.  Liars communicate with the intent to deceive.  They willfully 
communicate information that they know is false with the intent to mislead others about that 
information.  In the account given above, the orator is not lying.  As Frankfurt explains, “He would 
be lying only if it were his intention to bring about in his audience beliefs that he himself regards as 
false, concerning such matters as whether our country is blessed, whether the Founders had divine 
guidance, and whether what they did was in fact to create a new beginning for mankind.”8   So B.S. 
isn’t lying, but it is used to misrepresent us, or to mislead others about what we really care about.   

B.S. falls short of lying is because lying deals with truth but B.S. does not.  As Frankfurt 
explains, “The liar is inescapably concerned with truth-values.  In order to invent a lie at all, he must 
think he knows what is true.”9 

“It is impossible for someone to lie unless he thinks he knows the truth.  Producing 
bullshit requires no such conviction.  A person who lies is thereby responding to the 
truth, and he is to that extent respectful of it.  When an honest man speaks, he says 
only what he believes to be true; and for the liar, it is correspondingly indispensable 
that he considers his statements to be false.  For the bullshitter, however, all these bets 
are off: he is neither on the side of the true or the side of the false.”10 

It is the lack of connection to a concern with truth that Frankfurt considers the essence of B.S.  
The B.S. artist does not care whether what he says is true or not, he just picks out, or makes up, what 
best fits his purpose.  For this reason, Frankfurt considers the bullshitter as a greater enemy to truth 
than the liar.  Both liars and B.S. artists conceal part of themselves in order to mislead us: the liar 
hides that he is attempting to lead us away from what he considers to be true; the B.S. artist hides that 
he’s not really interested in the truth.   One feigns truth, the other feigns sincerity. 
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There is a carelessness, or lack of exactness, in B.S. that is also troubling.  To illustrate this 
point, Frankfurt used an account of Ludwig Wittgenstein reprimanding a colleague who had her 
tonsils out for saying she felt like a dog that has been run over.  Wittgenstein reportedly replied, “You 
don’t know what a dog that has been run over feels like.” 

Why was Wittgenstein upset at such an innocuous statement?  Because, as Frankfurt surmises, 
“Her description of her own feeling is, accordingly, something that she is merely making up.  She 
concocts it out of whole cloth; or, if she got it from someone else, she is repeating it quite mindlessly 
and without any regard for how things really are.”11  Therefore, Wittgenstein perceives her as 
speaking thoughtlessly about the way she felt. “Her fault is not that she fails to get it right, but that 
she is not even trying.”12 

Why doesn’t the B.S. artist try to get it right, or exact?  It’s not from a lack of effort or 
resources.  As Frankfurt notes: 

“The realms of advertising and of public relations, and the nowadays closely related 
realm of politics, are replete with instances of bullshit so unmitigated that they can 
serve among the most indisputable and classic paradigms of the concept.  And in these 
realms there are exquisitely sophisticated craftsmen who—with the help of advanced 
and demanding techniques of market research, of public opinion polling, of 
psychological testing, and so forth—dedicate themselves tirelessly to getting every 
word and image they produce exactly right.”13 

What contributes to B.S.?  “Bullshit is unavoidable whenever circumstances require someone 
to talk without knowing what he is talking about”14  When this happens, what comes out amounts to 
hot air.  Hot air is empty, without substance.  It doesn’t contribute anything useful.  For Frankfurt, 
there are similarities between hot air and B.S..  “Just as hot air is speech that has been emptied of all 
informative content, so excrement is matter from which everything nutritive has been removed.  
Excrement may be regarded as the corpse of nourishment, what remains when the vital elements have 
been exhausted.”15  

 
Where’s the B.S. in PR? 

Too often you hear people dismiss information as “just PR,” a bunch of PR, or simply PR, 
meaning that it already has the connotation of B.S..  There are several tactics and strategies that 
contribute to this perception.  We would argue that two practices, that of spin and of being a hired 
gun, are especially harmful. 

 
Spin and hype 

Public relations, when it is reduced to spin and hype, is B.S.  There are many different 
definitions of spin.  For some, spin “is a lie, plain and simple.”16   For others, it is an acceptable 
technique in a toolbox of powerful tactics “for the aggressive engineering of perceptions.”17  
According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, spin means: to evolve, express, or fabricate by 
processes of mind or imagination.  One journalist from a national newspaper echoes that sentiment, 
“Spin doctors work with myth, not with facts.”18 

Sometimes spin is pure falsehood.  The famous case involving Hill and Knowlton’s front 
organization, Citizens for a Free Kuwait, engaged in clear-cut lying about Iraqi atrocities in Kuwait.  
When spin is used this way, it might win some battles, but it loses the war over trust and credibility.19   

Most spin probably falls short of being a lie, but it is misleading in its intent.  As Robert 
Dilenschneider puts it, spin is “a deliberate and reckless disregard for the truth.” It isn’t concerned 
with truth, but with results.  As one editor of a major magazine said: “Spin doctors take shortcuts 
with the truth. To them, the end justifies the means.”20  Therefore, the spinmeister isn’t concerned 
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with the truthfulness or accuracy of the message, rather the results.  This lack of sincerity for the truth 
defines spin as B.S. according to Frankfurt’s theory. 

Journalist Bryan Appleyard (1999) discerned this insincerity when writing about the 
explosion of spin in British politics.  He said, “at a quite refined intellectual level the PRs [sic] and 
the spinners do not believe in truth and are pretty confident that they will not be found out because 
nobody else believes it either”.21 

Dilenschneider also said:  “Spin doctoring is to public relations what pornography is to art.”22  
This is an apt simile, because pornography has no real value to society, yet poses as art to keep its 
first amendment protection.  Spin does the same thing.  It purports to assist our democratic process, 
but lacks sincere and useful information, and therefore “subverts the free flow of information in the 
public sphere, thwarting the citizen’s exercise of rational choice.”23  Spin is justified as part of our 
modern political process, when in fact, it only serves to benefit the self-interests of certain parties, 
while ignoring the interests of society as a whole.   

When PR is reduced to spin, it’s bad for you, it’s bad for your company, and it’s bad for your 
clients.  More importantly, it’s bad for the profession.  Most importantly, it’s bad for society, our 
collective community where we all reside as citizens.  In George Orwell’s 1984, he envisioned a 
society repressed by a dictator who used deception and misdirection.  In Aldous Huxley’s Brave New 
World, society is flooded with so much trivia it can no longer distinguish fact from factoid.  As 
Patterson described the difference, “Orwell feared truth would be denied us.  Huxley feared truth 
would be drowned in a sea of irrelevance.”24  Again, one tactic is to lie, the other is to use B.S.  Both 
harm society. 
 
Hired Gun techniques 

Many practitioners defend acting on behalf of an organization’s self-interests using what 
Fitzpatrick & Gauthier called the attorney-adversary theory of public relations.25  This approach takes 
its lead from the judicial system, where the accused has a legal right to an advocate in the adversarial 
environment of the courts.  In the “court of public opinion,” public relations practitioners act as hired 
advocates.  Patterson & Wilkins explain adversary theory as promoting one-sided or highly selective 
messages in a marketplace of opinion where multiple opinions are offered.26  The primary duty of 
such advocates is to “vigorously defend the client in public arenas.”27  Such advocates need not be 
concerned with balanced messages or the effect of their message beyond the immediate interest of 
their client.28  Such a lack of concern can lead to information that is misleading and incomplete, and 
thereby falls under the definition of B.S.  

The advocacy theory has been criticized on many levels.  Some question the appropriateness 
of the attorney metaphor.  While the judicial process relies on two parties presenting both sides of an 
argument before an impartial judge or jury, public relations presents information in an environment 
that is sometimes void of diverse arguments and that can have direct consequences to the audiences 
receiving the information.  As Fitzpatrick & Gauthier noted, “With access to only one version of 
truth, how can the public take responsible action?”29  Baker claimed that professional persuasive 
communicators have an additional responsibility to their publics that is absent from the legal 
persuasion metaphor.  She also argues that it cannot meet such moral norms as beneficence, 
nonmaleficence, reversibility, universalizability, and respect for human dignity.30  Martinson (1998) 
has criticized the singular duty to plead the cause of a client or organization in the Miltonian 
“marketplace of ideas” by examining its lack of attention to distributive and social justice.31 

Additionally, the advocacy model, has been compared to a hired gun, where the PR 
professional has no vested interest in the organization, its behaviors, or its values, but uses its 
expertise to get messages placed through connections with certain media outlets.  The advocate, or 
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hired gun, model for public relations allows the PR practitioner allows a certain distance from the 
organization and products being represented.  The practitioner then can use “plausible deniability” if 
the messages he or she creates are not entirely factual.  However, from a B.S. perspective, more 
important is the lack of sincerity, concern, or commitment on the part of the advocate.  He or she may 
not be lying per se, but the lack of concern for the truthfulness of the message would be something 
that could transpire more easily because of the roles being played. 
 
Taking the B.S. Out of P.R. 

In a speech given in November 2005, Bill Nielsen, former vice president of communications 
for Johnson & Johnson, said if public relations practitioners expect to “stand for the truth and be 
believed,” they must tell the truth and be truthful people.  

Good character includes such simple ideas as a sense of civic duty, an innate sense of 
fairness, the ability to always care, pervasive honesty, respect – respect for 
organizations, institutions and respect for people who may hold different points of 
view and integrity – personal integrity that is beyond reproach.32  

Enhancing personal and professional character will certainly help reduce the B.S. in public 
relations.   This character must reflect integrity, sincerity, and authenticity.  Without these 
characteristics, public relations will always be associated with B.S.   

 
Character 

To find an ethical solution to the problem of B.S. in public relations, the industry might create 
a new code of ethics or place greater emphasis on the public interest. But these solutions are just as 
susceptible to the insincerity of B.S. as other extrinsic motivations and influences. The first step to 
taking the B.S. out of public relations is taking the B.S. out of the practitioner and the organization. A 
more authentic approach to public relations places responsibility for moral action on practitioners as 
individuals and organizations as a collective community of individuals. The ethics of virtue addresses 
issues of character and integrity and focuses more on individual moral substance than on codes of 
ethics and mission statements. Nielsen contended that character would play a critical “role in 
recasting our work together going forward not only at the professional and organizational level but at 
the societal level as well.” Character, he continued, “will determine our collective future including 
the new talent we must continue to attract to build on today’s momentum.”33 

Nielsen chaffed at the idea of reputation management despite its popularity among today’s 
management. He called the  label a “misnomer” because “reputation is earned through good character 
and behaviors that are observed and judged by others who accord reputation value.”34  Reputation 
results from good management, Nielsen continued. He quoted Lincoln, who said, “Character is like a 
tree and reputation like its shadow. The shadow is what we think of it, the tree is the real thing.”  The 
irony is that management has put more focus on what external publics think than on cultivating 
organizational virtue, the source of good reputation. Nielsen urged fertilizing the tree, not the 
shadow. 

The theory that best expresses Nielsen’s philosophy is virtue ethics.  Virtue ethics concerns 
character traits and habits that lead to right action.  For example, an honest person has cultivated the 
virtue of honesty and chooses honesty, not because it is the best policy, but because of a desire for 
honesty and an aversion to dishonesty. Since the motive for honesty is a character trait of the person, 
the attributes of the individual and the act are in harmony. For the virtuous practitioner, honesty is a 
habit, a trait of character, and conscience commitment, not a duty or reasoned calculation of good 
versus bad outcomes. The virtuous organizations may consist of a collection of individuals with 
character but more likely its character traits are embedded in constitutional elements, such as its 
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operations, practices, rituals, and culture. It is the values that old members look for in new recruits or 
expect to inculcate through training, cultural rituals and expectations, and rewards and discipline. 

Persons or organizations with character cultivate virtues as part of their character 
development. Right action is the product of good character. Duties, rules, and the greater good play 
secondary roles to being virtuous and having moral goodness. Moral action is learned from doing 
what the virtuous person would do. Aristotle, the founding philosopher in virtue ethics, “recognized 
that one acquired virtuous character by acting like the person who had such character.”35  Virtuous 
models, such as Jesus and Plato, serve as exemplars of character. They stayed true to their beliefs 
even though their commitment to character resulted in their deaths. They eschewed fakery and 
condemned those who used communication to draw attention to themselves rather than to their 
message. They also used narratives to explain the way virtuous people should act. More important, 
their personal narratives reinforced what they taught or communicated. This congruity between 
private beliefs and public expression represents the first step toward achieving authentic 
communication--sincerity.  

 
Sincerity   

If sincerity is the avoidance of being false to any man through being true to one’s own 
self, we can see that this state of personal existence is not to be attained without the 
most arduous effort. 36 

— Lionell Trilling, 1971 
 
At some time in history, Trilling wrote, humanity determined that sincerity was worth the 

effort and, for the last 400 years, sincerity has helped define Western culture. The B.S. artist, on the 
other hand, values expediency and invokes sincerity or insincerity depending upon the desired public 
impression. Trilling defined sincerity as “congruence between the avowal and actual feeling.”37 
Simply using one’s expertise becomes problematic if the public relations practitioner creates a 
message inconsistent with his or her true feelings. Sincere communication should accurately reflect 
the beliefs and values of the communicator. If the values communicated differ from the personal 
values espoused by the communicator, it represents a moral disconnect that deceives the audience as 
to the communicator’s true beliefs. A common example of this kind of communication is when a 
public relations spokesperson claims an executive has resigned to spend more time with his or her 
family. The truth or falsity of the message is not as important as deflecting criticism and scrutiny 
from outside interests. The public relations practitioner knows the information is insincere, but 
communicates the information as if the executive sincerely wants a family-friendly position. 

Another potential disconnect emerges from differences between individual character traits and 
organizational character. Virtue scholars disagree as to whether organizational character is a product 
of collective action or the goals, principles, and procedures that shepherds right action.38  For public 
relations, the latter definition is most likely true. Again, the question is whether one’s personal values 
mesh with the organization’s character. The incongruity between the two is illustrated in the 
experience of a consultant for a multinational corporation, who asked the company’s top management 
to spend the morning reflecting on their top five to seven personal values.39 He then had the managers 
merge into groups of seven and determine what values were most important to the group. In the 
afternoon session, the consultant went through the same procedure, only this time he asked the 
executives to identify what the five to seven most important values of the organization were. The 
results surprised the consultant as well as the managers; their personal values failed to match up with 
their perception of the organization’s values.  
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This disconnection between personal and organizational values poses a problem for public 
relations practitioners, who communicate organizational values to the public. Their role in an 
organization as communicators of an organization’s values, vision, identity, and intentions often 
means they disseminate messages contrary to their personal beliefs. As individuals representing the 
organization, they must somehow identify, articulate, and sometimes defend actions that they 
themselves did not directly plan or execute. History is replete with examples of public mouthpieces 
relaying information they assumed to be true but later learned was incomplete or inaccurate. No 
matter what the personal integrity of practitioners, their sincerity is irrevocably tied to their 
confidence in the character of top management and management’s commitment to the organization’s 
values. The practitioners’ loyalty is only morally defensible if they believe in the morality of the 
organization and those who lead the organization.39 

Another potential disconnect arises from the agency-client relationship. In the most ideal 
situation, the character traits of the person would match those of the organization. The practitioner 
could act as a conscience for the organization because personal aversions to unethical behavior would 
be consistent to collective or institutional aversions to unethical behavior. For example, if the 
organization refuses to disclose bad news, the practitioner could identify the action as deceptive and 
thus inconsistent with the organization’s aversion to deceptive behavior. In other words, the 
practitioner identifies the virtue trait associated with the action and urges client to be sincere in its 
communication. 

Just having the expertise to represent a company does not fulfill the practitioner’s moral 
responsibility. To use one’s expertise to communicate an inauthentic message would be insincere, not 
only for the practitioner but for the organization. To overcome this problem, the practitioner would 
have the moral obligation to help an organization abandon actions that the practitioner and publics 
consider damaging, correct the damage that has occurred, and change so that the damaging behavior 
does not re-occur.  These changes should bring the organization’s values more closely in line with the 
personal and professional values of the practitioner. Then the practitioner could authentically use 
non-moral virtues, such as advocacy, expertise, and independence, to assist in rebuilding the moral 
character of the company. As the organization communicated values consisted with its character, it 
would become more sincere and more authentic. 

 
Authenticity 

Striving for more authenticity in communications is the final step to reducing B.S. in public 
relations.  Nielsen’s concept of PR people with character will go far to advance the integrity of the 
field. But good character alone may not fully reduce or eliminate B.S. from public relations. To 
reduce disconnects between character and public action, practitioners will need to have moral 
autonomy. To make authentic moral decisions, they must be able to act independently of all 
influences that might nullify their humanity and their commitment to character, truth, and genuine 
communication. Even people of good character can succumb to extrinsic esthetic pressures. Esthetic 
pressures are often associated with beauty, but philosophers might also define esthetics as physical, 
emotional, or psychological needs. It might be hard to do the right thing when it could cost one his or 
her livelihood. It is difficult to avoid faking or softening the message if it harms the reputation of 
friends and colleagues. It also is tempting to use colorful, clever language, even humor, to draw 
attention away from the message. Thus, in addition to sincerity and character, B.S.-free public 
relations demands authenticity. 

The definitions of authenticity vary from the dictionary’s emphasis on being original, real, 
and genuine to the philosophers’ elusive concept of becoming an individual, an actor who achieves 
selfhood. Most philosophers focused on the negative aspects of inauthenticity, worrying more about 
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the individual who surrenders self to social norms and values than about the positive implications of 
an individual who becomes truly authentic.40 Part of the reason for this rejection of societal structures 
and institutions stems from a fear that outside forces would rob individuals of their freedom and thus 
their responsibility for their own lives. The existentialist philosophers distrusted religion, 
government, culture, tradition, or anything that might inhibit individuals from becoming distinctive 
and independent. A modern day example might include fears that television might mainstream people 
into a common culture, scare them into believing that the frequency of violence on television mirrors 
real life, and lull them into shutting down all brain activity.  

To see television as something evil that enslaves individuals shows a lack of faith in the 
power of human beings to choose and act for themselves. The last century has witnessed an evolution 
of society in which the oppressive structures of the past have given way to greater pluralism and 
freedom. The Internet has increased access to new ideas, created virtual communities, and expanded 
commerce. Though inequities still abound, there is more opportunity individual choice, even in 
countries once dominated by totalitarian regimes. It would seem that the existentialists’ fear of 
becoming part of the crowd, losing the chance to make choices, and being enslaved by tradition and 
culture have abated. The truth is, however, that the corporate world, with its infatuation with buying, 
selling, and the bottom line, has marginalized the individual in ways the existential philosophers 
could not have foretold. Position, power, and authority bestowed by society or by the corporate world 
endanger our very nature, our very selfhood. The opinion of others, the label placed upon us by 
society, becomes more important than our “sentiment of being,” one’s regard for who he or she is as 
a human being, a knowledge of one’s own existence.41 

Being authentic requires a strong sense of self.  Citing philosophers concerned with a sense of 
self, Trilling provided the following explanation of how strength and authenticity are related: 

The sentiment of being is the sentiment of being strong. Which is not to say powerful: 
Rousseau, Schiller, and Wordsworth are not concerned with energy directed outward 
upon the world in aggression and dominance, but, rather, with such energy as 
contrives that the centre shall hold, that the circumference of the self keep unbroken, 
that the person be an integer, impenetrable, perdurable, and autonomous in being if not 
in action.42 

In the same way that Nielsen has stood up against the tide moving the industry toward 
reputation management, authentic public relations practitioners think for themselves and help 
organizations and professions see the world a way that is at once individual and collective.  The 
individual must stand tall for his or her beliefs and interpretation of the events in order for others to 
identify with him or her.  Nielsen was expressing his view of the future of PR, but it resonated with 
many in the audience who shared similar experiences, values, and beliefs.  At the same time, it may 
have been mocked or ridiculed by others who saw it as praiseworthy rhetoric, but not rooted in the 
reality of the practice.  An authentic person is not as concerned with how well the message is 
received as much as how well it represents his or her true thoughts.  This is the opposite of B.S. as 
Frankfurt defined it. 

Public relations achieves authenticity when it gains the strength to eliminate or reduce the 
disconnections between the personal and the professional and achieve moral congruity among 
internal beliefs, conscious commitments, and external actions. To accomplish this task, practitioners 
must be able to separate themselves from external forces that demand conformity and develop 
courage of character. The authentic public relations person would be a work in progress, strong in 
character but open to further development and refinement. This requires confidence and humility, 
commitment and tolerance. Indeed, the authentic public relations practitioner heeds Nielsen’s 
challenge of becoming a person of character, to becoming a truly B.S.-free communicator.  
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The B.S. Test 
To help practitioners evaluate their own communication efforts against Frankfurt’s concept of 

B.S., we’ve developed a B.S. test.  The test offers a bank of questions related to the directness, 
character, sincerity, truthfulness, and authenticity of public relations messages.  To take the B.S. test, 
answer the following questions: 

 
• BS is misleading.   

o Does your communication or action misrepresent your thoughts, attitudes, or beliefs?   
o Do you care more about how your message or behavior makes you look than how well 

it informs your public? 
o Does your message fake who you really are? 

• BS is careless, or not exact.   
o Are you trying to get away with something?   
o Does the message hold you accountable to your thoughts, attitudes, beliefs, or 

behaviors? 
o Does the message lead someone to a rational decision based on accurate, correct, and 

verifiable information? 
• BS is more concerned with image than character 

o Is reputation management simply a way to sell more products? 
o Is your reputation “earned through good character,” or  managed as an image that is 

appealing to your publics? 
o Does your organization espouse, reinforce, and abide by the virtues that lead to good 

character?   
• BS is insincere.   

o Does your communication reflect your personal values?  
o Is there a moral disconnection between what you say and what you believe? 
o Are you connected to the message, the same way as if you were speaking about 

yourself personally?  
• BS is inauthentic.   

o Is it more important that your message makes people feel good rather than 
communicate truth that may expose inauthenticity?   

o Is it more important to get the right results than to get the message right? 
o Do you personally verify the facts before releasing information, or are you just the 

messenger?      
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During the past decade, there has been a discussion about a widening gap between the 
military and the civilian society that it serves. Cohen (1997) and Ricks (1997) initiated 
the most recent round of debate regarding the civil-military gap, prompting the first in-
depth analysis of this trend (Feaver & Kohn, 2001). Several factors, including the 
evolution of the all-volunteer force, decreasing numbers of veterans in society, and 
force reductions and base closures have combined to reduce the connections that the 
American public has with the military. This loss of connection means that the military 
as an institution has become increasingly isolated from the American public. As a 
result, the American people are less knowledgeable about the military and less aware 
of their role as stakeholders in the military organization, impacting the relationship 
between the military and the public it serves. This lack of awareness and knowledge 
means that the American public is becoming what Hallahan (2000b) describes as an 
inactive public. 
Hallahan’s (2000b) theory of inactive publics is a new approach to the classification of 
publics and provides important insight into how an organization can manage 
relationships with groups that have low levels of knowledge and involvement. This 
approach departs from the dominant situational theory of publics by offering new 
assumptions about the relationship between an organization and its publics. Hallahan 
(2000b) challenges the view that organizations and publics are in opposition to one 
another, and he disputes the notion that public relations activities towards publics 
should only focus on issues, conflicts and disputes. This shift produces a more positive 
view of organization-public relationships.  Situational theory’s focus on active publics 
also leaves out large groups of organizational stakeholders. This preoccupation with 
active publics means that the majority of public relations attention is directed at 
smaller groups, neglecting a large portion of groups with whom an organization may 
want to develop relationships. Hallahan’s typology of publics is more inclusive and 
encompassing, and it refocuses public relations attention on those groups that 
situational theory leaves out. Combined with the relationship management paradigm 
for public relations, Hallahan (2000b) provides a broader theoretical framework that is 
proactive in nature and offers new strategies for public relations practitioners to 
develop long-term, beneficial relationships with a wider segment of key organizational 
publics.  
In this paper, I argue that the reduced connections between the military and society 
impacts public support for the military, a serious concern at any time in a democracy, 
but more so during time of war. As the military organization’s primary 
communicators, military public affairs officers have a key role in addressing this 
disconnect between the American public and the military. By viewing the American 
people as increasingly inactive and adopting the techniques that Hallahan (2000a, 
2000b) outlines, military public affairs practitioners can evaluate the nature of their 
communication strategies towards the American public. By proactively seeking to 
raise levels of knowledge and involvement, military public affairs can foster a stronger 
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relationship with its key stakeholders. The management of this relationship should be 
a long-term strategy, focused on strengthening the trust, loyalty, and ultimately, the 
support of the American people.  

 
In 1973, the United States transitioned from a conscript-based military to a standing, all-volunteer 
force that exists during times of war or periods of peace. This professional force is the largest 
volunteer military in the world and has performed exceptionally well during several conflicts from 
the late 1980s to the current war (Department of Defense, 2003). During the past decade, there has 
been a discussion among government leaders, members of the news media, and scholars about a 
widening gap between the military and the civilian society that it serves. The evolution of the all-
volunteer force, combined with force reductions, has diminished the connections the American 
people have with the military, resulting in an increased isolation between the two. As a result, the 
American people are not as knowledgeable about the military and are less aware of the stake that they 
have in this organization. 

This lack of awareness and knowledge means the American people are becoming what 
Hallahan (2000b) describes as an inactive public, groups that have “minimal motivation, ability, or 
opportunity to know about, talk about, or participate in efforts to influence the policies or practices of 
organizations (p. 499). Hallahan’s (2000b) theory is a new approach to the classification of publics 
and provides important insight into how an organization can manage an inactive public in order to 
raise their levels of awareness and involvement.  As the military’s key communicators, military 
public affairs officers have an important role in addressing this disconnect between the American 
people and the military. By adopting the strategies that Hallahan (2000b) proposes, military public 
affairs officers can foster a stronger, more beneficial relationship with the American people.  

This paper covers four major areas. First, the civil-military gap is examined, including 
historical perspectives, causes, and implications for the military’s relationship with the American 
people. The second section focuses on Hallahan’s (2000b) new approach to the classification of 
publics in organization-public relationships, with a discussion of how his framework differs from the 
dominant public relations theories for dealing with publics. Building on Hallahan’s ideas, the third 
section addresses recent scholarship on the relationship management perspective of public relations, 
and how this perspective offers public relations practitioners further insights into strengthening 
relationships with key publics. The final section discusses how military public affairs practitioners 
can apply these theories when relating to an increasingly disconnected American people, including 
proposed research into a unique U.S. Navy outreach program.  
Civil Military Gap 

In the mid-1990s, Secretary of Defense William Cohen warned of the need to “prevent a 
chasm from developing between the military and civilian world, where the civilian world doesn’t 
fully grasp the mission of the military, and the military doesn’t understand why the memories of our 
citizens and civilian policy makers are so short, or why the criticism is so quick and so unrelenting” 
(Cohen, 1997, p. 4). Less than a year later, Cohen (1998) observed that the smaller size of the post-
Cold War force means fewer Americans have relatives wearing the uniform, decreasing the 
opportunity for civilians to interact with military members.  

Ricks (1997) pointed to cultural differences, divergent values, and a lack of understanding 
between military service members and civilians as contributing factors in a widening gap between the 
military and society. Ricks (1997) also argued that it is increasingly difficult for each to relate to the 
other. Spurred by these discussions regarding the divergence of the military and society, political 
scientist Peter Feaver and historian Richard Kohn initiated the “Project on the Gap Between Military 



IPRRC - 431 

 

and Civilian Society” (Feaver & Kohn, 2001). Feaver and Kohn’s project was among the most 
comprehensive studies into this issue (Feaver, 2003).   
Historical Perspective 

Feaver, Kohn and Cohn (2001) point to a historical trend of separation between the military 
and civil society in America, and suggest that these differences, which stem from the unique nature of 
military culture, are natural and even, to some degree, desirable. During the two world wars, the 
nation was mobilized and large numbers of citizens were inducted into the armed forces, increasing 
civilian support for the military (Weigley, 2001). The proportion of the American population who 
served in the military during World War II was the highest ever, at nearly ten percent (Desch, 2001). 
As a result, the civilian population had high levels of association and familiarity with the military. 
After the war, veterans returned to civilian lives and were well positioned to share their experiences 
and perspectives with the civilian populace and with subsequent generations. The end of the Second 
World War and the onset of the Cold War brought a need to maintain a large peacetime standing 
force, marking the first period in the nation’s history that the draft was maintained after hostilities 
ended (Bandow, 2000; Desch, 2001; Holsti, 2001). Widespread disapproval of the Vietnam War and 
the draft led to the end of conscription and the creation of an all-volunteer force in 1973 (Bandow, 
2000).  
All-Volunteer Force & Declining Personal Connections 
 The current force is recognized as the highest quality the nation has ever seen (Bandow, 
2000). In recent years, however, several challenges to the military’s relationship with the American 
people have developed. The very goal of creating a professional armed force contributes to 
diminished connections between the military and the American public. The force is professional, but 
it is also a profession, an institution in which fewer Americans play a part. The presence of the 
military as an institution in American society has become accepted (Burk, 2001). Yet this acceptance 
does not yield understanding. The unique cultural aspects of the military institution have yielded a 
military professional that is a “useful but alien being to mainstream America” (Johnson & Metz, 
1995, p. 11).  
 Steady personnel reductions since 1973 and the end of the Cold War mean fewer Americans 
are needed to serve, thereby reducing the number of citizens with connections to those who are 
serving (Cohen, 1998; Desch, 2001).). At the same time, older American veterans who had been such 
a large part of American society are coming to the ends of their lives in greater numbers (Department 
of Veteran’s Affairs, 2001; Richardson & Waldrop, 2003).  

This decline is mirrored in government. Bianco and Markham (2001) conclude that the 
number of veterans in Congress has decreased in recent years, in large part due to the retirement of 
members who served in World War II and Korea, and their subsequent replacement by those 
Americans who came of age after the end of the conscription era. While Bianco and Markham (2001) 
point out that the current numbers are not the lowest levels of veteran representation in the nation’s 
history, the implications are apparent. Congress has budgetary and policy-making authority over the 
military, which requires of representatives a degree of knowledge on and familiarity with issues 
pertaining to the military (Lemire, 2002). However, those Americans who serve in that oversight role 
are increasingly those who chose not to serve in the military. Further, recent arguments point to a 
historical trend that equates decreasing numbers of veterans in Congress with an increased 
willingness to use force; the converse is also apparent (Desch, 2001).   
Disconnects from Infrastructure Reductions  

The end of the Cold War led to several rounds of base closures and consolidations to 
eliminate excess infrastructure and save scarce budgetary dollars (Ricks, 1997; Johnson & Metz, 
1995). The consequence of these closures is the “end of military presence in many parts of the 
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country” (Johnson & Metz, 1995, p. 17). The 2005 closure rounds would have effectively removed 
the military from much of New England, had the closure commission not reversed several Pentagon 
recommendations (Sappenfield & Miller, 2005). In voting to keep two key facilities open, the 
commission chairman specifically pointed to the need to maintain links between the military and 
society (Sappenfield & Miller, 2005). Without these connections, civilians have fewer opportunities to 
learn about the military, contributing to the “experience gap,” where the general public simply has no 
experience with the military. (Lemire, 2002, p. 3).  
Why the Gap Matters 

The scholars and commentators who have addressed the civil-military disconnect raised these 
issues during a time of relative peace for the United States. Cohen (1997) specifically highlights the 
tendency among civilians to forget the importance of the military during times of peace. However, 
that period of peace has been replaced by the current conflict, and military activities now receive 
more attention. In preparing the nation for the upcoming war on terror, President Bush (2001) warned 
that it would be unlike previous wars. President Bush (2002) further stated that our nation was at war. 
When his statements are placed in the context of the relationship between the military and civil 
society, his words have a different interpretation, for in reality, it is not the nation that is at war, but 
the military institution.  

Unlike previous wars, the current war has not required a mobilization of the society. In part, 
this is what the all-volunteer force was designed to do: Avoid the need for mass-mobilization by 
providing the nation with a well-trained, standing force that is ready to act when needed. The 
consequence is that this war’s impact on society is very small, and most civilians feel few firsthand 
effects of the conflict. The smaller size of the military means fewer families are affected by the war, 
just those who have relatives serving. The reduced presence of military facilities around the country 
means fewer areas are affected when military forces deploy.  
American Public as Military Stakeholders 

The military exists to protect America and the American public. With an all-volunteer force, 
the military depends upon members of society to join in order to fill the ranks. A lack of connection 
to the military, with consequent decreases in knowledge, can diminish the tendency of many 
Americans to consider military service. The upsurge in national expressions of patriotism which 
followed the September 11th attacks did not yield marked change in the numbers of volunteers for 
military service, despite the fact that the nation had been attacked (Gyan, 2003). While it is important 
for those recruitable members of society to be knowledgeable about the option of military service, 
other members of society may also be in a position to influence the decisions of young Americans 
about whether to volunteer for service. Thus, these influencers play an important role, but the 
decreasing number of Americans with connections to the military results in fewer knowledgeable 
influencers in communities.  

The American public should be supportive of the military’s mission, especially in time of war. 
While the military is an arm of national policy, that policy is carried out in the name of the American 
people. Friedrich (2003) suggests that in the current war, victory will come only through using “the 
will of the people as [the nation’s] compass” (p. 30). Public support for the military affects troop 
morale, because service members want to know that the people they serve are behind them in times 
of war. Furthermore, overall awareness and support of the military translates into community support 
for those families who have service members deployed.  

Maintaining such a large military organization is also resource-intensive; resources which 
come from taxpayer dollars. The growing disconnect and lack of knowledge about the importance of 
the military mission can impact the American people’s willingness to support continued investment 
in national defense.  
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The aforementioned factors combine to make the American people stakeholders for the 
military organization. There are a variety of perspectives on what exactly constitutes a stakeholder. 
Grunig and Repper (1992) define stakeholders as those people “who are linked to an organization 
because they and the organization have consequences on each other” (p. 125). Coombs (2000) offers 
a definition of stakeholders as those people who have “an interest, right, claim or ownership in an 
organization” (p. 75). Coombs’ (2000) description of secondary stakeholders, those “whose actions 
can be harmful or beneficial” to the organization, is more appropriate to the American people, 
although they also have influence on one of the military’s primary stakeholders: Congress (p. 75). 
The Navy’s strategic communication plan for 2006 specifically highlights the American public as a 
key stakeholder for the organization (Chief of Naval Operations, 2005b). Like any organization, the 
military must manage the relationship that exists between itself and its stakeholders in order to 
maintain their support (Coombs, 2000).  

In identifying the American people as key stakeholders, it is also important to understand 
what is meant by the term “support.” While polling data reveal a consistently high expression of 
confidence in the military compared to other government and public institutions, Gronke and Feaver 
(2001) suggest these data may only be “superficial,” and the idea that this high confidence equates to 
broad public support of the military is “misleading” (p. 132).  These high levels of expressed public 
confidence may in fact “mask latent alienation and distrust that suggest the existence of deeper 
ideological and attitudinal divides between the military and the public it serves” (Gronke & Feaver, 
2001, p. 131).  Even if the American public did have high confidence in the military, and even if 
there were a degree of support for the military, confidence and support do not necessarily equate to 
an awareness or understanding of their stakeholder role.  

This is the primary concern about the widening gap between the military and society: 
Decreasing connections weaken the American people’s relationship with the military, as well as their 
inclination to support the military (Gronke & Feaver, 2001). As the relationship diminishes, so, too 
do the levels of knowledge, awareness and understanding about the military, leading to reduced 
interest, a disturbing fact in time of war. These factors all combine to reduce the “motivation, ability 
or opportunity” of the American people to “know about, talk about, or participate in efforts to 
influence the policies or practices” of the military organization (Hallahan, 2000b, p. 499). This also 
has a detrimental impact on the maintenance of a good relationship between the military and the 
American people that it serves. The widening civil- military gap is making the American people what 
Hallahan (2000b) describes as an inactive public.  
Theory of Inactive Publics 

Hallahan’s (2000b) theory of inactive publics offers public relations scholars and practitioners 
a new approach to the classification of, and management of relationships with, publics. In developing 
this new typology, Hallahan (2000b) moves away from the traditional focus that public relations 
theory places on activist publics and challenges the assumption that organizational and public 
interests are in opposition to one another. Second, he proposes that public relations activities need not 
focus only on “issues, disputes and conflicts” (Hallahan, 2000b, p. 500). Third, he proposes that in 
developing relationships with inactive publics, an organization will face different communication 
problems than when dealing with more active or activist publics (Hallahan, 2000b). To understand 
the implications of his approach, it is important to review the evolution of the theories of publics in 
public relations, how they have been defined, and how public relations research has addressed 
organizational relationships with publics.  
Theory of publics – Historical context 

The predominant focus of public relations scholarship on publics has been from the 
perspective of the organization, where the organization is the “subject” and the publics are viewed as 
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“organizational constructs” with which the organization should develop a relationship (Leitch & 
Neilson, 2001, p. 128). Grunig (1978) points to a tendency among public relations practitioners to 
classify publics through demographic information or categories of people with which an organization 
may have a relationship. However, he suggests that this broad approach may inappropriately group 
people together and offers instead an assumption that “a public is a group of people who behave 
similarly” (Grunig, 1978, p 109).  

Most public relations scholarship (Grunig, 1978; Grunig, 1997; Grunig & Hunt, 1984; 
Hallahan, 2000b; Van Leuven & Slater, 1991) traces the origin of the definitions of publics to the 
public opinion scholarship of Dewey (1927) and Blumer (1966). Dewey (1927) defines the public as 
consisting “of all those who are affected by the indirect consequences of transactions to such an 
extent that it is deemed necessary to have those consequences systematically cared for,” and he 
further states that it is the “recognition of evil consequences brought about by a common interest” 
that causes publics to form (pp. 15-16). Blumer (1966) posits that publics develop “as a natural 
response to a certain kind of situation,” whose “size and membership varies with the issue,” and that 
they come together to discuss their disagreement on resolving the issue (pp. 46-47). Grunig and Hunt 
(1984) summarize Dewey’s definition into three key conditions. Publics “face a similar problem, 
recognize that the problem exists, and organize to do something about the problem” (Grunig & Hunt, 
1984, pp. 143-144). Building on both Dewey (1927) and Blumer (1966), Grunig and Hunt (1984) 
offer a definition of a public as “a loosely structured system whose members detect the same problem 
or issue, interact either face to face or through mediated channels, and behave as though they were 
one body” (p. 144).  

Grunig and Hunt (1984) suggest that organizational actions influence the creation of publics. 
Specifically, when the actions of the organization have an external impact on people, those people 
who “recognize a problem” will come together to form a public, which in turn must be addressed by 
organizational public relations (Grunig & Hunt, 1984, p. 144). The “consequences” of these 
organizational actions and subsequent problem recognition form the basis of Grunig and Hunt’s 
(1984) typology of publics, which are separated into four groups: nonpublics, latent publics, aware 
publics and active publics (p. 145). While this typology aids public relations practitioners by 
providing a means to develop appropriate and targeted public relations strategy, Grunig and Hunt 
(1984) point out that the composition of the public depends on the situation. Grunig and Hunt (1984) 
further contend that the public’s size affects the likelihood to become active – specifically, the 
smaller the size of the group, the greater the probability that it will become active. These 
classifications and characteristics form the basis of the situational theory of publics.  
Situational Theory of Publics 

The situational theory of publics is designed to “explain when and how people communicate 
and when communications aimed at people are most likely to be effective” (Grunig & Hunt, 1984, p. 
148). The theory provides public relations practitioners with the means to predict the way in which 
publics will communicate by measuring public perception of situations that result from organizational 
actions (Grunig, 1997). In its current form, situational theory is comprised of three independent 
variables: problem recognition, constraint recognition, and level of involvement (Grunig, 1997).  
Problem recognition is the degree to which people sense that an issue needs to be addressed. 
Constraint recognition deals with perceptions of obstacles to addressing the issue. Level of 
involvement is the degree to which people perceive a connection to an issue. The theory also includes 
two dependent variables that describe the manner of communication a public will exhibit: 
information seeking and information processing, also referred to as “active and passive 
communication behavior,” respectively (Grunig, 1997, p. 9). By evaluating the correlations between 
the independent and dependent variables, situational theory will show organizations when publics 
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will be aware or active (Grunig, 1997). Grunig and Hunt (1984) and Grunig (1997) indicate that four 
kinds of publics will consistently develop around situations. All-issue publics are self-explanatory, 
and have potential for the widest challenges to organizations, while apathetic publics, due to their 
inattentive nature, pose the least challenges (Grunig, 1997). Single-issue and hot-issue publics 
develop in response to specific concerns, but hot-issue publics will tend to become more involved as 
attention, especially media attention, to the issue increases (Grunig, 1997).   

The situational theory of publics has been developed and tested over three decades.  Grunig 
(1997) lists dozens of studies where situational theory has been tested and refined, and he offers new 
research challenges for the theory, including the inclusion or prediction of attitudes, the effect of 
mass media messages on the creation of publics, and further explanation of hot-issue publics. Grunig 
(1997) concludes that the theory “provides nearly complete understanding of the nature and 
behaviour [sic] of publics” (p. 41). However, the theory does have shortcomings.   
Shortcomings of Situational Theory 

Situational theory is focused in large part on dealing with groups that form in response to 
organizational actions, specifically those groups that are aware or active. Organizations should 
identify those publics that are most important, and then develop relationships with those key groups 
(Grunig & Repper, 1992; Grunig, Grunig, & Dozier, 2002). The development and presence of key 
publics, especially active and aware publics, has an effect on organizations, and will require action by 
public relations. As a result, active and activist groups have received considerable focus in the body 
of public relations research regarding publics (Hallahan, 2000b; Karlberg, 1996; Leitch & Neilson, 
2001). However, this focus leaves out or neglects latent or apathetic publics, because as Grunig 
(1997) points out, these groups pose the fewest challenges to the organization.  

Additionally, situational theory leaves out those groups which have not yet achieved the status 
of public as defined by Grunig and Hunt (1984), but are still organizational stakeholders. In part, this 
arises from the distinction that is made between stakeholders and publics. Grunig and Repper (1992) 
describe stakeholders as “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). Stakeholders only 
become publics when they “become more aware and active” (Grunig & Repper, 1992, p. 125). 
Because situational theory explains that active and aware publics are the ones that can create the most 
problems for an organization, Grunig and Repper (1992) argue that those groups become the most 
important stakeholders for the organization, and that strategic public relations management should 
place an emphasis on these stakeholders.  With this focus on the active and aware publics, large 
groups are either being neglected or left out.  

Situational theory’s shortcomings mean that organizations need a broader theoretical 
framework for effective, long-term organization-public relationships. Hallahan’s (2000b) theory of 
inactive publics is an attempt to address these shortcomings and provide a broader framework.  
Inactive Publics 

The theory of inactive publics is important for several key reasons. First, it offers a solution to 
the distinction between stakeholders and publics. Hallahan (2000b) suggests that the differences 
between groups of stakeholders and publics are minimal, and that publics should be redefined as “all 
groups to which public relations efforts are directed” (p. 501). Thus, Hallahan (2000b) posits that all 
stakeholders can be viewed as publics; the differences stem from the degree to which they 
comprehend their role as stakeholders. Inactive publics, which Hallahan (2000b) argues meet the 
criteria of stakeholders, may not understand that they have a stake in the organization, but the 
organization may still want to develop a relationship with them.  

Second, the theory of inactive publics is more applicable to modern society, which Hallahan 
(2000b) suggests has taken on an “inactive nature” of its own (p. 502). In this view, he suggests that 
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the challenges and dynamics of modern life force people to be discriminating about the issues or 
relationships with which they involve themselves. From the perspective of organizations, the 
implication of this view is that people are so wrapped up in their own lives that they will not attend to 
the organizational messages and communications directed towards them.  

Third, from the perspective of the public relations practitioner’s environmental scanning role, 
the theory of inactive publics underscores the need to develop a more in-depth awareness of groups 
that may be of interest to the organization, groups situational theory wouldn’t focus on.  

Instead of the three conditions of common problem, problem recognition, and organization, 
Hallahan’s (2000b) typology of publics is based on two measures: knowledge and involvement. 
Hallahan’s (2000b) conceptual model, which he argues is an extension and refinement of Grunig’s 
model, yields five new classifications of publics: inactive, aroused, aware, active, and non-publics.  

Inactive publics have low knowledge and involvement levels regarding an organization and 
its functions. Hallahan (2000b) suggests that inactive publics are stakeholders who may not 
understand the impacts of organizational actions. Aroused publics also exhibit low levels of 
knowledge regarding the organization, but Hallahan (2000b) argues they have the added dimension 
of problem or issue recognition. Aware publics will exhibit high levels of knowledge about an 
organization or issue, but will not have high levels of involvement. Hallahan (2001) suggests that 
while aware publics may not become involved on an issue on their own, they may join with groups 
that have already organized. Those groups with high levels of both involvement and knowledge about 
an organization or an issue are described as active publics. Hallahan (2000b) suggests that the leaders 
and key members of groups which are directly involved in tackling an issue would best fit the active 
public criteria. Hallahan (2000b) describes nonpublics as individuals who have no knowledge or 
involvement about an organization or issue, but whose status is changed to that of an inactive public 
if they develop such knowledge or involvement.  

Rather than assuming that an organization-public relationship is based on conflict, Hallahan’s 
(2000b) theory is more of a positive approach to the management of relationships with key publics. 
Instead of focusing on response to external activism, Hallahan’s (2000b) approach is more proactive, 
evaluating the different “states” of groups in order to facilitate organizational outreach (p. 506).  

Hallahan’s (2000b) typology also separates situational theory’s latent publics into inactive and 
aroused publics, and he argues that latency is “a trait (vs. state) that can be found among individuals 
within any of these categories” (p. 506). Thus, Hallahan (2000b) argues that a member of an aware 
public, who has high knowledge levels but low levels of involvement, may be less inclined to become 
active than an aroused public member because she exhibits higher levels of involvement. Hallahan 
(2000b) also suggests that a sense of involvement precedes the desire to gather knowledge that would 
lead to subsequent activism.  

Hallahan (2000b) equates knowledge to the condition of a group being aware. While 
increased levels of involvement and knowledge will then suggest that a public will shift to an active 
role, the condition of knowledge alone will not necessarily yield activism. In making this distinction, 
Hallahan (2000b) addresses those “third parties,” groups that may be aware of an organizational 
issue, but which situational theory does not account for (p. 506).  

This new model also changes the conception of the non-public. Hallahan (2000b) points out 
that non-publics, as described in situational theory, may have some knowledge about the 
organization. Furthermore, Grunig (1997) acknowledges that “the challenge of reaching vulnerable 
non-publics still requires additional research” (p. 42). Hallahan’s (2000b) offers a solution to this 
issue by reclassifying non-publics as those groups that have no knowledge or involvement about an 
organization. 
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Hallahan’s (2000b) model has several advantages over situational theory, and addresses that 
theory’s key shortcomings. By redefining publics to include all stakeholders and by reclassifying 
latent publics, Hallahan (2000b) provides a more all-encompassing view of an organization’s publics, 
and refocuses attention on those groups that situational theory neglects. The more proactive nature of 
his theory places the initiative for the development and maintenance of relationships with key publics 
on the organization. Thus, the public relations practitioner has a broader theoretical framework for 
maintaining effective, long-term relationships, and a broader awareness of groups that should concern 
the organization. 

However, to date, Hallahan (2000a; 2000b) has only provided a conceptual model. There have 
not yet been any tests of his theoretical framework to determine the applicability of the model, nor 
have any critiques of his theory been published (K. Hallahan, personal communication, December 1, 
2005). His theory and model will require more research and testing to demonstrate their robustness 
and applicability for practitioners, but he provides public relations practitioners with a unique 
alternative for developing relationships with key publics.  
Communicating with Inactive Publics 

Hallahan (2000a) suggests that communicating with inactive publics presents distinctive 
challenges for public relations practitioners. With low knowledge and involvement levels, inactive 
publics will attend to messages they do not feel are relevant to them (Hallahan, 2000a). Hallahan 
(2000a) highlights a failure among public relations theorists to address communication strategies for 
these groups. Werder (2005) points out that while situational theory can help identify key publics and 
when organizations should communicate with them, the failure to address message content is an 
important shortcoming.  

Inactive publics may comprise the largest proportion of organizational stakeholders, whether 
as potential customers, clients, volunteers, etc., and should therefore receive greater consideration 
from public relations scholars (Hallahan, 2000a). However, because inactive publics by definition 
have low levels of involvement, the likelihood that they will actively seek information about an 
organization means that public relations practitioners must take the initiative to develop relationships 
with these groups (Hallahan, 2000b). While the dominant view within public relations scholarship is 
that the two-way symmetrical model is the most effective method for communicating with publics 
(Dozier & Ehling, 1992; J. Grunig, 1992; J. Grunig & Hunt, 1984; J. Grunig & White, 1992; L. 
Grunig, 1992), this view is generally focused on active or activist publics (Hallahan, 2000b; Sha, 
2005).  Hallahan (2000b) points out that the nature of inactive publics may require such 
communication techniques that would be classified as press agentry, public information, and one-way 
asymmetrical communication, at least until the organization has the attention of inactive publics, at 
which point they are no longer inactive.  

In describing strategies for communicating with inactive publics, and highlighting the failure 
of public relations scholarship to develop its own model, Hallahan (2000a) draws on the motivation, 
ability, and opportunity (M-A-O) model from the social psychology and consumer research 
disciplines. The M-A-O model is “audience centered” and suggests that “people engage in 
progressive levels of processing” (Hallahan, 2000a, p. 465). The three components of the model, 
motivation, ability and opportunity, are viewed as either moderators or “antecedents” that influence 
how people process information (Hallahan, 2000a, p. 465). Motivation is the factor that makes a 
member of an inactive public more willing to process an organization’s message, ability is the 
proficiency to interpret the message, and opportunity is “the characteristics of the message that favor 
message processing” (Hallahan, 2000a, pp. 466-7).  

Hallahan (2000a) suggests that public relations practitioners can apply the M-A-O model to 
the development of communications with all publics, from active to aroused, and that individual 
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model components will be more or less important depending on what classification a public has. 
However, because inactive publics already have low knowledge and involvement levels, Hallahan 
(2000a) addresses the need for organizations to consider the combined influence of motivation, 
ability and opportunity in the construction of organizational messages. By incorporating all three 
factors, Hallahan (2000a) argues that the organization can best enhance the likelihood that inactive 
audiences will process organizational communications directed towards them. Of the three 
components in the M-A-O model, opportunity is especially important when developing 
communications strategies for inactive publics (Hallahan, 2000a). Organizations must maintain a 
proactive focus in developing communication opportunities, because as Hallahan (2000a) points out, 
those target publics which are not already paying attention to organizational issues or messages will 
certainly not initiate these opportunities. 
Managing Relationships with Inactive Publics 

Hallahan (2000b) suggests the goal of communicating with inactive publics is to initiate and 
establish “positive relationships” (p. 511). In developing and maintaining these organization-public 
relationships, practitioners can draw upon the relationship-management perspective of public 
relations. Ledingham and Bruning (2000) suggest that relationships should form “the core of public 
relations scholarship and practice” (p. xiii). Their relationship-management perspective builds on the 
textbook definition of public relations as “the management function that establishes and maintains 
mutually beneficial relationships between an organization and the publics on whom its success or 
failure depends” (Cutlip, Center, & Broom, 2000, p. 6). Instead of focusing on what public relations 
does, the relationship management approach looks at public relations “in terms of what it is” 
(Ledingham & Bruning, 1998, p. 56). This perspective focuses on the role of public relations in the 
creation and maintenance of relationships between organizations and their publics (Bruning & 
Ledingham, 1999).  

Organization-public relationships have mutual consequences, and therefore the goal of good 
relationship management is to make these consequences mutually beneficial over the long term 
(Broom, Casey, & Ritchey, 2000; Grunig & Huang, 2000). Indeed, taking a long-range view to 
relationship management is essential. Ledingham, Bruning, and Wilson (1999) point out that 
successful organization-public relationships take time to develop and must be nurtured over time in 
order to be strengthened. Ledingham and Bruning (1998) suggest that organization-public 
relationships have five key dimensions: trust, involvement, investment, commitment, and openness 
(p. 63). Of these five dimensions, Ledingham et al. (1999) conclude that public trust in the 
organization was the most consistently influenced by good relationship management, but over time, 
public perceptions of the other four dimensions improved, all of which impact public loyalty towards 
an organization. Ledingham, Castle, and Schrepfer (2004) suggest that a key outcome of 
organization-public relationships is increased loyalty, and public relations practitioners should strive 
to enhance mutual understanding between organizations and publics. 
 Naturally, public relations practitioners fill a key role in the establishment and maintenance of 
organization-public relationships. Toth (2000) posits that the use of interpersonal communication 
processes can be an essential tool in developing these relationships. In this view, public relations 
practitioners fill the role of liaison between the organization and its key publics, using their 
interpersonal influence to manage these relationships (Bruning & Ledingham, 1999; Toth, 2000). By 
filling this liaison role, public relations practitioners can not only manage key relationships, but are 
also well positioned to better understand the attributes of these key publics. Werder (2005) concludes 
the way in which public relations practitioners perceive the attributes of key publics has a direct 
impact on an organization’s public relations strategy. Ledingham et al. (2004) point out that a 
public’s behavior towards an organization is connected to attitudes about the relationship the public 



IPRRC - 439 

 

has with the organization. An organization that understands its publics will effectively manage its 
relationships, yielding better public attitudes of the organization.  

The value of the relationship management perspective is its proactive approach. This 
proactive focus merges with Hallahan’s (2000b) idea that organizations need to recognize both the 
existence and importance of inactive publics and take the initiative to build relationships with them in 
order to change their standing from inactive to aroused, aware, or active, depending on the issue. 
Together, the theory of inactive publics and the relationship management approach can help military 
public affairs practitioners manage the relationship with the American people.  
Military Public Affairs Applications of Inactive Public Theory and Relationship Management  

The military exists to serve the people and to support the democratic process. The military is 
accountable to the American people and has a responsibility to keep them informed. The Department 
of Defense is committed to providing a free flow of information from the military to the American 
people to ensure the latter can understand the facts about defense strategy and military affairs 
(DiRita, 2005). Like their civilian counterparts, military public affairs practitioners form the 
organizational communication linkage with key publics. The military public affairs role comprises 
three key areas: public information, community relations, and internal information (Secretary of the 
Navy, 2005). The public information and community relations roles are the areas where military 
public affairs officers develop and maintain relationships with the American people.  

There are limitations to military public affairs. When communicating with the American 
people, the military does not operate under the two-way symmetrical model. Rather, much of the 
information is disseminated through a one-way, public information model. The community relations 
function would be the closest to a two-way public relations model practiced by the military, although 
it is really asymmetric, focused on the development of mutual understanding between the military 
and certain publics rather than on mutual adjustment (Sha, 2005). The size of the military public 
affairs community is also a limiting factor. Public affairs officers comprise the smallest subsection of 
military officers. As an example, the Navy’s public affairs officer community is comprised of barely 
200 active duty officers, out of over 52,000 total officers (U.S. Navy, 2005). Military public affairs 
personnel are stationed worldwide, and even factoring in civilian public affairs practitioners, military 
public affairs can only accomplish so much.  

Limitations notwithstanding, military public affairs practitioners have the lead role and 
responsibility in communicating with the American people. While the military as a whole must weigh 
the implications of the civil-military gap, public affairs must manage the relationship with a public 
that is decreasingly knowledgeable and involved with the military. Public affairs practitioners should 
view the American people as an inactive public and adopt a proactive approach towards managing the 
relationship with these key stakeholders. Public affairs practitioners evaluate the nature of its 
communication strategy to an increasingly inactive American people. Use of the M-A-O model will 
help to ensure that military messages will best be perceived and processed by intended audiences. 
Military public affairs must also look at the relationship with the American people as a long-term 
project that requires consistent focus. Public trust and loyalty in the military should be the goal of this 
relationship, which will best ensure the American people’s support. The small size of the public 
affairs community means that much of the communication with the American public will have to be 
mediated. As a result, military public affairs practitioners must work with the news media and 
community leaders to help carry organizational messages to the American people. Toth’s (2000) idea 
of using interpersonal influence as a tool for managing relationships is especially useful for military 
public affairs practitioners, as she points to the importance of developing interpersonal relationships 
with media, government officials and other influential groups.  
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Future Research 

While Hallahan’s (2000b) theory of inactive publics is still a conceptual model, he does 
provide some ideas that can be expanded on for future research. As Hallahan (2000a; 2000b) 
suggests, the key to managing an inactive public is to change their levels of knowledge and 
involvement, take a proactive stance towards building and maintaining relationships with these 
groups, and create communication opportunities. The Navy has several programs that could provide 
research opportunities in which the theory of inactive publics and the relationship management 
paradigm can be applied to analyze how military public affairs is addressing the relationship with the 
American people.  

One unique example is the distinguished visitor program operated by the Pacific Fleet’s 
surface force, which is designed to educate key stakeholders about the Navy mission and create 
communication opportunities between Navy personnel and the American people, thus making 
participants more knowledgeable and more likely to attend to Navy messages.  

The surface force maintains a high tempo of worldwide deployments in support of the war on 
terror. However, these missions are not widely publicized, and citizens are unaware of the importance 
of the fleet to the nation’s security. The surface force’s distinguished visitor program, called Leaders 
to Sea, is designed to reach out to community opinion leaders with minimal knowledge about the 
Navy, individuals that could be described as inactive. Recall that Hallahan’s (2000a) M-A-O model, 
which focuses on message development, is designed to increase the likelihood that audiences will 
attend to the messages directed to them. In creating this communication opportunity, the surface force 
is taking a different approach by bringing the target audience to the message.  

By focusing on community leaders for participation in the program, the surface force is 
adopting a modified version of the two-step flow model of communication to disseminate its 
messages to the American people. In its original form, the two-step flow of communication states that 
“ideas flow from radio and print to the opinion leaders and from them to the less active sections of 
the population” (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 1968, p. 151). In the surface force’s program, the 
media has been replaced by the Navy and its messages, and community opinion leaders are brought 
to the message.  The surface force describes these community leaders as political leaders, business 
executives, media executives, media reporters (in a non-reporting, background role), educators and 
other influential individuals. The managers of this embark program specifically request that 
participants share what they have learned about the Navy with other members of their community, 
completing the second step of this modified two-step flow.  

Leaders to Sea has been in existence for over four years, and is designed to change the 
knowledge, attitude and behavior of participants. In exposing community members to Navy 
messages, the program seeks to increase their levels of knowledge about the Navy’s role in national 
defense. By taking participants aboard ships and giving them an opportunity to interact with sailors, 
the surface force hopes to increase the likelihood that participants will develop a positive attitude 
about the Navy. As participants’ knowledge and involvement increase by completing the embark, 
they are no longer an inactive public, but become at least an aware, if not an active public, who can 
help to disseminate Navy messages to other inactive members of their own community. During the 
four years of the program’s existence, over 1000 community leaders have participated. However, to 
date, no study has been conducted to ascertain the effectiveness of one of the program’s main goals: 
Changing participants’ behavior and making them more willing to discuss the “Navy Story” with the 
communities in which they have influence.  

The proposed research will begin with the following question: Will participation in Leaders to 
Sea increase participant motivation to communicate more with their communities about the Navy? 
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Building upon this research question, four hypotheses can be developed that address the program’s 
effectiveness.  The first three hypotheses address the changes in participant’s knowledge, attitude, 
and behavior. Hypothesis one posits that participation in Leaders to Sea will increase participant 
knowledge about the Navy. Hypothesis two states that increased knowledge about the Navy will yield 
a favorable participant attitude towards the Navy. Hypothesis three asserts that as attitude towards the 
Navy improves, participants will be more likely to share their experiences (and Navy messages) with 
members of their communities. A fourth hypothesis, which also addresses behavior, states that the 
invitation to participate in Leaders to Sea will increase participants’ communication with members of 
their communities about the Navy, before the actual embark occurs. 

Through the use of a survey instrument distributed to participants who have completed the 
program, this research will assess the effectiveness of this outreach program. By measuring the 
degree to which the embark program has positively influenced participant knowledge and attitude 
about the Navy, and the degree to which past participants are in fact communicating with their 
respective communities about the Navy, this research will provide feedback on how successful the 
surface force has been in moving these key community leaders from an inactive to more aware, and 
even active public status. The results of the study could yield insights into possible streamlining or 
improvement of the program. Better selection of participants could yield better dissemination of key 
Navy messages to communities nationwide, thus increasing public awareness of the Navy’s role in 
the nation’s defense. 
 
Conclusions 

The diminishing relationship between the military and civilian society and the American 
public’s trend toward inactivity is a challenge that military public affairs practitioners must address. 
Making the American public more aware has important benefits to the military. An informed 
citizenry is an essential element of democracy. The public should understand the stake that they have 
in the military, especially during a time of war. Recognition of the problem created by the 
diminishing connections is the first step towards building a stronger relationship. Military public 
affairs must take the lead in addressing this issue. One should not conclude that the military is 
oblivious to this problem. An examination of the U.S. Navy’s current strategic communication plan 
demonstrates an understanding of the need to foster better relations with the American public (Chief 
of Naval Operations, 2005a). The Navy specifically names the American public as a stakeholder, and 
points to the mission of Navy public affairs in informing and educating these stakeholders (Chief of 
Naval Operations, 2005b). A key communication goal is the enhancement of public support for the 
Navy through increased public awareness of the Navy’s contributions to the nation’s defense, and the 
establishment of connections with the American people to improve their understanding and support 
of the Navy’s mission (Chief of Naval Operations, 2005b). This strategic communications plan has 
several priorities and initiatives, including the use of senior Navy leaders to spread Navy messages to 
the American public and coordinated community outreach programs beyond fleet concentration 
areas, which can combine to help raise levels of knowledge and involvement among the American 
public, helping to make them less inactive. 

Of course, there are risks of activating an inactive public and making them truly aware of the 
role and influence that they have in the military organization. If the nation is involved in an 
unpopular war, the impact of a highly knowledgeable and highly involved American public can be 
substantial. As discussed previously, the military is but a tool of the civilian administration, and the 
obvious hope would be that in responding to a situation such as an unpopular military action, a 
knowledgeable, involved, and active American public would exercise its influence towards those who 
make the policy, not towards those who simply execute that policy.  
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One of the laments made by public relations practitioners is that there continues to not be a 
universally accepted definition of public relations. Organizational leaders see the failure as hindering 
acceptance of the profession. (Eply 2006)  

Media use of the term public relations, frequently defines the term as cover-up or actions 
designed to confuse the public as to the real intent of organizations. This use suggests that a key need 
for a definition is one that allows the media and the public to understand the behavioral principles 
necessary for the achievement and maintenance of effective public relationships. 

In 1987, co-author Sharpe began an analysis of public relations performance in an attempt to 
define public relations as behaviors. The analysis examined the ethical principles necessary for 
successful relationships and the behavioral actions that could be identified in case histories, through 
personal relationship experiences, and through an examination of the broad behavioral purpose of 
various public relations strategies used in public relations strategies as reported in the current media.  

Sharpe’s motivation in developing the definition resulted in part from a definition he had 
received in a 1980 study for the Commission on the Stature and Status of Public Relations Education. 
(Black & Sharpe, p, vii, 1983) The definition, written in the border of a survey received from DeWitt 
Reddick, a former University of Texas College of Communication dean, defined public relations as 
“the lubricant, which makes the segments of an order work together with minimum friction and 
misunderstanding.” Sharpe’s quest was to see if he could identify the behaviors that provided the 
social lubricant to achieve and maintain effective public relationships. Another motivational factor 
for the development of a behavioral definition related to recognition that a behavioral definition 
would have the potential of achieving public understanding and support for the public relations 
function and profession.  

The resulting behavioral definition was first published in 1989 in the Journal of Mass Media 
Ethics as commentary (pp. 113-117) and subsequently in 1994 (Culbertson and Chen, p. 296), l995 
(Kowalski pp.62-66), 1998 in Seitel (p. 6) and in Seitel’s subsequent editions, and in 2000 in Public 
Relations Review. (pp. 345-361) 
Honesty for Credibility 
Openness and Consistency of Actions for Confidence 
Fairness for Reciprocity 

Continuous Communication to Build Relationships and Prevent Alienation 
Continuous Image Analysis for Corrective Adjustments in Behavior or Communication  

The philosophical base for the definition was drawn from the work of the following: 
Confucius (Tutang, 1938), Plato (Irwin 1977), Spinoza: (Strauss 1965) and Allison 1975), Descartes 
(Biom 1978), Kuhn (1970), Hull (1943), Golden (1978), Grunig (Grunig & Hunt 1984), Olasky 
(1984 & 1985), Pearson (Botan & Hazleton 1989) and Feibleman (1967). 

Although Sharpe has informally examined the accuracy and completeness of the definition 
against the public relations problems of individuals and organizations as they appear in the media, the 
authors are unaware of published research examining the accuracy of the behavioral definition. 
 Therefore, the following research questions were identified for examination using a content 
analysis of five current public relations case studies.  
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R1: Are the behaviors identified in the definition complete in identifying the principles essential for 
effective public relations performance? 
R2:  Is the purpose stated in each behavioral principle accurate in describing the reasons for each 
behavioral principle? 
R3:  If the behaviors and their purpose identified in the definition appear to be complete and 
accurate, can conclusions be drawn as to the value of the definition in building public, media, and 
corporate management understanding of the public relations function? 
 

Review of Literature 
The persistent and perennial problem of defining public relations comes up almost every time 

public relations practitioners and educators gather. Likewise, the discussion has been present in the 
scholarly literature. 

Anyone who has taught an introductory public relations course or tried to explain the nature 
of a public relations job to someone not familiar with the profession knows the challenge. There just 
isn’t one acceptable universal definition of public relations. Instead there are many. 
 Early attempts to define public relations are familiar to almost anyone who has taken a 
fundamental course. One of the earliest public relations practitioners, Edward Bernays, identified 
public relations as “ the attempt, by information, persuasion and adjustment, to engineer public 
support for an activity, cause, movement or institution.” (Hutton, 1999) 
 In the mid-1970s, Harlow examined previous definitions of public relations in an attempt to 
identify common themes by reviewing early literature and public relations definitions. 

Later in the 1970s, he used information from 472 different definitions and 65 practitioners to 
offer a comprehensive definition: “Public relations is a distinctive management function which helps 
establish and maintain mutual lines of communication, understanding, acceptance and cooperation 
between an organization and its publics; involves the management of problems or issues; helps 
management to keep informed on and responsive to public opinion; defines and emphasizes the 
responsibility of management to serve the public interest; helps management keep abreast and 
effectively utilize change; serving as an early warning system to help anticipate trends; and uses 
research and sound and ethical communication techniques as its principal tools.” (Hutton, 1999) 

A 1978 World Assembly of Public Relations in Mexico City defined public relations as “ the 
art and science of analyzing trends, predicting their consequences, counseling organizational leaders, 
and implementing planned programs of action which serve both the organization and the public 
interest.” (Sharpe, 2000) 

In 1975, the Foundation for Public Relations Research and Education offered an 88-word 
definition calling public relations a “distinctive management function which helps establish and 
maintain mutual lines of communications, understanding, acceptance, and cooperation between an 
organization and its publics.” 
 Hutton’s analysis of the status of public relations sees the profession as suffering “from an 
identity crisis – largely of its own making.” (1999) This failure to adequately define itself has resulted 
in a “void,” said Hutton, which has been filled by those outside the field of public relations, “ 
particularly its critics.” 

Robert Heath dealt with the question of definition in the first section of his Handbook of 
Public Relations (2001). Heath suggested that the search for a definition of public relations forces 
consideration of the “rationale for public relations – the definition of the discipline.” 
 Noting future directions for public relations, he observed that the ‘heart of the new view of the 
practice of public relations is the mutually beneficial relationships that an organization needs to enjoy 
a license to operate.” 
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 A search of the literature did not reveal any definitions identifying behaviors necessary for the 
practice of public relations. 
 

Methodology 
Five current case studies were selected for content analysis. The cases were (1) the Air Force 

Academy’s sexual assault allegations (Ballard and Thompson 2003), (2) the accusation of insider 
trading against Martha Stewart (Barankevych and Boone 2003), (3) Toronto’s handling of the 2003 
SARS outbreak (Crimmins and Mathews 2003), (4) Duke University Medical Center’s handling of a 
deadly heart-lung transplant error (Richardson and Sines 2003), and (5) a cloistered Carmelite 
Monastery decision to open itself to combat an increasing decline in membership (Sipes and Puls 
2003). (See Appendix) 

A coding sheet was developed by the co-authors that would cause coders to identify the five 
behavioral principles if they existed in a case, the abuse of a principle if abuse appeared to be 
apparent, or the fact that the behavioral principle was not apparent. 
The coding sheet also asked coders to identify the result of the behavioral application or omission. 
(See Appendix) 
 Two graduate students assisted independently with the coding with the co-authors 
independently reviewing the case studies and the content analysis of the two coders. 
The co-authors met first with the coders in a training session on identification of behaviors. 
 

Findings 
 The Cases (See Appendix) used in the study can be summarized as follows: 
1) The Air Force Academy’s sexual assault allegations (Ballard and Thompson 2003) 

Charges of sexual assault came from female cadets at the Air Force Academy in Colorado 
Springs. An average of 14 sexual assault allegations have occurred each year since 1993. An average 
of only six allegations, however, were investigated each year with half viewed as lacking sufficient 
evidence for investigation according to the Uniform Code of Military Justice. To combat problems, 
the Air Force had developed sexual assault and harassment classes for cadets and other personnel; set 
up a toll-free hotline for reporting assaults and harassment; created a character development program; 
and designed the reporting and support process to be victim-controlled to protect the confidentiality 
of victims. 

On February 12, 2003, Denver’s ABC affiliate channel 7NEWS aired an investigative report 
regarding the extent of sexual assaults and the lack of proper investigation of assaults by Air Force 
Academy leaders. Interviews with female cadets related that the culture at the Academy supported 
rape and assault as acceptable and the reporting of crimes to be more punishable than the crimes 
themselves. The charge was that “Anybody that tries to have a voice is reprimanded and ridiculed to 
some extent by upperclassmen.” 

Following the initial report, multiple media outlets began covering female cadet allegations of 
sexual assaults, the Air force Academy’s response, and leadership oversight at the cadet, non-
commissioned officer, officer, and top leadership levels. 

Prior to the February media announcement, due to receipt of an e-mail intended for female 
cadets, Air Force Secretary James Roche had directed the General Counsel in January to form a 
Working Group to investigate the sexual assault allegations, to review polices and to review 
programs for responding to allegations. The Working Group was to make suggestions for needed 
changes.  

By March, the Working Group submitted an interim investigation report recommending an 
“Agenda for Change” with new and revised polices regarding cadet life, Academy culture, 
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commissioned and non-commissioned officer selection and the Academy leadership. The Air Force 
also announced that four top leaders would be removed and reassigned and a “Bring Me Men” sign 
was removed from the Academy grounds to symbolize the changing culture. Air Force Academy 
Commandant Brig. Gen. Taco Gilbert also defended his response to the sexual assault allegations. Air 
Force leaders Riche and Jumper implemented the Agenda for Change on March 26 announcing new 
dormitory arrangements, security measures, sexual assault reporting arrangements, a mentor system, 
and steps for cultural change involving training, communication, new staff selection procedures, and 
three-year audits of progress 

By April amid continuing articles recounting the stories of female cadets and former cadets, 
members of the United States Senate proposed a separate investigation. An Academy superintendent 
change is also announced and a new acting superintendent announces a new policy for reporting 
sexual assault complaints. A new Academy commander communicates electronically with cadets 
once a week to keep them up-to-date on the situation. Air Force Secretary Roche and Air Force Chief 
of Staff Jumper receive and respond to hundreds of e-mails regarding the allegations and send letters 
to the parents of incoming and current cadets. 

In May 2003, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld asked Air Force Secretary Roche to leave 
the Air Force and become civilian chief of the Army. The Department of Defense also appoints a 
review panel to investigate mismanagement complaints at the Academy. 

By June, the Denver Post had printed an article based on its own research reporting the Air 
Force Academy Board of Visitors had not fulfilled its role in recommending changes. The results of 
the Working Group investigation are released to the media and a new sexual complaint process is 
announced. The report indicated that while Academy leadership did not mishandle sexual assault 
allegations, focus on assault issues had varied because of the focus on other issues permitting an 
environment where the difficulties occurred. Many of the recommendations of the report had been 
implemented in late March. 

Throughout the entire time period, the Air Force had practiced crisis communication 
strategies designed to portray openness providing media accessibility to its leaders. Carefully 
prepared press conferences were held with key leaders serving as spokespeople including Air Force 
Secretary Roche and his chief of staff. 

2) The accusation of insider trading against Martha Stewart (Barankevych and Boone 
2003),  

On December 25, 2001, ImClone EEO Harlan Waskal received a call from Bristol-Myers Squibb 
stating that the Federal Drug Administration (FDA) would be rejecting Erbitux’s application for 
approval on Dec. 28. Much of ImClone’s financial success was riding on FDA approval. Harlan 
immediately called his brother Sam, who immediately left a vacation for home. Waskal, who held 
millions of dollars of ImClone stock, would be in financial ruin with the FDA announcement. 
Stewart, a good friend of Sam Waskel, also received a call from Waskal while enroute to Mexico. 
What was said in the call is not known. 
 When Martha Steward placed a call to her stockbroker ordering the sale of her entire holdings 
of ImClone shares on December 27, she took a step defined by the U.S. Securities and Exchange 
Commission as insider trading. 
 On June 6, 2002, the House Energy and Commerce Committee announced that it was 
investigating Stewart’s trade. Because Stewart was known as a self-made perfectionist who was 
perfect in manners and style, the investigation initiated broad media interest and attention. 
 On June 12, Sam Waksal was arrested for insider trading and Martha Steward denied any 
insider trading involvement. 



IPRRC - 450 

 

 On July 2, Stewart made a disastrous appearance on the CBS The Early Show. When asked 
numerous questions about her trading in ImClone Shares she responded that she would be exonerated 
of any “ridiculousness” and snipped that “I just want to focus on my salad.” 
 During the period from July 2, 2002 to June 4, 2003, the day when a federal grand jury 
indicted Stewart and her stock broker, Peter Baconovic, on nine counts of insider trading, and the day 
after federal prosecutors announced they would be seeking a criminal indictment, Martha Stewart 
made no effort to communicate with the public. When fielding questions from the media, she either 
pled the Fifth Amendment or stated “no comment.” During the same time period, profits dropped in 
her company by 42 percent, shareholders sued her for stock depreciation attributed to her personal 
conduct, her lawyers delivered 1,050 pages of records to the House Energy and Commerce 
Committee with only one hour to spare before deadline, and an assistant to Stewart’s stockbroker 
pled guilty to accepting a pay-off to keeping an insider stock trade quiet and agreed to testify against 
Stewart.  
 On May 19, 2003, NBC aired an unflattering movie special based on the book, Martha, Inc. 
depicting a tense working relationship with employees. 
 June 2003 was a turning point when Stewart hired Citigate Sard Verbinnen (CSV), a New 
York public relations firm specializing in crisis communication.  

On June 5, a full-page advertisement in USA today, Northeastern edition, carried a letter from 
her declaring her innocence. A website is also launched entitled “marthatalks” assuring supporters of 
her innocence and providing updates on her case. 

On June 9, Stewart announced that she has had over 6 million visitors to her website and 
thanked everyone for their support. The website also carried corrections to media errors. CSV 
reported that 98 percent of the emails to the website have been positive. 
 On June 19, Martha Stewart’s trial date is scheduled. Stewart wrote on her website that she 
was “very pleased that a trial has now been scheduled for January 12, 2004. It is good to know that I 
will soon have the opportunity to defend myself. I am looking forward to my day n court – and to 
having a jury of my fellow citizens judge for itself the validity of the government’s case against me.” 

3) Toronto’s handling of the 2003 SARS outbreak (Crimmins and Mathews 2003) 
On March 12, 2003, the World Health Organization (WHO) issued a warning of a new 

infectious disease of unknown origin striking victims in Vietnam and Hong Kong. In little more than 
90 days, 8,439 cases of this mysterious illness had been reported worldwide with 812 deaths. SARS 
arrived in Toronto when a 78-year-old woman returned home to Toronto after visiting family in Hong 
Kong. She died on March 5. Alarm was not raised until the woman’s 43-year-old son died 15 days 
later after developing similar symptoms. Eight additional residents in the home were found to have 
abnormal chest x-rays, fever, cough, and difficulty in breathing. 
 On March 14, 2003, the Ontario Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care announced that it 
was working with four Toronto hospitals in investigating four cases of atypical pneumonia that can 
progress to an acute respiratory distress syndrome. Additional cases were identified following 
attention of the Toronto media. The physicians and employees at these facilities learned of the fact 
though the media and were not given the opportunity for comments and questions. 
 The events that follow involve the City of Toronto, the Province of Ontario, the Country of 
Canada, the World Health Organization (WHO), and two U.S. agencies. Specific groups releasing or 
involved in information included the Prime Minister of Canada, Health Canada, the Canadian 
Medical Association, the Toronto Public Health Department, the Ontario Ministry of Health and 
Long-Term Care, Mount Sinai Hospital (known internationally for work with infectious diseases), the 
Ontario Medical Association, the SARS Provincial Operations Center, the Toronto Convention & 
Visitors Association, the Toronto Tourism Industry Community Coalition, the Provincial Operations 
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Centre responsible for guidelines and directives for hospitals and doctors(POC), a SARS alliance of 
four hospitals designated to care for SARS patients, a Mayor’s SARS Recovery Task Force, Edelman 
Toronto, the United States Federal Trade Commission, and the United States Food and Drug 
Administration. 
 On March 16, the Ontario Ministry of Health and Long Term Care announced that all 
hospitals were under a “Code Orange” and that the healthcare system was closing down. Fourteen 
days later a fax communication reported a correction to the first announcement—not all hospitals 
were closed. Not all hospitals received the communication, however, creating confusion and delays in 
“return to normal” hospital operations. 

On March 17, an international network was established of 11 leading medical laboratories to 
determine the cause of SARS and to recommend treatment. The Toronto Public Health Department, 
the Ontario Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care, and the Mount Sinai Hospital of Toronto held a 
briefing to update the media on SARS.   
 A week later, some officials were speculating that the common cold might be the cause of 
SARS. 
 By April 3, Mount Sinai Hospital released a fact sheet of collaboration with Mount Sinai and 
Health Canada, The Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care, Toronto Public Health and Toronto in 
investigating the cases of SARS. 
 From March 30 to June 16, an overwhelming volume of directives issued by the provincial 
government to health workers caused some to be misunderstood. Directives were not released to the 
media. Policies changed numerous times. Healthcare workers were required to wear masks, gowns, 
gloves, and eyewear.  
 Because healthcare workers were reported to have unknowingly spread SARS beyond the 
hospital setting, they were considered a danger by the public and were often asked to not attend 
family functions, take their children to daycare or get their hair cut.  
 Directives to hospitals and doctors were communicated on-line with password access. The 
Ontario Medical Association protested several times.  Recognizing physicians did not have time to 
read volumes of information or attend weekly briefings, OMA created a crisis call-line for doctors 
and provided updates on their own Internet website and in publications. 
 On April 13, an urgent message form the SARS Provincial Operations Center announced to 
health care professionals that a second outbreak had occurred and that in order to contain spread of 
the disease, all patients under quarantine should be reported and those with symptoms should be 
admitted to a hospital. 
 On April 16, WHO confirmed that a new strain of the coronavirus was responsible. On the 
same date, the Ontario Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care formed a SARS Operations Center 
and began daily briefings with key groups, press conference with the media with several experts 
providing information from the city and provincial governments and the medical community. While 
the SARS “epi-curve” in mid-April indicated containment measures were working, this was not 
clearly communicated. In actuality, the cases were on a decline in the first weeks of April after 
hospital infestation-control measures were enforced. However, the public perception was the 
opposite. 
 On April 23, WHO issued a travel advisory limiting non-essential travel to Toronto and 
labeled the city as one of the world’s SARS hot zones. 
 On April 29, the WHO travel advisory is lifted. 
 On May 26, WHO again identifies Toronto as an area where SARS has been recently 
transmitted but issues no travel advisory, and Canadian health officials report a new cluster of cases. 
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 On June 11, The Toronto Star reports $190 million in lost tourism business. Ontario’s 
minister of Tourism and Recreation announced that seven citywide conventions and hundreds of 
smaller ones had been cancelled. 
 In general, communication for the Ontario government was coordinated through a 
communication center, but communication to the public came from several voices: Ontario’s chief 
medical officer and commissioner of Public Health, the Ontario Commissioner of Public Safety and 
Security, the medical officer of Health for the City of Toronto, and microbiologist-in-chief at Mount 
Sinai Hospital.  Canada’s lack of a national surveillance system such as the United States’ Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention is now viewed as a communication obstacle. Researchers and doctors 
caring for SARS patients knew far more about the outbreak than the ministers and physicians who 
were speaking to the media. The result was the need for later contradiction of earlier statements. 
There was also no consistency in identifying spokespersons. The lack of one lead voice contributed to 
the inconsistency in reporting of information. 

4) Duke University Medical Center’s handling of a deadly heart-lung transplant error 
(Richardson and Sines 2003). 

In February 2003, doctors at the Duke University Medical Center, known as one of the nation’s 
leading medical centers, made a deadly error during a heart-lung transplant.  The patient was 17-year 
old Jesica Santillan, who had been smuggled into the United States from Mexico for health care. 
Santillan was born with cardiomyopathy, an abnormality of the heart. 

Residents in a small town north of the Duke medical center with the leadership of Mark 
Mahoney, a local builder, had raised funds to help Santillan’s family with medical bills by founding 
an organization called Jesica’s Home Chest.  
 On Feb. 7, Carolina Donor Services, a federally designated organ procurement organization, 
offered transplantable organs to Duke University Medical Center for a pediatric patient. When the 
organs were declined for the patient, Dr. James Jaggers, chief of pediatric cardiac surgery at Duke, 
after determining size compatibility, asked that the organs be made available to Santillan. Jaggers 
assumed that the organs would not have been offered had the blood types been incompatible. 
 With the organs on the way, Jaggers and his transplant team began operating on Santillan. 
Five hours into the surgery after the organs were implanted and just as the surgical team was getting 
ready to close the chest, they received a call from Duke’s Clinical Transplant Immunology 
Laboratory reporting the organs were incompatible with Santillan’s blood type. Procedures were 
initiated to prevent organ rejection. Dr. Jaggers informed the family of the incompatibility as 
Santillan was moved to the pediatric intensive care unit. 

According to Mahoney, who had power of attorney for Santillan, Jaggers downplayed the 
severity of putting organs of the wrong blood type into Santillan. 
 On Feb. 8 and 9, Santillan continued to receive aggressive therapy for the treatment of organ 
rejection. On Feb. 10, Santillan’s lung function deteriorated and a search for new organs began with 
Santillan placed at the top of Duke’s potential organ recipients’ list. 
 In the next six days, two media inquires were made about Santillan’s condition and no 
mention was made of the botch transplant. Only her condition was described.  This according to the 
medical center’s news office was at Mahoney’s request.   
 On Feb. 13, Mahoney clashed with hospital staffers after they refused to deviate from what 
they called normal procedures in asking for a direct donation for Santillan. Mahoney persuaded 
Santillan’s parents to go public with the mistake and details of the botched surgery were reported on 
ABCNews Radio’s 2,500 stations.  A local television station broadcast the story the following day. 
 On Feb. 15, Mahoney asked the assistant director of Duke’s news office to assist in handling 
the media so he could stay by Santillan’s bedside. According to the assistant director, it was agreed 
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that because they did not know exactly what happened, the news office would only report her 
condition.  
 On Feb. 16, Mahoney went to local and national media pleading for a donor family to offer 
the teen lifesaving organs and accusing Duke’s doctors of botching the transplant. The hospital would 
neither confirm nor deny the account. 
 Caught off-guard by Mahoney’s criticism that Duke had tried to keep him quiet in reporting 
the error to the media and in making a public attempt to locate a donor for Santillan, the head of 
Duke’s news Center announced the surgical error at a press conference, 10 days after the botched 
surgery.  The delay was blamed on an ice storm and the difficulties of contacting key people for 
information. Mahoney’s charges that news office staff had tried to keep him quite about the 
transplant error were denied. A news release was also distributed that announced additional 
safeguards that had been put in place to improve the safety of the organ transplant process. 
 Only seven media inquires were received after the organ incompatibility error was announced. 
The following day, 100 media inquires were received and over the next five days, the number 
increased to more than 200 per day. The Duke hospital CEO now became the hospital’s chief 
spokesperson.  
 On Feb. 19, the hospital released additional details about the case and a brief statement about 
Jagger’s credentials. Jaggers released a statement calling the event a human error. 

A brain test showed no irreversible brain damage making her eligible for a second transplant 
and a heart and lungs of the same blood type were accepted the same evening. 

By mid-day on Feb. 20, the second transplant had been completed and Santillan’s new heart 
and lungs were functioning acceptably. 
 During the early morning hours on Feb. 21, Santillan’s neurological function began to rapidly 
decline and by mid-morning clinical evaluations showed no brain function. 
 On Feb. 22, brain death was declared at 1:25 p.m. after family and friends had been informed. 
Life support was continued another four hours to allow family and friends to say goodbye. 
 On Feb. 24, Jaggers accepted full responsibility for the mistake.  
 On June 28, The United Network of Organ Sharing (UNOS), a nonprofit, scientific and 
educational organization that administers the United States’ only organ procurement and 
transplantation network, announced that following review of the tragedy, all the institutions involved 
were found to have acted in “good faith.” New UNOS policies were announced, however, for 
verification of blood type at both hospitals and organ procurement organizations. 

5) A cloistered Carmelite Monastery decision to open itself to combat an increasing decline 
in membership (Sipes and Puls 2003) 

The number of Catholic nuns in the United States has been steadily declining since the 1960s and 
many Catholic Orders are dying out for lack of new members. One of the reasons believed to be a 
factor is the invisibility of nuns today in society resulting from a Vatican II change no longer 
requiring nuns to war a habit in public. The Carmelite Sisters of Indianapolis live in a secluded 
monastery devoting their lives to solitary prayer. The median age of the Sisters is 70. In a typical 
year, only six women inquire about becoming a Carmelite. 
 In 1999, three Carmelite Sisters attended a conference to learn how to reach prospective nuns. 
This prompted them to seek and hire a part-time director of communications and development. The 
new director sought the help of Hetrick Communications in Indianapolis where the firm’s president, 
Bruce Hetrick, counseled them to come outside their walls and to let visitors into their monastery in 
order to build public support and understanding.  For the future of their monastery, he emphasized, 
the Carmelites needed to attract new members and this required visibility.  
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 After many hours of prayer, the nuns made a management decision that would affect the 
future of their community. They decided to trade privacy for help. Their goal became, therefore, to 
find a way to become visible without changing their way of life.   
 Initially, they thought the way to do this would be through use of an advertising campaign 
similar to what they saw other religious Orders using. 
 Hetrick guided the Sisters to Young & Laramore, an Indianapolis advertising agency that 
describes itself as one that “thrives on tough problems.” The firm accepted the task for free but 
tackled the assignment with the same extensive strategic branding positioning analysis used for 
paying clients. Research revealed that half the world’s 40 million Internet users are women and that 
the number going online was expected to increase 21 percent in only a few years. 
 Hetrick confirmed the monastery was virtually unknown by Catholics and secular leaders in 
central Indiana. Using five focus groups, Hetrick found that participants saw Carmelite lifestyle as 
providing the opportunity for deeper individual spirituality and dedication to a cause that improved 
humanity. Focus group participants also saw an opportunity for members of the Order willing to do 
so to interact positively with members of the public. 
 

Findings 
Honesty for Credibility 

Coders reached agreement in identifying “Honesty” as a behavioral factor in three of the case 
studies: Martha Stewart, Carmelite Monastery, and Duke University (See Table 1). 
 The educators found the principle inherent in all five cases. (See Table 2)  
Educators saw the distrust of the military inherent in the case, particularly in view of the 
commandant’s defense of his actions followed by additional female cadet claims that their complaints 
had not received adequate consideration. Further distrust was inherent in the announcement of 
internal investigation and the delay in release of the findings. One coder with a military background, 
however, saw the military’s effort in responding to media questions as evidence of the honesty and 
openness behavioral factors. 
 Educators also saw the “Honesty” behavioral principle inherent in the Toronto SARS 
outbreak. The principle was inherent in the public’s lack of trust in government reports following 
expression of officials as to the economic damage experienced by the Toronto convention industry. 
Confusing communication and the World Health Organization’s travel advisory increased public 
distrust in the facts as they were released. 
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Table 1: Findings of Coders A and B in the Identification of the Principle of Honesty for Credibility in the Five 
Case Studies. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Social Behavioral Principle          Behavioral Purpose          
For PR Achievement                                   
Honesty                            Credibility                   
(Achievement/Abuse)                                       (Result: positive/negative) 
 
Stewart: 
Coder A: Lack of communication to  Loss of credibility. 
public. Pleading of Fifth Amendment.  Assumption of guilt. 
      Creation of media crisis. 
Coder B: Refusal to release info.   Media questioning of credibility. 
 
Air Force: 
Coder B: Full information released. 
 
SARS: 
Coder B: All organizations appeared  Contradictory information resulted 
honest in communication but negligence  in loss of credibility. 
in accuracy created public doubt. 
 
Carmelite:  
Coder A: Honest communication on      High credibility. 
Website. Credible messengers. 
Coder B:  Shared honest opinions.      Credibility for the Order. 
 
Duke Hospital:  
Coder A –Failure to respond quickly.       Perception of cover-up. 
Doctor’s claim of Duke constraint.                      Media call for mistake announcement. 
Acknowledgement of blood mismatch.      Additional steps for accuracy announced. 
Truthful info needed by employees, media.         PR staff failed to recognize media  
Coder B – Severity downplayed.        interest. 
____________________________________ 
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Table 2: Findings of the Co-authors in the Identification of the Principle of Honesty for Credibility in the Five 
Case Studies. 
 ________________________________________________________________________ 
Social Behavioral Principle           Behavioral Purpose          
For PR Achievement 
Honesty                            Credibility                   
(Achievement/Abuse)                                         (Result: positive/negative)  
Stewart: 
Sharpe: Inherent/distrust created:                    “Loss of”/Evidence: falling stock/support. 
“No comment,” Fifth Amendment. 
McDonald:  Denies involvement;   Prolonged the crisis. 
Appeared to be hiding information. 
 
Air Force: 
Sharpe: Distrust inherent.                               “Loss of” with commandant defense of 
      his inaction. 
McDonald:  Air Force desired openness.  Air Force launched investigation; 
      sought to change culture. 
SARS: 
Sharpe: Honesty was questioned   “Loss of” because of inconsistencies 
due to concern that economic   of communication. 
needs (conference business) might 
be subverting truth of communication. 
McDonald:  Lack of understanding   
of SARS. 
 
Carmelite:  
Sharpe: Conveyed in providing    Inherent in messenger. 
their views on controversial issues. 
McDonald:  Nuns do not hesitate   Nuns are viable and genuine news source. 
to discuss issues. 
 
Duke Hospital 
Sharpe: Appearance of avoidance to   Credibility questioned. 
be honest due to slow response.                       Excuses for delays viewed not  
      credible. Damage unclear. 
McDonald:  Too much time passes   Hospital realized the need for a 
before Duke acknowledges mistake.  crisis communication policy. 
Unforgivable for such a high-profile 
Organization. 
____________________________________ 

 
 

Openness and Consistency for Confidence 
Coders identified the “openness” and “consistency” principles performed for “confidence” in all five 
case studies. (See Table 3) Educators also identified the principle in all five cases. (See Table 4) 
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Table 3: Findings of Coders A and B in the Identification of the Principle of Openness and Consistency of Actions 
for Confidence in the Five Case Studies. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Social Behavioral Principle           Behavioral Purpose          
For PR Achievement 
Openness                           Confidence                            
Consistency          
(Achievement/Abuse)                                                (Result: positive/negative) 
 
Stewart: 
Coder A: Refusal to discuss on TV. 
Refusal to answer questions. 
Coder B:  No initial openness.   Support occurred with communication. 
Followed by attempts. 
 
Air Force: 
Coder A: Use of crisis communication  
strategies to demonstrate openness. 
Held press conference/answered questions. 
Coder B: Air Force always accessible.  Loyalty of supporters. 
 
SARS: 
Coder A:  Efforts identified.   Unable to calm public fear. 
Media invited to daily conferences.   Lack of message validity. 
Contradiction of information. 
Inconsistency in identifications. 
Unclear messages. 
Coder B: Lack of consistency and voids  Public confusion and loss of support for 
in communication periods.    daily travel. 
 
Carmelite:  
Coder A: Website and openness in   Positive media viewpoint. 
telling public topics they are praying about. 
Commitment to visibility. 
Coder B: Pubic comment on social issues, 
Allowing outsiders into Abbey. 
 
Duke Hospital 
Coder A: No disclosure of error by Duke.      Family turns to media for help. 
Doctor accepts responsibility.                           Duke blamed for cover-up. 
Coder B:  Hospital information delay.             Cover-up charges. 
                                                                           Negative family reaction 
                                                                          Increased media interest 
                                                                           Need for some to acclaim Duke excellence 
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Table 4: Findings of the Co-authors in the Identification of the Principle of Openness and Consistency of Actions 
for Confidence in the Five Case Studies. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Social Behavioral Principle           Behavioral Purpose          
For PR Achievement 
Openness                           Confidence                            
Consistency          
(Achievement/Abuse)                                                  (Result: positive/negative) 
 
Stewart: 
Sharpe: Inherent “Loss of”/some regained with access 
McDonald:  Avoided communication  Launched web site; hired PR firm 
 
Air Force: 
Sharpe: Inherent. Communication   Public suspects tendency of military 
was best defense. Inconsistencies in   to cover-up reality. Lack of confidence 
policy application created problems.  inherent. 
McDonald:  Air Force desired to change.  Investigation findings made public.  
      Skeptical publics see desire to change 
      and respond. 
 
SARS: 
Sharpe: Lack of consistency of   “Loss of” WHO advisory created fear. 
Communication messages evident. 
McDonald:  Lack of one clear message.  Public in general state of confusion. 
 
Carmelite:  
Sharpe: Openness of previously closed  Confidence increases support. 
order facilitates PR.                                          Recruitment not yet clear. 
McDonald:  Abbey open to outside   Better connection to community and media.  
public. Transparency. 
 
Duke Hospital 
Sharpe: Failure of staff to    Hospitals are suspect because 
respond was evidence of “lack of.”    of litigation issues. Media coverage 
      of failure to respond damages 
      credibility with family/public.      
McDonald:  Did not acknowledge the  Duke did communicate with employees. 
mistake for ten days. Hospital    Changes were made to make certain this 
allowed the patient’s representative to   type of error does not happen again. 
frame the situation to the media. 

 
 
 

Fairness for Reciprocity 
Coders identified the “fairness” principle performed for “reciprocity in all five cases. (See Table 5) 
Educators were also in agreement that the principle was evident in all five cases. (See Table 6) 
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Table 5: Findings of Coders A and B in the Identification of the Principle of Fairness for Reciprocity in the Five 
Case Studies. 

________________________________________________________________________ 
Social Behavioral Principle           Behavioral Purpose          
For PR Achievement 
Fairness                  Reciprocity 
(Achievement/Abuse)                                                (Result: positive/negative) 
 
Stewart: 
Coder A: Seeing herself above the law.  Loss in public support. 
Perception she saw herself superior to  
others in accounting for her actions. 
Coder B:  Little recognition of CSR.  Loss in public support. 
 
Air Force: 
Coder A: Lack of Academy leader    Defense of fairness by commandant. 
fairness perceived by female cadets. 
Policy review and change announcements. 
Coder B: Efforts for females.   Maintenance of public support. 
Half of instructors’ female. 
 
SARS: 
Coder A: Fairness questioned in not  Unnecessary fear. 
issuing a travel advisory. Premier’s 
warning that website claims to treat or 
prevent SARS was unfair. Health 
organization responsibility to notify 
public of risks. 
Coder B: Apparent agency effort to be  Support maintained. 
Fair by making information available. 
 
Carmelite:  
Coder A: Fairness in relationships.   Breakdown of stereotypes. 
Coder B: Social responsibility                        Strong public support. 
commitment.  
Praying the news. 
 
Duke Hospital 
Coder A: Corrective steps announced.           Employee, public support. 
Coder B: Child placed at top of organ list.  Family turns to media to find donor. 
Refusal to deviate from procedures. 

____________________________________ 
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Table 6: Findings of the Co-authors in the Identification of Fairness for Reciprocity in the Five Case Studies. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Social Behavioral Principle           Behavioral Purpose          
For PR Achievement 
Fairness                           Reciprocity                   
(Achievement/Abuse)                                                  (Result: positive/negative) 

        
Stewart: 
Sharpe: Fairness was questioned because  Initial loss of investor/customer 
of Stewart’s wealth. (inherent)   support. 
McDonald:  Stewart felt unfairly treated.  Profits fell as image suffered. 
Stewart did not realize the gravity of the 
situation. 
 
Air Force: 
Sharpe: Fair treatment to women   Loss of public support of Air Force 
cadets in a male dominated institution  Academy was at stake but not 
was issue.     stated in case study. 
McDonald:  Inherently male oriented   Policy changes made. 
culture. 
 
SARS: 
Sharpe:  Responsibility of government  Support of travelers/convention 
to protect public health was issue.   business was at stake. 
McDonald:  Whose job is it to 
protect the public? Tourism/travel suffered. 
 
Carmelite:  
Sharpe: Exercise of social responsibility  Increased interest, financial  
in praying for public welfare.   support, increase in members. 
McDonald:  Showed their involvement  Positive feedback. 
in and support for the community. 
 
Duke Hospital 
Sharpe: Fairness of hospital in doing  Financial/public support 
what public viewed as right was the issue.  were at stake. 
McDonald:  Hospital was concerned  Policy changes were made. 
privacy issues precluded it from open 
reporting to public. 
 
 
 
Continuous Communication to Prevent Alienation and Build Relationships 
 
Coders were also in agreement that the behavioral principle of “continuous communication” for 
relationship maintenance was evident in all five cases. (See Table 7) 
 
Educators also found the principle in all five cases in their review. (See Table 8) 
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Table 7: Findings of Coders A and B in Relation to the Principle of Continuous Communication to Prevent 
Alienation and Build Relationships in the Five Case Studies. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Social Behavioral Principle           Behavioral Purpose          
For PR Achievement 
 
Continuous Communication    Relationship Maintenance                  
 (Achievement/Abuse)                                                  (Result: positive/negative) 
 
Stewart: 
Coder A: Lack of communication   Assumption of guilt. 
damaged image.  Effort to convey  
openness with full-page ad. 
Coder B: Initial lack of communication  Public support returned communication.  
then good Internet communication. 
 
Air Force: 
Coder A: Effective crisis communication. 
Methodology. Weekly updates to cadets. 
Coder B:  Daily meetings with staff.  Relationships maintained. 
Frequent press briefings. Emails answered. 
  
SARS: 
Coder A: Daily briefings, press   Physicians uninformed. Confusion. 
Releases. Inadequate communication.             Communication overload. 
Misunderstood directives. 
Coder B:  Lack of sound regular   Relationships damaged because of 
communication reason for crisis.                     fear factor. 
 
Carmelite:  
Coder A: Communication strategy   12.6 million hits. Increase in giving.  
to demonstrate prayer is action.   Increase in book sales. 
Weekly discussion of current events. 
Prayer requests accepted from visitors. 
Sustained media relations effort. 
Coder B: Continuous via the Internet.  Seen as members of society. 
 
Duke Hospital 
Coder A: 10-day delay in info release.   Professional ridicule. 
Two day delay / doctor communication.          Media hounding of Duke. 
Communication not from media office. 
Inadequate media communication. 
Coder B: Doctor admission of need. 
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Table 8: Findings of the Co-authors in the Identification of Continuous Communication to Prevent Alienation and 
Build Relationships in the Five Case Studies. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Social Behavioral Principle           Behavioral Purpose          
For PR Achievement 
Continuous Communication              Relationship Maintenance 

               
(Achievement/Abuse)                                                    (Result: positive/negative) 

        
Stewart: 
Sharpe: “Lack of” obvious   Damage followed by some 
      Restoration. 
McDonald:  No crisis plan. No    
recognition of the need for continuous  Eventually some public support. 
communication. Let others frame issue. 
  
Air Force: 
Sharpe: Adherence to principle   Relationships salvaged. 
Reduced PR damage. 
McDonald:  Began regular and   Relationships maintained. Relationships 
consistent communication.    became a priority. 
 
SARS: 
Sharpe:  Ineffective communication  Damage apparent but 
to health community created   not defined in case facts. 
problems. 
McDonald:  Lack of understanding   Established centralized communication 
of issue. Too many voices.    center. 
 
Carmelite:  
Sharpe: Lack of communication was  Increase in supporting relationships. 
leading to extinction of the Order.    Alienation implied while cloistered. 
Continuous communication via Internet. 
McDonald:  Needed closer partnerships  Embraced new technology and used it  
with stakeholder publics.    as a communication channel. 
 
Duke Hospital 
Sharpe: “Lack of” evident in creating  Relationship damage apparent: media, 
crisis.      public, patients. 
McDonald:  Confusion about privacy  Duke could not respond effectively to media 
issues resulted in poor communication.  demands for information.  
Duke needed to be the chief  
spokesperson, rather than the  
patient’s family and friends. 

____________________________________ 
 
 

Continuous Image Analysis for Corrective Adjustments in behavior or Communication 
 
Coders had more difficulty in reaching agreement in finding the “image analysis” behavior in all five 
cases, reaching agreement in only two of the five cases as to the evidence of the existence or lack of 
existence of the principle: Air Force Academy Sexual Abuse scandal and the Carmelite Monastery 
case. (See Table 9) 
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Educators were again in agreement that the principle was inherent in all five cases. (See Table 10.) 
Educators saw the “image analysis” principle in terms of both achievement and abuse in the Martha 
Stewart case study. Stewart’s delay in using outside counsel was viewed as abuse of the principle 
while her belated use was viewed as use. With corrective adjustments in communication, some image 
restoration occurred.  
 
Educators also saw the principle inherent in the SARS case study. In this case, abuse of the principle 
was most evident. Confusing communication created fear and misunderstanding of communication to 
health workers and physicians.  Corrective actions to communication failures may have helped the 
public understand containment measures were working. This understanding was not effectively 
communicated and needed corrective action did not occur. 
 

 
Table 9: Findings of Coders A and B in Relation to the Principle of Continuous Image Analysis for Corrective 
Adjustments in Behavior or Communication in the Five Case Studies. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Social Behavioral Principle           Behavioral Purpose          
For PR Achievement 
 
Image Analysis                         Corrective Adjustments:      
                                                                Behavior/Communication                
(Achievement/Abuse)                                                   (Result: positive/negative) 
 
Stewart: 
Coder B:  Sought outside counsel   Corrected some communication. 
to learn problems.    Failed to see behavioral needs. 
 
Air Force: 
Coder A: Air Force investigation.   Leader removal/reassignment. 

Removal of “Bring Me Men” sign. 
      New sexual assault complaint policy.  
Coder B:  Continuous investigation.  Many corrective adjustments made. 
 
SARS: 
Coder B: Accurate image analysis 
of public communication missing. 
 
Carmelite:  
Coder A: Conference attendance.   Corrections in both communication 
Professional counsel. Focus group   and behavior. 
Research. 
Coder B: Identified image problems   Corrective action taken. 
with outside consultant help. 
 
Duke Hospital 
Coder B      Safety guidelines installed 
                                                                         Review of procedures 
____________________________________ 
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Table 10: Findings of the Co-authors in the Identification of Image Analysis for Corrective Adjustments in 
Behavior or Communication in the Five Case Studies. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Social Behavioral Principle           Behavioral Purpose          
For PR Achievement 
Image Analysis                   Corrective Adjustments:                    
          Behavior/Communication 
(Achievement/Abuse)                                                 (Result: positive/negative) 

        
Stewart: 
Sharpe: Need clear/achievement    Communication adjustments. 
Through use of consultants   Some behavioral access adjustments. 
McDonald:  Sought professional   Used full-page ad and web site. Won  
help.      support. 
 
Air Force: 
Sharpe: Review panel and Corrections in behavior (policy and 
monitoring of media is evidence. leadership changes) and internal 
      communication end crisis. 
McDonald:  Sincere desire to change.  Investigation findings shared w/ media. 
 
SARS: 
Sharpe: Image analysis inadequate.   Result was lack of communication 
Some help apparent from Edelman.   correction. Medical staff in particular. 
McDonald:  Confusion about image.   

Inaccurate media images. 
 

Carmelite:  
Sharpe: Apparent in seeking help.   Corrections occurred in communication  

  and management behavior. 
McDonald:  Realized the need to change  Showed willingness to be more visible to  
image.      improve relationships. 
 
Duke Hospital: 
Sharpe: Inadequate: failure to    Review of policies and new safety 
anticipate media interest, delayed   guidelines evidence of corrective behavior. 
response. 
McDonald:  Duke is a world-class facility,  Negative media coverage resulted in more 
but they were found lacking in terms of media coverage. Situation began to spiral 
public relations savvy. out of control. 
 
 
 

Identification of Additional Principles 
Coders identified what they thought were additional behavioral principles in four of the five case 
studies: Martha Stewart, Air Force Academy, Carmelite Monastery and Duke Hospital. (See Table 
11) 
 
Educators were in agreement, however, that the case studies revealed no additional behaviors not 
found in the behavioral definition. (See Table 12) When an analysis was made of what Coders 
thought might be additional behavioral principles for public relations performance, the following was 
found: 
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Coder A thought the Declaration of Stewart’s innocence in the USA Today advertisement might be an 
additional behavioral principle combined with Stewart’s website communication. Both were seen as 
efforts to apply the continuous communication principle and to convey openness. One can debate as 
to whether the “honesty” principle was a factor with Stewart’s “declaration of innocence,” however, 
what is clear from the case study is that some restoration of credibility and confidence was achieved 
with supporters and members of the public. The achievement of both communication methods was 
viewed as a turning point for Stewart in winning back some public support. 
 
Coder A also thought an additional behavioral factor may have been identified with the involvement 
of key leaders and key spokespeople and the fact that media reports were shared with decision 
makers. Educators saw the strategies identified to achieve credibility and confidence in the military’s 
crisis communication. All the behaviors appear to have been designed to achieve openness and 
honesty of the communication. Some image analysis would be involved with the sharing of media 
reports with top management. 
 
Coder B thought that the opening to the involvement of the outside community could be identified as 
an additional behavior not listed in the behavioral definition. Educators identified the strategy as the 
application of the “openness” principle. 
 
Both coders thought they were able to identify an additional behavior in the Duke Hospital organ 
transplant case study. The strategies identified were “excuses for slow response” (Coder A) and  
“remorse expressed” (Coder B). Both strategies, the citing of the ice storm and the difficulty of 
reaching staff on a weekend to acquire information as the reasons for slow response and the remorse 
expressed by the physician were seen by educators as efforts to express the “fairness” principle. The 
10-day delay in the error admission would be an abuse of the openness and continuous 
communication principles. 
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Table 11: Findings of Coders A and B in the Identification of Additional Principles They Thought They Could 
Identify in the Five Case Studies. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Social Behavioral Principle           Behavioral Purpose          
For PR Achievement 
 
Other Behavioral Principles                Purpose                                   
(Achievement/Abuse)                                                    (Result: positive/negative) 
 
Stewart: 
Coder A: Declaration of innocence in  Maintain relationship with supporters. 
advertisement. Website communication.         (prevent alienation and build relationships.)  
(continuous communication) (openness) 
(honesty)   ** Some restoration of credibility and confidence 
 
   
Air Force: 
Coder A:  Involved key leaders early.             (credibility) (confidence) 
Utilized key spokespeople. Media reports 
shared with decision makers. 
(openness) (honesty) (image analysis) 
 
SARS: 
 
Carmelite:  
Coder B: Opening to involvement of outside 
Community.  (openness) 
 
Duke Hospital 
Coder A: Excuses for slow response             10-day late error admission 
      (openness) (continuous communication) 
Coder B: Remorse expressed   Corrective action (fairness) 
____________________________________ 
** Underlined principles and their behavioral purposes in this table indicate the analysis of the co-authors of their 
evaluation of the behavioral purpose of the strategies identified by coders as “Other behavioral principles” observed in the 
five case studies. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



IPRRC - 467 

 

Table 12: Findings of the Co-authors in the Identification of Additional Principles They Thought They Could 
Identify in the Five Case Studies. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Social Behavioral Principle           Behavioral Purpose          
For PR Achievement 
Other Behavioral Principle             Purpose                   
(Achievement/Abuse)                                               (Result: positive/negative) 

        
Stewart: 
Sharpe: None found 
McDonald: None found 
 
Air Force: 
Sharpe: None found 
McDonald: None found 
 
SARS: 
Sharpe: None found 
McDonald: None found 
 
Carmelite:  
Sharpe: None found 
McDonald: None found 
 
Duke Hospital 
Sharpe: None found 
McDonald: None found 
____________________________________ 
 
 

Summary and Conclusions 
A content analysis was conducting of five recent case studies to determine if the five 

principles in Sharpe’s behavioral definition of public relations would be supported through the 
analysis and/or if additional behaviors would and could be identified. The behavioral principles and 
their purpose were: 
Honesty for Credibility 
Openness and Consistence 
Openness and Consistency of Actions for Confidence 
Fairness for Reciprocity 
Continuous Communication to build Relationships and Prevent Alienation 
Continuous Image Analysis for Corrective Adjustments in Behavior or Communication  
The case studies reviewed included: 

The Air Force Academy’s Sexual Assault Allegations 
The Accusation of Insider Trading Against Martha Stewart 

Toronto’s Handling of the 2003 SARS Outbreak 
Duke University Medical Center’s Handling of a Deadly Heart-lung Transplant Error 
A Cloistered Carmelite Monastery Decision to Open Itself to Combat an Increasing Decline in 
Membership 

Two graduate students and two public relations educators independently reviewed all five 
cases. 
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Graduate students and faculty members were in agreement in finding the principles of 
Openness and Consistency for Confidence, Fairness for Reciprocity and Continuous Communication 
to Prevent Alienation and Build Relationships in all five cases. 
 Student coders were in agreement in identifying the principle of Honesty for Credibility in 
three of the five cases: Martha Stewart, Carmelite Monastery, and Duke University.  
 Student coders, however, were in agreement as to the existence of the principle of 
“Continuous Image analysis for Corrective Adjustments in Behavior or Communication” in only two 
case studies: Air Force Academy Sexual Abuse scandal and the Carmelite Monastery case. 
 The two educators, however, were in agreement that all five principles were inherent in all 
five cases. Analysis of student coder response indicated that case study content did not always clearly 
identify strategies accomplishing the principles of “honesty” and “image analysis” nor clearly point 
out their omission as a problem. 
 Student coders also believed they may have identified strategies indicating the addition of the 
existence of additional behavioral principles. When the strategies were analyzed, however, educators 
agreed that all of the strategies identified fell within the five principles identified in the Sharpe 
behavioral definition. 
 Three research questions had been identified for the study. The questions are as follows with 
the findings for each question. 
R1: Are the behaviors identified in the definition complete in identifying the principles essential for 
effective public relations performance? 
 The pilot test provided by this content analysis indicates that the definition of principles was 
complete in relation to the five cases reviewed. 
R2:  Is the purpose stated in each behavioral principle accurate in describing the reason for each 
principle?  

The pilot test provided by this content analysis indicates that the purpose of each principle is 
accurately stated in the definition based on the five cases reviewed. 
R3:  If the behaviors and their purpose identified in the definition appear to be complete and 
accurate, can conclusions be drawn as to the value of the definition in building public, media, and 
corporate management understanding of the public relations function? 
 The value of the definition could relate to improved understanding on the part of the media, 
organizational executives and of the public as to the purpose of public relations. It would also place 
increased responsibility on the part of organizations and individuals who claim public relations 
performance to adhere to the principles taught in public relations classes and by the profession. 
 
Limitations of the Study 

Limitations of the study related to the training of the coders as to how to identify behavioral 
principles. In the case of this study, coders were encouraged to identify any strategy they felt might 
be a new behavioral principle. They were also instructed to identify only the principles that were 
clearly apparent in case study content. Coders did not always recognize the public interpretation of 
“no comment” or “of refusal to answer based on the Fifth Amendment.” They also failed to recognize 
that the use of public relations counsel is evidence of efforts for “image analysis.” 
Recommendations for Further Study 

Repetition of the content analysis research related to identification of the principles and their 
purpose is recommended as applied other public relations case studies. 
 It is also recommended that the study be repeated using practitioners as coders since their 
experience may be helpful in the analysis. 
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 Additional training of coders is recommended so that they are prepared to identify principles 
that are clearly inherent in a case, but that may not be specifically identified in the strategies 
identified as having been used in a case study. An example is the public distrust that was inherent 
when a World Health Organization advisory was challenged by officials who may appear by the 
public to be more concerned with business loss and its impact on the convention and tourism industry 
than their safety. 
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As a major concern of public relations practitioners, both risk and crisis management 
are, by their very nature, critical to the well-being of businesses, governments, 
schools, public utilities and people in general.  Conversely, the mismanagement of 
either risk or crisis situations can have disastrous implications.  This paper examines 
both risk and crisis management approaches (and non-approaches) in the 2005 
Hurricane Katrina natural disaster on the Gulf Coast of the southern United States and 
most particularly the City of New Orleans 

 
Facts of the Case 

On August 29, 2005, shortly after 6 A.M., Hurricane Katrina which has “become” arguably the most 
destructive hurricane in recorded history to strike the Gulf Coast of the  
United States, crippled the city of New Orleans.   

The effect of Hurricane Katrina on New Orleans was catastrophic. It was one of the 
deadliest disasters in U.S. History.  By August 30, 2005, one day after the Category 3 
storm1 made landfall, 75 percent of the city of New Orleans was flooded, with some 
parts of the city under 20 feet (6 m) of water.  The flood, caused by several levee 
breaches, was called “the largest civil engineering disaster in the history of the United 
States” (Wikipedia, February 15, 2006, p. 1). 

What preceded this monumental natural disaster was a series of mismanaged risk indicators 
that were designed to provide both state and local government officials with the data to effectively 
deal with this impending crisis (Daily News Record, January 25, 2006, p. 7) and refusals to get 
involved in advance of what resulted in a series of major crises.  The tragic result, just for the city of 
New Orleans, was at least 1300 dead from the initial storm and a “surge of deaths blamed on storm-
related stress” (Weeks, The Washington Post, February 19, 2006, pp. A3, A10) not to mention the 
many people (over 2,300) still missing, with 130,0002 homes destroyed or badly damaged (The Times 
Picayune, January 3, 2006, p. B1-B2), countless places of business unable to reopen because of 
extensive damages resulting from wind, water (Grissett, The Times-Picayune, January 1, 2006, pp. 
A1, A23-24), losses of both customer and employee bases3 and extensive looting (The Times-
Picayune, January 6, 2006,  p. B-3).  The ever-increasing “bills” for Katrina-related reconstruction 
are estimated to be in the multi-billions of dollars (Daily News Record, February 17, 2006, pp. 1, 4).  
The most recent estimate of damages from Katrina is $100 Billion dollars (USA Today, March 3, 
2006, p. 12A).   
 

The Sequence of Events 
 August 26th:     The governor of Louisiana and other Gulf states requested that the Pentagon 
establish local defense coordinating offices in the states in Katrina’s path. The U.S. Army 
agrees.(according to Lt. General Russel Honore, Department of Defense Joint Task Force Katrina, 
September 1 briefing).   
 August 27th: Governor Blanco requested that President Bush declare a state of emergency in 
the Gulf Coast area. Presidential advisers were warned of the potential disaster two days before the 
hurricane (Katrina) struck.    
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August 28th:  At 10:00 AM (CDT), the NWT (National Weather Service) field office in New 
Orleans issued a bulletin predicting catastrophic damage to New Orleans.  Major damage to 
residential and commercial properties was predicted, with large losses of trees, telephone poles, and 
cars.  The lack of clean water was also predicted. A mandatory evacuation call was made but 
included NO provisions for the evacuation of persons who were homeless or carless as well as 
significant numbers of infirmed and elderly [In the 2000 census, 27% of New Orleans households, 
about 120,000 people, were found to be without cars]. Video footage of the August 28th briefing 
showed Brown warning “we’re going to need everything that we can possibly muster, not only in this 
state and in the region, but the nation, to respond to this event” (AP, March 2, 2005, p. 7).   
 August 29th:    At 6:00 AM on Monday morning, Katrina hit the city. The New Orleans City 
Hall held a press conference at 2 PM to announce a 200-foot breach in the 17th Street Canal (levee).   
Generally, the breaks in the levees allowed the waters from Lake Ponchertrain to flow downward into 
northern New Orleans proper (which is 2-10 feet below sea level).  At 9 P.M. on Monday, August 29, 
as Hurricane Katrina swamped New Orleans, FEMA Director Michael Brown appeared on ‘Larry 
King Live’ and announced, “This is a catastrophic disaster . . . We’ve got some storm surges that 
have come across the levees” (Hosenball, Newsweek, February 27, 2006, p. 38).   

August 30: Mayor Nagin announced(WDSU-TV) that the sandbagging attempts to close 
the breach in the 17th Street Canal had failed.  
 August 31st: Governor Blanco was “begging” FEMA and other agencies of the Federal 
government for evacuation transportation. Concerns were expressed in the media noting the lack of 
National Guard assistance to control widespread looting.  
 September 2nd:  Governor Blanco committed to cleaning up the security in the area with 
National Guard troops saying:  “These troops are fresh back from Iraq, well-trained, experienced, 
battle tested and under my orders to restore order in the streets.  They have M-16s and they are 
locked and loaded. These troops know how to shoot and kill and they are more than willing to do so 
if necessary and I expect they will.”   
 September 7th: The Washington Post reported that in an apparent attempt to control the 
“political fallout” from the destruction of much of New Orleans, the U.S. Congress would form a rare 
joint House-Senate investigative commission, but that unlike the bipartisan 9/11 Commission, a 
majority of the committee would be Republicans and that Democrats would lack subpoena authority. 
(The Washington Post, September 7, 2005).   
    

Public Relations: Risk and Crisis Management 
 The days preceding Hurricane Katrina provided officials with classic opportunities for both 
risk and crisis management.  Ironically, as Hurricane Katrina struck, the world became glaringly 
aware that days before her landfall were days of risk and crisis mismanagement.  Tragically, much 
more of the same was to come.  

As Katrina wantonly devastated sites along the Gulf Coast and tore through the city of New 
Orleans, the toll for improper planning and inaction had to be paid by homes and churches, children 
and the bedridden, schools and businesses, the rich and the poor alike.  The days and months that 
followed this monumental natural disaster have furnished us with countless instances of both risk and 
crisis mismanagement.  
 Before delving any further into the nature of the management of risk or crises, these two 
closely-related phenomenon should be clearly defined.  To varying degrees, risk exists in a plethora 
of situations (fast food, nuclear power production, chemical production and/or transfer, 
pharmaceutical production and dispersement, etc.).  While it may be impossible to totally eradicate 
risk it is possible to control (albeit manage) it in most instances.  Uncontrolled (noneradicated or 
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mismanaged) risks have the potential to develop in crises.  The degree to which individuals and 
organizations are successful in risk management is the degree to which crises can be averted or at 
least minimized. (Paraphrased from Stone, 2006, Chapter 10) 

As to risk, Quinley and Schmidt (2002) succinctly define it when they offer that “risk is a 
measure of the frequency or probability of a negative event and the severity or consequences of that 
negative event” (p. 41).  Elliott, et al. (2002), suggests that the determination or assessment of such 
risks are the procedures “used to describe the process of gauging the most likely outcomes of a set of 
events and the consequences of those outcomes” (p. 94).  “Risk management,” adds Henry (2000), 
“identifies a hazard and anticipates the related risk that could impact public safety, such as the release 
of toxic chemicals or an explosion” (p. I).   

Considering the management of risk in general, Combs (1999) discusses its nature and the 
strategies inherent to risk management efforts: 

Risk management represents attempts to reduce the risks faced by an organization. Like all 
crises, not all risks can be avoided or completely eliminated. Hence,risk management involves 
a number of strategies that vary in their crisis prevention potential. Two factors drive the use 
of risk management strategies. The first factor is cost.  Risk managers use procedures such as 
risk balancing to compare the costs of the risk (e.g., costs of deaths, injuries, litigation, and 
property damage) to the costs of risk reduction (e.g., equipment and actual work needed to 
prevent or reduce the risk).  The second factor is technical—can the risk actually be 
eliminated or reduced? No action is taken if there is no means for reducing the risk. (Combs, 
1999, pp. 42-43). 

 In essence, the goals of risk management are to identify potential concerns, determine the 
extent of dangers, decide if such risks can be contained or reduced, ascertain the cost of reducing or 
containing the risk(s) in a relative sense (a variation of cost-benefit analysis) and implement such 
plans.  One preliminary conclusion appears justified at this time:  If genuine risk is NOT properly 
managed, crises will result. The implication is that risk(s) can be managed—although this may not 
always seem true in practice.  Cordonnier  (2006, p. 25) has even argued that “in reality most 
agencies go no further than offering to mobilize crisis systems after and incident occurs [emphasis 
mine] or when the crisis is imminent—too late to address it effectively.”  

Some writers (See, for instance: Ruff and Aziz, 2003 and Cohn, 2000) consider crises 
primarily from the standpoint of business “problems” and Fearn-Banks (2002) defines a crisis 
specifically as “a major occurrence with a potentially negative outcome affecting the organization, 
company, or industry, as well as its publics products, services, or good name” (p. 2).  For present 
purposes, a crisis will be regarded in a more generic sense as an event or series of events resulting 
from an occurrence(man-made or natural) that often provides warning of such an occurrence.    
 While not all public relations practitioners are involved in risk or crisis management, many 
are.  And while one should recognize that crisis management is NOT for every practitioner in the 
profession,  I have argued elsewhere (Stone, 2006, p. 227) that such responsibility “fits” not only the 
nature of many in public relations but is quite often reflected in their training as well.   

The conceptualization and development of risk management plans (RMP) or crisis 
management plans (CMP) and crisis communication plans (CCP) is indeed a major part of the 
training and responsibility of many public relations professionals (See for instance: Camponigro, 
2000;  Cohn, 2000;  Fearn-Banks, 2002; Mitroff, 2004; Millar and Heath, 2004; Ruff and Aziz, 2003, 
and others). 
 Two primary questions seem apparent.  First, were there obvious warning signs in the Gulf 
area in general and the city of New Orleans in particular that “major difficulties” appeared eminent?  
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Second, could measures have been taken to deal more effectively with such apparent risks by all 
responsible parties?   
 It is far from comforting to note that Hurricane “Katrina is an especially poignant study in risk 
because the catastrophe was so widely foreseen” (Fox, FORTUNE, October 3, 2005, pp. 50 ff.).   
 This cover story of FORTUNE magazine (October 2, 2005) read: “Government Broke Down. 
Business Stepped Up” talks of the admirable responses of some businesses to the Katrina disaster.  
Perhaps even more notably, this story emphasizes that the same warnings concerning Katrina, her 
path and intensity were available to all who wanted to avail themselves of such information—
including businesses, residents, and governments at all levels.  Michael C. Brown, then head of 
FEMA,  says he sounded the warning: 

[Brown] testified to a Senate panel that he had notified top White House and 
Homeland Security officials on the day the hurricane hit that it was going to be a 
‘catastrophe  within a catastrophe’ but they [Federal officials] were slow to respond 
(Hotakainen, February 11, 2006, pp. 1A,). 

 For whatever reasons, adequate preparations (managing the risks) for Katrina were not made 
and the necessary levels of response (to the crises) have yet to be realized.  Data from as early as 
1985 predicted that the wall [levees] could fail.  An AP report was recently filed that concluded 
warnings of the risk were available some 21 years ago.   

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers built a levee and floodwall system similar to the 
17th Street Canal in 1985, which ‘indicated that failure was imminent’ according to a 
statement from Raymond B. See and Robert G. Bea in charge of the National Science 
Foundation’s In-Dependent Levee Investigation Team (Daily News Record,March 14, 
2006, p. 2).   

 In 2004 a  “preparedness exercise” clearly demonstrated that a hurricane the size and strength 
of Katrina “would overwhelm the New Orleans area with floodwaters, killing up to 60,000 people 
and destroying buildings and roads” (Daily News Record, January 25, 2006, p. 7).  Sen. Joseph 
Lieberman added that “Pam gave the Federal Emergency Management Agency and the Homeland 
Security Department ‘explicit notice’ that a catastrophic storm in New Orleans would require urgent 
aid from Washington to state and local response officials.  But despite these warnings from Pam, 
preparations for Hurricane Katrina were shockingly poor” (Daily News Record, January 25, 2006, p. 
7).   Warned they were.  Prepared they were not.   
 The second major concern for practitioners is managing a crisis once it occurs.  Differing 
positions are expressed concerning the essence of crises.  While most recognize that crises are, in 
fact, inevitable (Mitroff and Pearson, 1993, p. xiv), others add that “a crisis is unpredictable but not 
unexpected” (Combs, 1999, p. 2) as these authors suggest “there are warning signs if you look for 
them and consider them carefully” (Fearn-Banks, 2002, pp. 9-10).  Mitroff & Anagnos (2001) 
disagree when they observe that “not all crises can be foreseen, let alone prevented” (p. 5).  The add 
an important caveat however when they contend “all of them [crises] can be managed far more 
effectively if we understand and practice the best of what is humanly possible” (Mitroff & Anagnos, 
2001, p. 5).  
 Regardless of whether a crisis is predictable or not, “how a company, organization, individual 
or institution responds to a crisis is critical to its public image and reputation” (Henry, 2000, p. 2) as 
well as its reputation in the eyes of the rest of the world (Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 
September 4, 2005, pp. 1-2).  In the case of Hurricane Katrina, there were actually a series of crises—
each one resulting from the former.  The initial landfall of Katrina and the immediate damage from 
rain, winds and limited flooding.  The second crisis developed when the levees broke in a number of 
major locations and thousands of homes were destroyed and countless people were trapped in their 
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homes (many died of dehydration, drowning, etc.) and a recent USA Today article (Koch, February 
24, 2006) reports hat 131 children are still missing and “some probably didn’t survive the storm and 
won’t be found” (p. 5A). Tragically, “45 non-ambulatory nursing home patients were found at a 
flooded hospital in New Orleans” (BBC News, September 14, 2005) and the operators of St. Rita’s 
nursing home (outside of New Orleans) “have been charged with manslaughter over the deaths of 34 
people” during Katrina.  These patients were said to have been abandoned in their beds (by the 
owners of the home, Mable and Salador Mangano Sr) with no means of escaping impending death. 
(BBC News, September 14, 2005).  A third crisis emerged when the city was faced with thousands of 
evacuees “housed” in the New Orleans Convention Center and the Superdome without essential 
medical care or hygienic facilities, food, water and victimized by civil disorder (a number of 
robberies and assaults inside the facilities were witnessed and reported).  A fourth crisis emerged as 
“some officers [city police] had abandoned their posts or had taken part in looting” (Johnson, USA 
Today, January 3, 2006, p. 4).   

As a regular and recent visitor to the city, a fifth crisis becomes immediately evident.  In 
many senses, the city seems “collectively distressed.”  Of the original population of nearly 500,000, 
less than 200,000 have returned to the city—many say they will not return and 43% argue that New 
Orleans will “never” get back to normal (Page and Riser, February 28, 2006, p. 1).  A seemingly 
negative economic cycle is emerging. Without replacing the lost housing, people have no place to 
live. Without people, there are not enough staff and employees to work the many hotels, restaurants, 
shops and businesses that provide the economic base (much of which is tourist-based) for this 
community.  And without those shops, hotels and restaurants being opened, tourist and convention 
“trade” will unavoidably be limited even in a best case scenario.  Economic downturns seem 
unavoidable.  If such downturns continue for any considerable length of time, the City of New 
Orleans would most likely suffer seemingly irreparable damage.   
   

Before During and After Katrina: The Major Players 
 Clarence Ray Nagin is the first-term mayor of New Orleans, elected in May,  2002.  Nagin, a 
New Orleans native, received his B.S. degree in accounting at Tuskeegee University in 1978 and an 
M.B.A. from Tulane University in 1994. Before running for the mayor’s post, Nagin had never held 
public office. He had been vice president and general manager of Cox Communications, a cable 
communications company and subsidiary of Cox Enterprises.  While a registered Republican most of 
his adult life, Nagin registered as a Democrat shortly before running for mayor in the predominantly 
Democratic city of New Orleans. As the Mayor of New Orleans during Hurricane Katrina, the 49-
year old mayor “had scant opposition for reelection before Katrina struck on Aug. 29 . . . . Now a 
dozen people say they will run against him. . . .The mayor has been accused by members of Congress 
and some of those challengers of waiting too long to evacuate the city as Katrina approached and for 
having inadequate plans for those who couldn’t leave”  (Konigsmark, USA Today, February 23, 2006, 
p. 3A). 

Michael D. Brown, head of FEMA (Federal Emergency Management Agency) at the time 
Katrina struck, was the first political casualty following the “mismanagement” outcry following the 
storm.  Though Brown has been criticized for his lack of preparation for such a position (he was 
formerly a commissioner for the International Arabian Horse Association), President Bush had 
quipped just days before the director’s resignation that “Brownie” was doing “a heck of a job.”  In 
testimony before a Senate panel investigating the mismanagement of both the risk and the ensuing 
crisis, Brown contended he had sounded the warning to “top White House and Homeland Security 
officials on the day the hurricane hit . . . but they were slow to respond” (Hotakainen, February 11, 
2006, p.1A).   
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In his testimony, Brown said a “’fatal flaw’ in the [U.S.] government’s planning came in 
2003, when FEMA was folded into the Department of Homeland Security” (Hotakainen, February 
11, 2006, p. 26A).  Michael Chertoff is Secretary of Homeland Security.  His department has primary 
responsibility for managing the national response to a catastrophic disaster.  Both in his role as 
Homeland Security Secretary and as Michael Brown’s immediate supervisor for FEMA, Chertoff has 
gotten increasingly more criticism from state and local officials as well as members of Congress for 
“failing to take the reins” (Los Angeles Times, February 16, 2006, p. 4).  Chertoff formerly served on 
the United States Court of Appeals, as a federal prosecutor, and as an assistant U.S. Attorney.  He 
was co-author of the USA Patriot Act, signed into law October 26, 2001 and was appointed to replace 
outgoing Homeland Security Secretary Tom Ridge, gaining unanimous approval by the Senate on 
February 15, 2005. Kathleen Babineaux Blanco was elected Governor of Louisiana in the November 
election of 2003.  She is a native of New Iberia, Louisiana and served her state for two terms as 
lieutenant governor (1996-2004).  Blanco is actively seeking new (international) sources of economic 
development for Louisiana but has recently been forced to concentrate the bulk of her time 
attempting to find solutions for the rebuilding of Louisiana following Hurricane Katrina. On August 
27, 2005, she told MSNBC in Jefferson Parish, “I believe we are prepared. That’s the one thing that 
I’ve always been able to brag about.”    

Her efforts in the Katrina crisis, however has resulted in Time magazine labeling her as a 
“failure” in a section called “The Worst Governors in America” (Ripley and Tumulty, November 21, 
2005, p. 28).   

Mitchell J. (Mitch) Landrieu is the current Lt. Governor of Louisiana. He is the son of former 
New Orleans mayor Moon Landrieu and brother of U.S. Senator Mary Landrieu.  He is a former 
member of the Louisiana House Representatives (1987) and made an unsuccessful bid for the office 
of the Mayor of New Orleans (1993).  Landrieu has recently announced he, along with 11 others to 
this point, will seek the New Orlean’s mayors position again in the next election which has been 
rescheduled for April 22, 2006 (Konigsmark, February 23, 2006, 3A).   
 President George W. Bush should also be considered a “major player” in the entire Katrina 
scenario.  Whether he knew well enough in advance or not, he is ultimately responsible for the 
actions or inactions of his appointees and their staff.  In addition, he is, to a large degree, ultimately 
responsible for providing the national leadership that will determine the support (both in spirit and 
monetarily) the federal government will provide to meet the rebuilding needs of the Gulf Coast in 
general and the City of New Orleans in particular.   
 While the President assured “soon-to-be-battered state officials: ‘We are fully prepared’” 
(Associated Press, March 2, 2006, p. 1) it has become painfully apparent that no level of government 
was ready for what transpired on the 29th of August, 2005.   
 

Blame and Responsibility 
 There is more than ample “blame to go around,” and all levels of government have been 
criticized for both their actions and inactions prior to and following Katrina. A nearly 600-page report 
entitled “A Failure of Initiative” assailed the White House contending that “passivity did most of the 
damage,” and “the failure of initiative cost lives, prolonged suffering and left all Americans 
justifiably concerned our government is no better prepared to protect its people than it was before 
9/11. . .” (FOXNEWS.com, 2/23/06, p. 1).  While the heaviest criticism for failure to properly 
manage the risks were heaped on Homeland Security Secretary Michael Chertoff, President Bush was 
also criticized “for failing to get more deeply involved as the crisis unfolded” (Jordan, February 16, 
2006, p. 1).  Notably,  “a sampling of 63 communications to the White House that the report 
documents, at least eight were dated before Katrina’s Aug. 29 landfall.  The documents show that 
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presidential advisers were warned about potential disaster as early as Aug. 27” [Emphasis mine] 
(Jordan, February 16, 2006, p. 2).  Chertoff has admitted his failures.  “He accepted full 
responsibility, admitted that concerns about terrorism had wrongly blinded him to other dangers and 
promised to have a repaired federal response system in place by the start of this year’s hurricane 
season, June 1” (CourierJournal.com, February 18, 2006, p. 2).  

The general public appears outraged.  According to a recent Gallup Poll, public opinion 
appears to be getting even more negative as time passes.  A Gallup Poll conducted on September 5 
and 6, 2005 reported the following: 
Who should be blamed for the problems in New Orleans following Hurricane Katrina? 

• 38% said “no one is to blame for the problems in New Orleans after the hurricane” 
 
• 25% said “state and local officials” are “most responsible for the problems in New 

Orleans after the hurricane” 
• 18% said “federal agencies” are “most responsible” 
• 13% said President Bush is “most responsible” 
• 6% had no opinion 

 
 A public opinion poll conducted by CBS on September 8, 2005, reported the following data: 
Regarding President Bush’s response to Hurricane Katrina: 

• Disapprove 58% 
• Approve 38% 
• Don’t Know    4% 

 
President Bush’s response to Hurricane Katrina was 

• Too Quick   1% 
• Too Slow  65% 
• About Right         32% 

 
Was the response to Hurricane Katrina adequate? 
*Federal Government 

• Yes 20% 
• No 77% 

*FEMA (Federal Emergency Management Agency) 
• Yes  24% 
• No 70% 

*State and local government (Louisiana and the City) 
• Yes 24% 
• No 70% 

 
Former Atlanta Mayor and UN Ambassador Andrew Young, who was born in New Orleans recently 
remarked: 

I was surprised and not surprised. . . It’s not just a lack of preparedness.  I think the 
easy answer is to say that these are poor people and black people and so the 
government doesn’t give a damn. . . there might be some truth to that. But I think 
we’ve got to see this as a serious problem of the long-term neglect of an 
environmental system on which our nation  depends (New York Times, September 3, 
2005). 
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 Generally, FEMA has gotten a large portion of the criticism. One of  FEMA’s responsibilities 
was to provide temporary housing.  This was to be done with thousands of relatively small trailers.  
As of February 15, 2006, “889 FEMA trailers have been occupied in Arkansas while  10,000 still 
await delivery, parked in Texarkana and, ironically in Hope” (Bischof, February 15, 2006).  It was 
reported that the latter group of FEMA trailers included “10,777 units that currently sit empty in 
sinking mud in Hope, Arkansas” (Daily News Record, February 14, 2006, pp. 1, 5).  On February 20, 
2006, Sen. Joseph Lieberman (D-CT) even called for the “dismantling” of FEMA and its removal 
from the Division of Homeland Security.   
 

A City Fights For It’s Life 
 One need only walk along Canal Street, and up Bourbon, and down the tracks to the Farmer’s 
Market to see that New Orleans is a city struggling to regain the “life” that once blared from Zydeco 
tapes, was witnessed in the outlandish demonstrations of krewes (social clubs) and attested to by 
“bawdy, beer-stoked spectators,” (Weeks, The Washington Post, February 19, 2006, A1) but now is 
muted by non-attendees and those even as close as nearby Slidell who contend they “have other 
things to do” (Weeks, A1).   
 Though Mayor Nagin had told ABC’s “Good Morning America” that the citizens of New 
Orleans should not expect to return to their homes for “12 to 16 weeks,” he invited the first citizens 
back to the city on September 27—less than 4 weeks after Katrina had struck.  The vast majority have 
not accepted his invitation.  
 There are a number of “rebuilding” plans being proposed.  John Beckman, a city Planner from 
the Philadelphia firm of WRT (Wallace, Roberts and Todd) has been retained by Mayor Ray Nagin to 
“craft a ‘vision plan’ for New Orleans.  Beckman and his team of 12 planners were given 10 weeks to 
do so (Saffron, February 19, 2006, p. 1).  Beckman has estimated his plan to cost approximately $17 
billion dollars.   
 Louisiana Governor Kathleen Blanco has recently proposed “Louisiana’s first comprehensive 
housing proposal since Hurricane Katrina” at an estimated cost of $7.5 billion dollars.  Blanco’s plan 
calls for the use of Federal funds ($4.2 billion as proposed but not yet passed by the U.S. Congress) 
with the remainder supplied by the state.  Her proposal provides a $150, 000 per homeowner cap 
(maximum) with provisions in the plan to buyout or assist in the relocation of New Orleans 
homeowners who do NOT want to rebuild in the city.  
 Within weeks of Hurricane Katrina, Louisiana congressman Richard Baker proposed a plan 
that would help those who lost homes to the storm. In addition to buying up homes lost in Katrina 
and her aftermath, the bill provides “money for new pump stations on the lakefront and another 
attempt to get the state a share of federal offshore oil royalties . . .” (Alpert, January 7, 2006, p. A1)  
Specifically, under Baker’s plan, the Federal Government would give the homeowners 60% of the 
pre-Katrina value of their homes. An update on this proposal, however, did not signal a positive 
response from  
Congress.   

But in late December, as the Baker bill seemed headed for passage by Congress, the 
White House balked.Bush barely mentioned New Orleans in the State of the Union 
address, and in early February, Donald Powell—an old Bush friend appointed by the 
White House to act as federal coordinator for rebuilding the Gulf Coast—attacked the 
Baker Bill as bureaucratic and profligate in a Washington Post opinion piece. (Thomas 
and Bailey, February 20, 2006, p. 34). 

 The damage done by Katrina and Rita was not limited to New Orleans or the state Louisiana.  
Mississippi Governor Haley Barbour received a “rebuilding” report from a “privately funded 
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commission he appointed to make recommendations to guide the Mississippi Gulf Coast’s recovery 
from Hurricane Katrina” (Mohr, January 7, 2006, p. A-6). Undoubtedly, other proposals for the 
rebuilding of the city will surface and most likely a combination of approaches will be accepted to 
meet the needs of the times.  
 

New Orleans: City With a Future 
 Though in somewhat hushed tones, the questions are almost-embarrassingly asked:  “Will the 
City of New Orleans survive?”  “Will New Orleans be able to rebuild?”  “Will New Orleans be 
rebuilt to be the city that we once knew as the famous home of Emeril’s, Antoine’s, Brennan’s and 
Arnaud’s.”  “Will the crescent city be back?”  
 On February 28, 2006, one day short of 6 months from the tragedy of Katrina, Mayor Ray 
Nagin arrived in downtown New Orleans and ordered his constituents to drink up.  “We’re going to 
party tonight, y’all.  We’re going to show the world that New Orleans is back!” (Whoriskey and 
Weeks, March 1, 2006, p. A3).  The Mardi Gras, which typically draws a million people and 
generates some $1 billion dollars each year, is a major economic boost to a city economy that counts 
on this annual “party.”  Realistically, the city is a long way from recovering.  Homes need to be 
rebuilt as rapidly as possible so people will come back to the city.  In addition, those returning need 
to be assured that jobs will be available, hospitals will be able to provide needed services and schools 
will be open for their children.  Finally, New Orleaneans are accustomed to hurricanes.  They need 
assurances, however, that the disastrous flooding and its consequences will never again occur.  They 
need assurances that the risks, though ever-present, will be properly managed so that any crises that 
do result will not again destroy their very being.   
 They do not have such assurances.  With the 2006 Hurricane season less than 3 months away,  
the risk continues for the ability of the “rebuilt levees” to withstand another major hurricane is highly 
questionable.  While the White House is rejecting “allegations of inferior rebuilding” of the levees 
(Palm Beach Post, March 7, 2006, p. 2A) and making concerted efforts to “set the record straight,” 
(Hall, March 3, 2006, p. 5A),  Ivor van Heerden, an LSU professor of engineering charged that  

The government is trying to create a sense of security that doesn’t exist. . . What we 
have today, is a compromised levee system that failed during a fast-moving category 3 
hurricane.  Absolutely nowhere are the levees ready to stand up to the same kind of 
test.(Warrick, March 3, 2006, p. A4).  

 The weak levees are a prime example of a major risk—a risk that will require successful 
management.  If the levees would again be compromised, as has been suggested by a number of 
engineering observers, the willingness of New Orleans citizens to return to the city would be further, 
and perhaps irreparably diminished.  
 For, once a crisis has occurred (i.e., Tylenol 1 and 2, Exxon-Valdeze, Chernobyl, New 
Orleans Katrina, risks most likely still exist—albeit at different levels as the nature, intensity and 
causes of crises differ (natural causes, human error, human intentional, etc.). In the case of Katrina, 
the initial crisis (the actual hurricane) unavoidably spawned ubsequent crises.  While this “series of 
crises” has been managed to some degree, the risk reemerges with each new hurricane season.   
Because of the recent tragedies, this year’s “annual risk” will undoubtedly get more attention.  The 
world will watch as this nation, the state of Louisiana and the City of New Orleans attempt to manage 
this risk by rebuilding the compromised levees hopefully strong enough to withstand the force of the 
inevitable and often unpredictable force of Mother Nature.    
 Rebuilding the city, at least as it was, is not a given.  While it is essential to reconstruct many 
of the basic service and educational structures in the city and to rebuild the protective system of 
levees surrounding much of this city, some have suggested that the New Orleans of the future will not 



IPRRC - 480 

 

be the Big Easy we have grown to know. The nature of many schools have changed to a “charter” 
system, many businesses will undoubtedly decline to reopen, and the advisability/desirability of 
rebuilding certain residential sections of the city is open to question (The Economist, March 4-10, 
2006). 
 Founded in 1718, New Orleans is a great city of many cultures and “faces” to fascinate even 
the most conservative of travelers.  The city has more than 35,000 buildings listed on the National 
Register of Historic places—more than any other city in the United States and the French Market is 
America’s oldest city market.  One of the nation’s leading aquarium, the Aquarium of the Americas 
was destroyed during Katrina’s reign but will undoubtedly be rebuilt.  Fats Domino still tickles the 
ivories in his inimitable style and Bourbon Street attracts attention like no other street in the world.  
The coffee is still rich and the donuts sweet at Café du Monde while the calliope plays on the 
riverboats of the Mississippi.  The spirit of this great city has been damaged but not destroyed.  Her 
back has been bent but not broken.  Her caretakers did not heed the warnings and make the necessary 
moves to prevent unprecedented damage.  Still, if there are oysters in the Gulf and a tourist who want 
some genuine Cajun entertainment, the Big Easy will be there to share.   
 
Endnotes 

1. Katrina was actually upgraded to a category 4 (some even said 5) hurricane at landfall. 
2. A more recent (3/21/06) estimate by the BBC has suggested over 170,000 homes were destroyed while a 

YAHOO news report on February 15, 2006, said Katrina “destroyed 300,000 homes as it trashed the New 
Orleans area.”   

3. USA Today, March 3, 2006 reported some 103,994 hurricane-related jobless claims for unemployment 
benefits in Louisiana alone with another 60,077 in Mississippi and Texas. Alabama did not report (p. 7B). 

 
Works Consulted 

 “1985 Test Predicted Floodwall’s Collapse,” (March 14, 2006). AP: The Daily News Record 
[VA], p. 2.  
 “Accountability at Last” (February 18, 2006) The Courier –Journal Lousiville, KY, pp. 1-2.   
 Alpert, Bruce (January 7, 2006). “Louisiana Has Little Time Left in Congress,” The Times 
Picayune, pp. A1, A8.   
 “Ample Warning: Lawmakers Think Government Slept Through a  ‘Wakeup Call’ on 
Levees.” (January 25, 2006), AP: Daily News Record, [VA] p. 7.  
 Bazile, Karen Turni (January 6, 2006). “Eight Arrested in St. Bernard Looting,” The Times-
Picayune, p. B3.  
 “Behind the Curve: Chertoff’s Reaction to Katrina Emergency: Staying Out of the Way, Or 
Out of Touch?” February 18, 2006, Daily News Record [VA], pp. 1, 4.  

“Bush Amply Warned of Katrina, Video Shows” (March 2, 2005). AP: Daily News Record 
[VA], pp. 1, 7.   
 Camonigro, Jeffrey R. (2000). The Crisis Counselor (Chicago, IL: Contemporary Books).  
 Cohn, Robin (2000).  The PR Crisis Bible (New York, NY:  St. Martin’s Press).  
 Cordonnier, Oliver (March-April 2006). “Toward Risk Governance,” Communication World, 
Vol. 23, No. 2, pp. 25-27.   
 “Corps: Levee Failures Not Anticipated,” (March 11, 2006). AP: Daily News Record [VA],  
p. 8.  
 Elliott, Dominic, Ethne Swartz and Brahim Herbane (2002). Business Continuity 
Management: A Crisis Management Approach (London, England: Routledge).  



IPRRC - 481 

 

 Fearn-Banks, Kathleen (2002).  Crisis Communication: A Casebook Approach (Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Publishers).  

Fox, Justin (October 3, 2005). “A Meditation on Risk: Hurricane Katrina Brought Out the 
Worst in Washington and the Best in Business,” Fortune, Vol. 152, No. 7, pp. 50 ff.   
 “$400 Billion Tab,” (February 17, 2006).  AP:Daily News Record [VA), pp, 1, 4. 
 Grissett, Sheila (January 1, 2006).  “Corps Fighting Clock to Fix Levees,” The Times-
Picayune, pp. A1, A23-24.   
 Henry, Rene A. (2000).  You’d Better Have a Hose if You Want to Put Out the Fire  (Windsor, 
CA:  Gollywobbler Productions).   
 Hosenball, Mark (February 27, 2006).  “The Back-Channel Chatter After Katrina,” 
Newsweek, p. 38.  
 Hotakainen, Rob (February 11, 2006). “Brown Says He Sounded Warning,” News & 
Observer [Raleigh, NC], pp. 1A, 26A. 
 Johnson, Kevin (January 3, 2006). “New Orleans Area Sees Hope in ReStructuring its Police 
Forces,” USA Today, p. 4.   
 Jordan, Lara Lakes (February 16, 2006).  “Chertoff Draws Hurricane Katrina Criticism,” 
ABC News wireStory, pp. 1-2.   
 Koch, Wendy (February 24, 2006). “Anguished Relatives Still Await Word on 131 Kids,” 
USA Today, p. 5A.   
 Konigsmark, Anne Rochell  (February 23, 2006).  “Lt. Gov. Landrieu Enters New Orleans 
Race,” USA Today,  p. 3A.   
 Mitroff, Ian I. (2004). Crisis Leadership: Planning for the Unthinkable (Hoboken, NJ: John 
Wiley and Sons, Inc.) 
 Mitroff, Ian I. with Gus Anagnos (2001). Managing Crises Before They Happen: What Every 
Executive and Manager needs to know about Crisis Management (New York, NY: Amacom).   
 Millar, Dan P. and Robert L. Heath (2004).  Responding to a Crisis: A Rhetorical Approach 
to Crisis Communication (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Publishers).  
 “Millions in Katrina Aid Were Wasted,” (February 14, 2006). AP: Daily News Record [VA], 
pp. 1,5. 

Mohr, Holbrook (January 7, 2006). “Mississippi Panel Submits Recovery Report,” The Times 
Picayune, p. A-6.   

Quinley, Kevin M. and Donald L. Schmidt (2002). Business At Risk: How To Assess, 
Mitigate, and Respond to Terrorist Threats (Cincinnati, OH: The National Underwriter Company).   

Ripley, Amanda and Karen Tumulty (November 21, 2005). “America’s 5 Best Governors,” 
TIME, Vol. 166, No. 21, p. 28.   

Roberts, Michelle (February 11, 2006). “Katrina’s Toll Still Up in the Air: Six Months Later, 
Hundreds are Missing,” The Raleigh [NC] News and Observer, p. 6A.   

Rutt, Peter and Khalid Aziz (2003). Managing Communications in a Crisis (Hampshire, 
England: Gower Publishing Company).   

Stone, John D. (2006). Public Relations Management: From Philosophy to Practice 
(Belmont, CA: Wadsworth/Thompson Publishing). In Press. 

Thomas, Evan and Holly Bailey (February 20, 2006).  “A Katrina Brown-out,” Newsweek, pp. 
34, 36.  

“US Media Slams Hurricane Response” (September 4, 2005) Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation, http://www.abc.net.au/news/newsitems/200509s1452680.htm. 

Waller, Mark (January 3, 2006). “It’s Now Time for the Blue-Roof Blues,” The Times-
Picayune, pp. B1-B2.  



IPRRC - 482 

 

 Warrick, Joby (March 6, 2006). “Levee Fixes Falling Short, Experts Warn,” The Washington 
Post, pp. A1, A4. 
 “White House Rejects Allegations of Inferior Rebuilding,” (March 7, 2006), Palm Beach 
Post, p. 2A.  
 Whoriskey, Peter and Linton Weeks (March 1, 2006). “On Fat Tuesday, Revels With a 
Cause,” The Washington Post, p. A3.   
 Weeks, Linton (February 19, 2006). “New Orleans Locals Think Katrina’s Toll is Still Rising: 
Surge in Deaths Blamed on Storm-Related Stress,” The Washington Post, pp. A3, A10.   

“Will There Always be a New Orleans?” (March 4-10, 2006). The Economist, Vol. 378, No. 
8467, pp. 25-26.   
 
   
 
 



IPRRC - 483 

 

Setting objectives as instrumental or communicative: Two new terms for the classic 
measurement standard 
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Objectives in public relations have long served as a benchmark for the measurement of success in a 
public relations campaign.  Objectives have been classified in the past as being output, how much 
work goes into the public relations campaign, or outcome, the result of the output.  This paper looks 
to add two new categories of objectives for public relations practitioners, instrumental and 
communicative. 
 
Why new terminology? 

Many researchers and theorists, particularly those working on an international scale, have 
begun to look at the work of modern and post-modern theorists and apply their ideas to 
communication.  The public relations pre-conference for ICA this year is in fact looking at the effect 
of such theorists as Habermas, Bourdieu and others on public relations.  It would seem then, that we 
must begin to adopt the terminology applied by these theorists in order to be able to better 
communicate with this line of research.  Additionally, adopting new terminology allows us to better 
understand how public relations functions within organizations, and further, which direction public 
relations research needs to go.   
 
Instrumental Action 

We might look at instrumental action as action that is performed to attain a certain result, 
constrained by production.  In other words, instrumental action is the action people take in order to 
achieve goals.   

Instrumental action is how we have traditionally looked at public relations objectives, that is, 
output and outcome.  These are both important in public relations, particularly when the media is 
involved (press releases, special events, etc.), but in other aspects of public relations as well.   
 So if we think about instrumental objectives we might say they are those objectives that 
answer the question of either output or outcome, they are the nature of the public relations work with 
regard to information subsidies, special event planning, and other pieces of the public relations 
campaign that can be physically seen.  For example, an instrumental objective might be to produce a 
news release, send it to 25 newspapers, and have it used by half of them.  
 
Communicative Action 
 Communicative action can be defined as action through consent as a result of discourse that 
has as its basis open debate.  Communicative action, according to Bowning (1996) is “a means of 
linking the aims of individual participants in a cooperative way so that they pursue their individual 
goals under the condition that they can harmonize their plans of action on the basis of common 
situation definitions” (p.17).  In this way, communicative action leads to creativity and discussion on 
its way to achieving goals. 

In other words, communicative action is the actual relationship, the conversation, the phone 
call, the email – the dialogue between a public relations practitioner and either the intervening or 
primary audience.  Communicative objectives, then, have to do with the relationship development 
and maintaining function of public relations.  It is important that communicative objectives take on 
both an internal function; for example, to meet with members of a project team five times during the 



IPRRC - 484 

 

course of a week, or external; for example, developing relationships with ten reporters during the 
course of a campaign. 
 It could be argued that in the course of completing an instrumental objective, a 
communicative objective will take place.  This is not necessarily the case.  Think of an organization 
that simply produces news releases and puts them on a service wire.  Even if that release is picked up 
by a dozen media outlets, has public relations really occurred?  
 
Recognizing the importance of both 

It is important to recognize that both instrumental and communicative objectives must be set 
and satisfied in order for a successful public relations campaign.  The essence of public relations, the 
relationship, is met through communicative objectives, while the “nitty-gritty” of public relations is 
met through instrumental objectives.  Both are equally important. 
 
Measurement 

How then do we measure our success?  For instrumental objectives, we use simple counts or 
other methods similar to that which we have used in the past.  Measuring the success of 
communicative objectives, however, becomes more difficult – and faces a problem that public 
relations researchers have faced before.   

 How do we measure relationships?  Communicative objectives may seek to establish, 
maintain or improve relationships between a public relations practitioner and the audience (between 
an organization and its publics).  Future work must seek to identify ways in which to evaluate the 
relationship.  Certainly, it is easy to determine whether a relationship exists or not, but measuring that 
relationship (particularly the public relations-audience relationship) should be the focus of future 
research with communicative objectives.      
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This paper seeks to extend the cocreational perspective on public relations into 
international contexts. The authors seek to use a cocreational approach to illustrate 
how lessons learned from international/intercultural contexts might inform theoretic 
and practical work that has been approached largely ethnocentrically heretofore. The 
first section of the paper reviews the dominant approach that has influenced research 
and practice in public relations and explores a shift in public relations theories that has 
developed in the last decade. The paper concludes with an application of the 
cocreational perspective in global public relations and illustrates how it might help to 
develop new insights into both theory and practice. 

  
There is increasing interest by scholars in the field of public relations to reflect on the field from a 
macro perspective. For instance, consider the bibliomentric studies by Pasadeos, Renfro and Hanily 
(1999), Sallot, Lyon, Acosta-Alzuru and Jones (2003), and Ki and Kang’s 2005 AEJMC conference 
paper that provided a content analysis of the two major public relations journals (Public Relations 
Review and Journal of Public Relations Research) from 1995-2004. These studies have identified the 
top universities, top scholars, and the most prevalent research topics in our field.  

This practice of “looking backward to look forward” is not limited to bibliometric studies. The 
Handbook of Public Relations (Heath, 2001), Botan and Taylor’s (2004) State of Field essay in 
Journal of Communication, the Encyclopedia of Public Relations (Heath, 2005), and Public Relations 
Theory II (Botan & Hazelton, 2006) have also provided useful formats for showing the depth and 
breadth of public relations theory and research development. 

It would appear that there is no shortage of recent interest in categorizing and critiquing the 
status of the field of public relations. Each of the above publications has sought to organize our field 
in a different meta-theoretical way to shed light on where the field has been, and perhaps more 
importantly, where it is going.  

Such efforts are not limited to the American practices of the field. Molleda and Laskin (2005) 
provided a valuable content analysis framework to understand the development of international 
public relations research. Their comprehensive study of publications from 1990 to 2005 details both 
the accomplishments and limitations of 15 years of international public relations research and 
commentary. Their most troubling finding for the development of international public relations 
concerns theory development: 

The worst situation is with the theory-development publications. The trade publications and 
book chapters almost completely ignore public relations theory, but academic journal 
publications on the subject also quite modest in terms of theory development. Only such 
theoretical areas as excellence study, organizational communications, ethics/social 
responsibility and contextualized research have four or five percent of all articles expanding 
on them. Some theories are simply ignored: complexity theory, game theory, situational 
theory, fundraising, risk communications or women studies. (Molleda & Laskin, 2005, p. 42) 
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The purpose of this paper is to reflect on how a cocreational approach might help public relations 
scholars overcome the lack of theory development work in international research noted by Molleda 
and Laskin (2005). The first section of the paper reviews the dominant approach to public relations. 
The second section explores a theoretical shift that has developed in the last decade. The final section 
of the paper applies cocreational theory to global public relations and illustrates how it might 
contribute to theory development.  

 
The Past: A Functional Perspective of Public Relations 

A quick look at any public relations textbooks shows that most begin their discussion of 
public relations with a brief history of our field. These histories are often focused on the American 
practices of public relations with occasional references to practices in other nations. What is evident 
from these history lessons is that public relations started off as a pragmatic communication activity of 
persuasive messages intended to move publics in such a way as to achieve organizational goals. 
Organizations, governments, and public figures have used public relations to further their own 
agendas. The public was seen as merely the means to this end for those with resources or skills 
enough to use them that way. Most of the business approaches to public relations operate under this 
assumption, as do most efforts at research-based persuasion used in advertising, political campaigns 
and public health campaigns. 

This style of public relations has been known by several names: technician, sender oriented, 
or the press agentry model. What all of these understandings of public relations have in common is 
that the practice served specific functions for the sponsor. Botan and Taylor (2004) identified the 
prevalence of this functional perspective in the early years of the field. A functional perspective sees 
publics and communication as tools or means to achieve organizational ends. The functional 
perspective is oriented to the organization’s desired outcome. It is focused on such business-oriented 
topics as advertising, marketing and sales. Public relations is only the instrument through which the 
organization accomplishes its goals so media relations, and information subsidy are central areas of 
practice. Public relations scholarship has followed this functional path for many years and utilitarian 
and outcome driven theories best describe its research tradition. Agenda setting, the two-step flow 
and self-efficacy are guiding theories associated with a functional perspective.  

But Botan and Hazelton (2006), Botan and Taylor, (2004), and Heath (2001) all argue that 
public relations research has become more interested in theoretical issues over the last decade. For 
instance, consider the recent work on Relationship Management (Ledingham & Bruning, 1998, 2000) 
and Accommodation Theory (Cancel, Cameron, Sallot, & Mitrook, 1997; Cancel, Mitrook, & 
Cameron, 1999). We believe the field is moving in the direction of a cocreational perspective that 
focuses on meaning making. This meaning making focus has implications for global public relations. 

 
The Future: The Cocreational Perspective 

The cocreational perspective (Botan & Taylor, 2004) focuses on publics as cocreators of 
meaning and communication. This perspective has a long-term orientation and focuses on the 
relationships among publics and organizations. Research in this approach studies the interaction 
between groups and organizations. Public relations emerges, then, as a process of negotiating changes 
in these relationships. The cocreational perspective values relationships and publics as equal players in 
the core process of meaning creation, not just a means to an end. Publics are partners in the meaning 
making process.  

Current research (e.g., Botan & Hazelton, 2006; Botan &Taylor, 2004; Heath, 2001) reflects 
cocreational theories. Articles that focus on critical and cultural approaches to public relations embody 
this approach. Yet, the assumptions and ideals of the cocreational approach are far from new, they 
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derive from decades of work by legions of critical, cultural and interpretivist scholars. The foundation 
of a cocreational perspective in public relations, however, harkens back only to Ferguson’s (1984) call 
for relationships to be at the center of public relations research. Ferguson’s (1984) paper was never 
published but this AEJMC conference paper has inspired others to focus on relationships as the core of 
public relations research. Examples of cocreational research in public relations include those pieces 
focusing on organizational-public relationships, community theory, co-orientation theory, 
accommodation theory, and dialogue theory. Critical and rhetorical pieces are also often implicitly 
cocreational in their approach. 

 For example, the work of Broom, Casey and Ritchey (1997), Ledingham and Bruning (1998, 
2000), Grunig and Huang (2000), and Huang (2001), among others, has helped to focus international 
public relations research on relationship building. Broom, Casey and Ritchey (1997) situated public 
relations research within relational communication theory when they explicated the concept of 
relationship. Ledingham and Bruning (1998, 2000) extended it again when they examined the 
theoretic evolution of symmetrical communication as a normative model of public relations practice. 
They argued that J. Grunig’s (1992) concept of public relations as “building relationships with 
publics that constrain or enhance the ability of the organization to meet its mission” was instrumental 
in shifting the emphasis in public relations from managing publics and public opinion to a new 
emphasis on building, nurturing and maintaining relationships (p. 55). The cocreational perspective 
on public relations extends this analysis by saying that, while there are many relationships of interest 
to public relations, the relationship of central importance is that of the shared creation of meaning. 

One major aspect of relationships is the idea of dialogue as a theoretical framework for 
extending public relations theory from symmetrical models to dialogic orientations (Kent & Taylor, 
1998, 2002). Botan (1997), building on Pearson (1989), has suggested, “dialogue manifests itself 
more as a stance, orientation, or bearing in communication rather than as a specific method, 
technique, or format” (p. 192). For Botan, “traditional approaches to public relations relegate publics 
to a secondary role, making them instruments for meeting organizational policy or marketing needs; 
whereas, dialogue elevates publics to the status of communication equal with the organization” 
(1997, p. 196). Thus, the shift away from functionalism to relational communication and dialogue as 
frameworks for public relations reflects the transition to a cocreational perspective.  

What makes this perspective as useful for public relations practice in Detroit as public 
relations practice in Dakar is that the organization’s public is the partner in meaning making. Indeed, 
it is the attitude toward the organization’s public that differentiates public relations communication 
reflecting the functional perspective from public relations practices reflecting assumptions of the 
cocreational perspective. The axiological difference is that the functional approach values the success 
of the organization in accomplishing its mission. The cocreational approach values the relationship 
between an organization and its publics. These cocreational theories are what Molleda and Laskin 
(2005) noted are missing from the international public relations research literature. The absence of 
these theories limits theory development of international public relations. The final section of this 
paper represents our early attempts to respond directly to the Molleda and Laskin challenge. 

 
Contributions of The Cocreational Perspective to Global Public Relations 

Our argument is guided by an analogy based on an observation by Botan (1992). That 
analogy, the window and the mirror, was first used to describe some of the potential benefits of 
international public relations. Viewed from one side, international public relations provides us with a 
window through which to look into, and hopefully to better understand, another culture. That is, 
experienced public relations practitioners or scholars can learn about another culture, in part, by 
seeking answers to some of the same questions they ask about public relations in their home culture. 
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This will help them understand both similarities and differences quickly. Viewed from the other side, 
international public relations can function as a mirror. We study our own reflection to see how our 
practice [or culture] looks in comparison to others. This helps us to spot, through a kind of bold relief, 
underlying assumptions, cultural prejudices, hierarchies, and time honored bad habits that might 
otherwise go unrecognized.  

We think that the same window-mirror analogy might be used with the cocreational 
perspective. On the one hand, we can study how meaning is mutually created through public relations 
in other cultures. We can also study how our domestic cocreation of meaning compares to that in 
other cultures. [Note that international public relations is also always intercultural public relations 
(Botan, 1992) but that, at least in large multicultural states like the U.S., is it possible to have 
instances of intercultural public relations within a single state.] The convergence of both areas 
enriches our understanding of “others” and ourselves   

We believe it would be possible to argue that a cocreational perspective has always been the 
best approach to understanding (or practicing) public relations in the international context, but there 
are several international trends that make it even more appropriate today. These include the areas of  
new communication technology and the global village phenomenon, emerging economies some of 
which are knowledge and information based, and regional trading blocks. 
New Information Technologies  

One well-established outcome of new information technologies has been to enable faster and 
wider exchanges of information (Sriramesh & Vercic, 2003). Such exchanges are not always 
democratic or inclusive, of course, but they do increase the opportunity for more shared creation of 
meaning. This is because these technologies both put more people in touch with others than ever 
before and because many of them increase the opportunity for give-and-take. This is the fundamental 
tool of cocreation. McLuhan used the metaphor of a global village to summarize part of this effect 
(McLuhan, 1964). Examples how this might influence global public relations can be seen in how 
organizational Web sites serve visitors from across the world. Blogs, chat rooms, and other new 
communication channels allow for new types of relationships and meaning making.  
Emerging Economies 

Several of the emerging economies of the world, including some where public relations is 
growing fastest, are knowledge-based. For example Chay said: 

In this context it would be pertinent to ask how an economic paradigm shift to a KBE 
[knowledge-based economy] would affect the status and practices of public relations. It is 
likely that a KBE may also stimulate an increase in government public relations or public 
affairs, community relations, activism, issues management, and crisis communication. (2003, 
p. 93) 
Community relations, activism, issues management and crisis communication require the 

cocreation of meaning. Kent, Taylor, and Turcilo (2006) note that new relationships are created and 
traditional relationships strained during times of economic transition. If Chay is correct that such 
practices are increasing in emerging economies, a cocreational perspective on international public 
relations is becoming ever more useful.  
Regional Trading Blocks 

“The formation of multinational trading blocks sush as NAFTA, EU, ASEAN, APEC (Asian 
Pacific Economic Conference) and ASEM (Asia Europe Meeting) has also contributed to shrinking 
the global market, thereby increasing interorganizational activities among and between trading 
blocks” according to Sriramesh (2003, p. xxvi). Among such interorganizational activities is, of 
course, the cocreation of meaning. These new trading blocks will most likely include nations with 
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different cultural values or even histories of strained relationships. Likewise, business organizations 
will need to transcend national borders to take advantage of the new opportunities.  

We believe that the cocreational perspective has the potential to improve both global theory 
development and global practices, particularly in an age characterized by new information 
technologies, emerging economies and international trading blocks. We make the following research 
suggestions for scholars who wish to become a part of the emerging international public relations 
research dialogue.  

 
Exploring the Complexities of Culture, Relationships and Meaning Making 

One thing becomes clear when we think about a cocreational perspective of public relations. 
Relationships are complex, dynamic, and fascinating theoretical and real life situations. This situation 
demands creative methods for uncovering these complexities. For instance, relationships in Asia are 
much different than relationships in North America (VanLeuven & Pratt, 1996). Order, hierarchy, 
context, culture and identity issues influence the development of different types of relationships (c.f., 
Culbertson & Chen, 1996; Hofstede, 1980). Ekachai (1995), for example, found that although the 
communication between practitioners and managers in Thailand is two-way, the relationships are 
typically asymmetric in nature. Uncertainty avoidance and power distance may also affect 
communication and relationships.  

Scholars interested in examining the concept of “relationship” in American public relations 
may benefit from understanding such variations of relationships in other cultures. Indeed, research 
that focuses on different types of relationships, and the unique ways that different cultures enact and 
maintain these relationships, may well lead to us to gain from the window and mirror analogy (Botan, 
1992). For instance, the cultural and relationship realities of  obligation, responsibility, reciprocity, 
and control in both internal and external contexts are much more useful to us as practitioners and 
theorists if we extend beyond studying relationships in a single culture.  
Interorganizational Relationships 

It may be similarly possible to pursue a deeper understanding of the dimensions of 
interorganizational relationships including resource dependency theory and accommodation by 
examining how different cultures perceive and evaluate them. Organizations of every size and 
mission interact with suppliers, customers, and even competitors. How organizations work to 
cocreate their relationships with other organizations on which they are dependent is another 
fascinating area with real implications for theory and practice. Taylor and Doerfel (2005) studied 
interorganizational relationships in Croatia through network theory. Their study provided a picture of 
the relationships these organizations cocreate meaning with each other, and the extent to which some 
organizations emerged as more relied upon as more key communicators in the system. That is, Taylor 
and Doerfel (2005) used public relations theory to explain how they come to be perceived as having 
more relationships, or more important relationships, than other organizations in the system do. 
Interorganizational research would not only inform our understanding of interorganizational 
communication in one cultural or national context, but it will also inform our understandings of the 
network of cocreated organizational relationships. This would be valuable for understanding trade 
blocks and industry groups that serve many nations.  
Activism and Relationships 

Just as organizations cocreate relationships with each other, activists and organizations do 
also. And, just as examination of interorganizational and cultural relationships in multiple cultures 
can inform an understanding of any one culture, so can the study of activism and relationships in 
multiple cultures. Thus, a third area of international public relations that we recommend using a 
cocreational approach for understanding is activism. Molleda and Laskin (2005) noted that little 
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attention has been paid to international activism or legal issues in global contexts. Sriramesh and 
Vercic’s (2003) Global Public Relations Handbook includes brief discussions of activism in 
Australia, Brazil, Chile, Egypt, Germany, Japan, Poland, Russia, Singapore, Slovenia, South Korea, 
South Africa and Sweden but more attention is needed. Societal levels of activism and the socially 
correct public relations responses vary widely throughout the world. Activist tactics that may seem 
appropriate in the East may not be appropriate in U.S., or they be accepted as innovative and, 
therefore, be highly effective. The organization-activist relationship as well as the communicative 
behaviors that enact it will help us see how activism from local and global sources influences 
organizations.  

Activism continues to grow as more and more people become connected by new 
communication technologies, so the need to study activism in the international context is becoming 
more and more apparent, even to the most ethnocentric of practitioners and clients. With a 
cocreational perspective, however, even such “late adopters” might benefit from new insights and 
practices. 
Government-Organization Relationships  

A similar analysis can be applied to government-organization and government-government 
relations. The global village suggests that what happens in one nation affects other nations. Thus, 
another area that we believe may benefit from a cocreational perspective is the government-
organization relationship. Taylor and Kent (1999) noted that many of the assumptions of American 
public relations are not supported in global contexts. The assumption that consumers are the most 
important public is actually not true in many parts of the world. Taylor and Kent (1999) found that in 
Malaysia, the offices of government are often the most important public for organizations to interact 
with. Studies of government-organization relationships will help us understand how local as well as 
national leaders influence organizational missions. 

The complexities of culture and relationships certainly extend beyond the topics of 
interorganizational relationships, activism, government-organization relationships. There are many 
other areas that could be studied as part of a global cocreational approach to public relations. The 
suggestions offered here merely scratch the surface of the potential contributions to global public 
relations. 

 
Conclusion 

 Molleda and Laskin (2005) have shown how international public relations has developed in 
the last two decades. This paper attempts to lay out some of the ways in which a cocreational 
approach to international public relations might contribute to a better understanding of the 
relationships involved, including those that will no doubt influence the development of international 
public relations in the next decades. Over the last 20 years public relations in general has evolved into 
a major area of applied communication based in research of significant quantity and quality and the 
future for global public relations is very promising. Global public relations has the potential to 
contribute to our understanding of more than just specialized practices in certain nations or cultures. 
It has the potential to help us understand the complexities of interpersonal, organizational, and 
national relationships that influence our daily lives. 
 We believe it is time for a paradigm shift in global public relations. We propose a 
cocreationist model because, by focusing on relationship creation, we can come to understand 
different cultures and practices. This in turn will help us to understand and critically reflect on our 
own culture and practices. 
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In previous research, the authors found that students and practitioners in the US and UK largely agree 
on the qualities of effective teams.  However, one significant disconnect was the rating of writing 
skills by practitioners as extremely important, whereas students in both countries undervalued this 
aspect of successful team skills. 

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, Alison Theaker (then Scholar in Residence, Emerson College 
Boston, Massachusetts) and Suzanne Sparks FitzGerald, broadened the scope of the original survey to 
provide a wider US context and eventually a trans-Atlantic element. They have built on this research 
to ascertain whether it is how students are taught that influences their poor regard for writing skills, 
and what experience they have of team working whilst studying. 

Ahles quoted 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%).1 
   A landmark three-year study synthesizing prior research on teams and teamwork conducted 
by 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.2 

Theaker and FitzGerald originally explored 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.  In this new research, practitioners were asked to comment in depth on 
the findings, whilst academics were asked to detail where and how team skills were taught in the 
classroom.  
 
Literature review 
 The literature was examined in three areas: the skills required by employers; the skills 
required in public relations; and the skills provided by PR education. 
Skills required by employers 

According to Gronstedt, effective teamwork in communication is regarded as the “engine in 
horizontal communication.”3 Urch, Druskat & Woolff add that  most work in organizations is 
performed by teams, therefore, managers’ most pressing need is to make teams work better.4 
 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, they demonstrate that teams bring 
together skills and experiences which enable them to respond to multifaceted challenges.5 
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 According to Robbins & Finlay, 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.6 

Hartenian notes that 68% of Fortune 1000 companies use self-managed work teams and that 
firms look for employees who possess team skills and the potential to become good team members. 
She determined team skills to be those of problem solving, communication, conflict resolution, goal 
setting and planning.  Her research indicated that having had experience in a sports team was not an 
indicator of good performance in a work team, but that the most important variable for effective team 
working was having a mentor.7 

 Belbin asserts that : “Teamwork is foremost among the matters that will demand attention 
from management in future years.” 8 

 Taylor suggests that building teamwork amongst team members is especially important in 
creative organisations.9 

 Goleman also supports this view of the importance of teams.  He feels that teams are the 
vehicle of choice in today’s organisations and that his research has demonstrated the superiority of 
group decision making over that of even the ablest individual in the group.10 

 Harris and Harris define teamwork as “a work group or unit with a common purpose through 
which members develop mutual relationships for the achievement of goals/tasks”.11  Johnson et al 
lists five essential elements for a successful business team: attitude; uniqueness; communications; 
creativity and play.12arricone and Luca add social interdependence to this list, asserting that 
individual members must co-operate.  They also state, “Placing individuals in a team and expecting 
that they will be able to effectively cooperate is not guaranteed.”    They maintain that there are 
“essential “invisible skills” necessary, such as caring for one another, showing warm feelings, 
friendliness and offering team members support when needed.” They devised the spectrum of skills 
for teamwork shown below.13 

 
Figure 1: A spectrum of skills needed for teamwork 

Visible 
skills 

Technical Admin/Management Generic Team Invisible 

 Programming Quality Assurance Time 
Management 

Social 
Interdependence 

 

 Design Legal Problem 
solving 

Collaboration  

 Authoring Scheduling Setting 
Priorities 

Communication  

  

Fung also sets out team attributes.  He includes: 
Caring – concern for the wellbeing of others, accepting team members as people 
Sharing – sharing skills, information, resources, feelings 
Cross-teaching – each team member will teach, coach and lead other members in their favourite 
skills and knowledge 
Cross-learning – each member will learn skills from others 
Strong teamwork – working together as a team, maximising all of the above.14 

 Zarraga-Oberty and Saa-Perez investigated successful knowledge management in teams, and 
concluded that self-management, individual autonomy within the team and a climate of trust were 
more important than leadership.15 
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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.16hles 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. 17 
 The IPR/DTI report, Unlocking the Potential of Public Relations highlighted a need for the 
acquisition of management skills.18arrison & Yeomans found that generic or transferable skills 
required by PR practitioners were seen as managing tasks, solving problems, working with others, 
communication and self-awareness. They found that interpersonal skills were rated highly.19 Fawkes 
and Tench also found that teamwork was rated as the second most important skill (84%) after literacy 
(98%).20 

 Cheney & Christensen suggest that public relations lays claim to a relational orientation—a 
focus on negotiations between groups or organizations and two-way relationships21.  

It is puzzling then that team skills do not appear in more of the literature relating to skills 
required in public relations practice.  Templates of skills required in public relations have paid scant 
regard to teamwork skills.  The IPRA Gold paper in 1997 referred only to negotiation and conflict 
management in corporate PR and “working effectively with other organisational functions” . 22 
 The Port of Entry report by the Commission on Public Relations Education did not include 
team skills in the recommended curricula in public relations. Problem solving and negotiation was 
suggested at the undergraduate level and leadership was included under PR management skills for 
graduate curricula.23 Subsequent research by Brown and Fall found that mastery of language in 
written and oral communication was the most important characteristic valued by 66% of employers 
of PR interns,  whilst problem solving and negotiation was  valued by 33%, alongside informative 
and persuasive writing.24 

  The IPR Developing Excellence Training Framework Level 1 refers to teamworking under 
the business skills section.  Related skills of delegation and supervision are included at Levels 2 and 
3, and the development and training of individuals and teams at Levels 3 and 4.25 

 
Skills provided by PR education 

The Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) in the UK set out benchmarks for the design of 
business and management degree courses.  They specifically require effective performance within a 
team environment. In addition, in the benchmarks for communications, media, film and cultural 
studies, the ability to work productively in a group or team is included.26 

According to Gronstedt (2000), most universities don’t teach people to work in teams even 
when they provide team assignments.27 Harrison & Yeomans found that 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).28 

 Van Leuven 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 
Supervised work study 

The four new core competencies he suggests include:  
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Ethics  
Visual and interactive communication 
Public Relations management 
Public Relations campaigns including teamwork, presentation and client relations.29 

 Grunig & Grunig 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.30 
 Chan found that, “practitioners want PR education to be primarily of service to the industry, 
”31 and Heath adds that, “How we educate students to the practice will determine how they serve the 
profession.”32 

Neff et al. found that ”serious gaps exist between the outcomes we desire and those presently 
achieved in PR education.” Desired and found outcomes profiles for entry level and advanced 
practitioners were investigated at the 1998 National Communication Association Summer 
Conference.  Interpersonal skills were rated highly as desired by both practitioners and educators, but 
there were significant gaps in finding them amongst those hoping to enter the profession. The top 
hiring problems were noted as lack of  awareness of integrated communications, poor research skills 
and inability to work well in a team.33 

The professional services literature provides useful examples of the development of skills in 
consultancies. Stumpf discovered phases in professional development, from entry into a firm, through 
client work and team leadership, to developing client relationships and firm leadership.  In the second 
stage, consultants value peer esteem and also recognise that they don’t have to do everything by 
themselves.  This leads to the third stage, where they start to manage teams and develop others.  
Eventually, leading the firm will involve working with a leadership team and seeking support from 
peers.  He suggests that recognising these stages of career development could provide a structure for 
an apprenticeship scheme.34 

Maister set out requirements for professional service teams to have “Brains, Grey Hair and 
Procedures,” which translated to “Expertise, Experience and Efficiency.”  He argued that firms would 
have difficulty managing people to offer all of the 3Es, but that “People do not join professional firms 
for jobs, but for careers.”35 

Such skills are increasingly finding their way onto the political agenda in the UK.  A survey 
commissioned by YouGov found that young people were not being adequately prepared for 
employment, and that 67% of employers felt that team skills, communication and time management 
were lacking.36  One solution was to encourage more work experience placements, whilst the Sector 
Skills Development Agency held a fringe meeting at the Labour Party Conference in 2005 to 
encourage employers to invest in developing such skills as IT, literacy, numeracy and team skills.37 

 
Methods 

This study originally replicated (with minor adjustments) the study and the survey instrument 
conducted by Ahles and Fiske in 2002 and expanded its scope of the study geographically by using 
two sites--Philadelphia and Boston in the United States as well as adding the trans-Atlantic element 
by surveying students and practitioners in southwest England.  The current project added the element 
of surveying academics on undergraduate courses in the UK and US, approved by the CIPR or PRSA 
respectively. In addition, a small sample of practitioners were invited to comment in depth on the 
previous results by email or telephone.  
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Sample 
Professional respondents in the UK comprised members of the SW Management Committee 

of the CIPR regional group in southwest England and members of the PR Advisory Committee at the 
College of St Mark & St John.  In the US, professional respondents included PRSA members in the 
Philadelphia areas. Academics in the UK were surveyed by email and followed up with hard copies, 
and sourced through the CIPR list of approved courses.  Academics in the US (all 16 CEPR Schools) 
were surveyed by email with a follow-up hard copy. 
Data Collection 
 Data was collected using a non-probable convenient sample. A total of 40 respondents 
completed the survey including 9 US professionals, 9 UK professionals as well as 6 US academics 
and 16 UK academics. The surveys were administered in the fall of 2005 by the two researchers.  
Instrument Design 
 Academics were first asked to evaluate the importance of 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 comprised several sections: work habits, professional skills, and human 
relations skills.   The results of the previous research was then given, showing the skills valued by US 
and UK students and professionals, and academics were asked to comment on these, including any 
additional skills that were not included.  They were asked on which courses teamwork skills were 
taught, and whether any problems had been encountered with groups and how these were resolved.  
Lastly, academics were asked what contact with employers students were exposed to, and what their 
main areas of staff development were. Demographics included ethnicity, gender, educational 
qualifications and years of experience in teaching, plus work experience prior to teaching. 

Practitioners were asked to comment on the results from the previous research comparing US 
and UK practitioners and students and whether they agreed with the lists of skills.  They were asked 
to comment on students’ poor perception of the importance of writing skills, and whether they found 
this attribute in new recruits.  Their opinion was sought on the heavy funding of professional skills, 
rather than the human relations and work habits which were thought to be more essential to team 
work, and what should be included in a staff development programme.  Suggestions were sought for 
how to include relevant skills in PR undergraduate programmes. 
Data Analysis 
 The researchers used SPSS to analyze the surveys. Cross tabulations between US and UK 
academics were conducted. The results are detailed in the following section. 
 
Results 
Top skills 

Academic respondents from the UK and US (2005) differed somewhat in their views of work 
habits, professional skills and human resource skills. Teamwork ranked in the top three work habits. 
Writing ranked in the top two professional skills and respect for one another ranked in the top three 
for human resource skills (See Tables  1, 2, 3). 
         Theaker and FitzGerald (2003) tested both students and practitioners and found some major 
discrepancies. To address these discrepancies, the 2005 study focused on more qualitative responses 
from CIPR and CEPR schools as well as open-ended questions to practitioners. The 2005 study asked 
academics and practitioners to agree/disagree with the top overall skills discovered in the 2003 
research. Most agreed with the skills agreed by all students and practitioners--completion of 
assignments on time, reliability, putting thought and care into assignments, trustworthiness, honesty, 
teamwork attitude and punctuality. Practitioners had also rated writing skills highly. 
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         Some academics from CIPR and CEPR schools indicated that they believed "problem 
solving" and “willingness to help others" also belonged in the top ten. 
Teaching Teamwork 

Perhaps the most seminal question of the study asked academics if and how team skills are 
taught in the UK and US. Figure 1 (below) indicates a comparison between the UK and US 
academics. As we surmised from the 2003 study, teamwork isn't always taught, group assignments 
are given. According to Figure 1, 93.7% of academics use group assignments to teach "teamwork." 
Many equate the two or don't have the class time to put into teaching teamwork skills. 
Encouragingly, 81.3% of those same academics noted that team skills are specifically taught.   
         Of those who use group assignments to teach teamwork, many cite problems with student 
groups. The primary problem noted was nonparticipation of some members. Other problems noted 
were: different work expectations/motivations, writing skills, lack of critical thinking, and 
domination of one member. 
         These problems were resolved by academics in the following manner: using peer assessment 
in grading; through group discussions with a moderator; reflection (let them work it out on their 
own); division of tasks; threat of de-selection; and premixing the group with different academic 
levels. 
Professional skills  

Table 1 lists the ranking of professional skills. US academics rated secondary research skills, 
tactical skills, time management, writing and problem solving most highly, whilst UK academics 
favoured problem solving, writing, presentation skills, time management and the ability to generate 
creative ideas. 

When asked their reaction to the discrepancy in the regard for writing skills between students 
and practitioners, respondents from the UK and US noted that "students don't believe writing skills 
are really necessary," and "they think that PR is more about the social aspects than technical aspects 
of the job." 
          Academics had various ways to teach professional skills. The most common methods 
included lectures, group work, presentations, individual assignments, case studies, visiting 
practitioner input and practical experience. 
Work Habits 
         Academics gave various responses to open-ended questions about work habits. Both US and 
UK academics rated attendance at meetings and work, punctuality, willingness to help others, accept 
assignments and solve problems, putting thought and care into assignments, teamwork attitude, 
organization and willingness to work long hours (Table 2 shows summary of ranking of work habits).  

Several teaching tips were listed as ways to instill work habits. Most academics cited the need 
for practical experience in teaching work habits--they believed field experience critical to the practice 
of PR.  
         Other teaching ideas include: 
1) teaching time management with in-class projects 
2) seeking practitioner feedback 
3) workshops 
4) using case studies 
5) offering placement workshops 
6) demonstrations. 
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Human relations skills  
 Academics also agreed on the top human relations skills, including respect for each other, 
reliability, honesty, ability to disagree productively, dedication to the project and flexible attitude 
(See Table 3 for summary of human relations skills ranking). 

As noted in the 2003 study, professionals received training in professional skills (3.8 days a 
year in the UK and 4.1 days a year in the US) and in work habits (1.5 days a year in the UK and 1.3 
days a year in the US), but for human relations skills only 1.2 days a year in the UK and 1.9 days a 
year in the US were spent learning human relations skills. This training is disproportionate to the 
skills all groups recognized as successful to team work. 
         Academics noted that they teach human relations skills primarily with live projects, group 
work, and discussion.  
Top Ten Skills overall 
 When the top ten skills overall are compared, some interesting differences become apparent 
(Table 4).  US academics rated fourteen skills equally important, a mixture of work habits and 
professional skills, with no human relations skills included.  When compared with US practitioners 
from the 2005 research, these skills corresponded with only seven of those rated most highly.  When 
compared with US students, academics agreed with only four of the top rated skills.  Academics 
included writing as one of their jointly ranked top skills, whilst practitioners rated them as 7th and 
students ranked them at 16th. 

UK academics ranked a selection of work habits, human relations and professional skills.  
When compared with UK practitioners, they agreed with eight out of ten top skills.  When compared 
with UK students, they agreed with only five of the top rated skills.  Whilst academics rated writing 
skills joint 5th, practitioners ranked them as joint 1st, and students only at 12th.  
Practitioner Results 
Top Ten 

Most practitioners agreed that writing is a key skill. Other comments included that teamwork 
attitude, reliability and open communication should be ranked higher. Practitioners noted that 
interpersonal skills should rank at the top for anyone working in a team. Others noted that putting 
care into assignments and making deadlines seems mandatory as well as showing up for work on 
time. Practitioners indicated that skills missing from the top ten list include: 

• An ability to assimilate/digest information rapidly  
• Willingness to take responsibility  
• Ability to take responsibility for ones’ own actions.  
• Imagination   
• Resourcefulness  
• Lateral thinking  
• Positive attitude to problem solving  
• Taking initiative   
• Project management  
• Enthusiasm/passion  
• Commercial appreciation (appreciate that we're in business to make money)  
• Verbal communication skills  
• Accuracy  
• Ability to listen. 
• Teamwork 
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Most practitioners did not feel that team skills were the most important skills in the work 
place. Practitioners also felt that men and women have similar teamwork abilities. They suggest the 
following ideas for teaching teamwork. 

• Teamwork where different teams are tasked with developing materials to achieve an identical 
objective, but to target different audiences.  

• Put the students into the work place  
• Project management  
• Creative thinking  
• Proofreading  
• Opportunity to practice writing skills  
• Media relations  
• How to engage people  
• How people make decisions  
• Interpersonal stuff is very important for understanding teamwork.  
• Greater emphasis placed on written skills, particularly writing for the media. To achieve this, 

students should be encouraged to read newspapers, books and business magazines and 
undertake exercises on a weekly basis – by improving their writing ability they will also find 
it easier to cope with their academic disciplines.  

Professional skills  
Practitioners believe that students write poorly or do not value writing because of a lack of 

emphasis on the English language and the importance of good writing from an early age. 
Practitioners also cite lack of encouragement by teachers, lack of practical experience and student 
interest in other parts of the job as reasons for poor writing or lack of writing prowess. Practitioners 
note that students in general transitioning to the workplace aren't good writers. They list a myriad of 
techniques to rectify this shortcoming on the job.  

• Examples  
• Providing opportunity to practice  
• Mentoring  
• Encouragement  
• Constructive criticism and repeated rejection  
• Take time to teach  
• Demonstration  
• Communicate the importance of this as part of the job  
• External training  

 Work Habits and Professional skills vs. Human relations skills training 
         Practitioners indicated that human relations and work habits can be taught in the workplace 
over time. On the other hand, whilst there might be people with professional skills in-house, they are 
best learned in a more formal way. Professional skills are much easier to evaluate and there is more 
commercial return on certain professional skills than others. Practitioners noted that human relations 
skills are far more difficult to teach than professional skills, and often far more individual and 
expensive.  
        Sometimes the lack of long-term commitment between the employer and employee make the 
employer unwilling to invest in training for human relations skills. Lastly, practitioners believe that 
because professional skills are more directly transferable into the workplace, employers are unlikely 
to pay for the acquisition of human resource skills. 
 The ideal training/staff development program  



IPRRC - 501 

 

        Practitioners came up with a range of training options for public relations professionals that 
would include excellent writing skills, verbal reasoning, hands-on learning, external formal classes, 
time management, public relations theory, and teamwork. 

 
Discussion  
           The overall findings indicate that practitioners have expectations that students aren’t meeting 
when they enter the workplace, particularly in terms of what we define as work habits and human 
relations skills. Most practitioners believe that professional skills are the most transferable to the 
workplace and therefore will pay for professional skills training. For this and other reasons, 
practitioners do not provide much training for work habits or human relations skills.     

Academics prepare students in all three areas; however, we propose that students could come 
to the workplace with more teamwork skills with few changes in their academic curriculum. 
Academicians indicated that teamwork is not always taught, group work is used to employ 
“teamwork.”  

 
Figure 1 

In those cases, teamwork could be taught in the following ways as suggested by our respondents 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Key: 
1 = Students are given group assignments  
2 = Team skills are specifically taught 
3 = Peer assessment is used 
4 = Monitored group assignments 
5 = Independent learning group assignments 
6 = Others 
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1) One key suggestion was to group the students but to give each team an identical objective 
and different target audience. Having the common goal but different audiences allows the teams to 
focus on objectives but diversify for strategies and tactics.  

2) Many academic programs have an internship requirement. Students can be placed in a team 
in the workplace allowing them to experience it as they will as an entry-level employee. Indeed, the 
CIPR has a requirement that a programme must have an internship element to be approved. 

3) Other valid ideas include role play, live client projects, group workshops and industry-
based assessment.              

4) Some programs offer related electives in interpersonal communication. Interpersonal 
communication courses often discuss teams and team dynamics.                                                                                  

Academics cited problems in teaching teamwork. The most common include: different work 
expectations/motivations, writing skills, lack of critical thinking and domination of one member. 
These problems can be rectified by using peer assessment in grading, group discussions with a 
moderator, and division of tasks. 
 
Summary and Future Research 
Top Ten Skills  
 The most interesting discrepancies arose when the top ten skills were compared.  US 
academics seem to concentrate on work habits and professional skills, and rate human relations skills 
much lower than either students or practitioners.  UK academics, whilst including some human 
relations skills in their top rankings, also have more agreement with practitioners than their students.  
Whilst US academics tended to rank many sills as equally important, including writing skills, UK 
academics rated writing skills lower than practitioners did. 
 Clearly, what is being taught on public relations courses corresponds only in a limited way to 
the expectations of the industry in both countries.  In addition, the skills that academics rate as 
important do not seem to be appreciated by their students. 
Future Research 

Theaker and Fitzgerald intend to build on this research by administering work diaries to 
students to ask them to assess the skills displayed in their team work assignments.  Analysis of these 
diaries should illuminate whether skills exhibited in successful teams correlate to those indicated in 
the 2005 research, and whether there is a closer match between academics and their students than 
these findings would seem to indicate.  In addition, a team of colleagues at St Mark and St John are 
currently trying to establish students’ perceptions of their writing skills, and develop materials to 
improve performance in this area.  

Additional surveys will be administered to US academics in 2006 to achieve a more 
representative sample. This may clarify the ranking of team skills. 

Based on the literature review, if teamwork skills continue to grow in importance to public 
relations employers, efforts to educate future practitioners seem critical. Additional research on 
methods to employ in the academic world will better prepare these future practitioners in the UK and 
US. 
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Appendix 
TABLE 1 

US AND UK ACADEMICS ON PROFESSIONAL SKILLS 
US ACADEMICS UK ACADEMICS 
RANK ITEM MEAN RANK ITEM MEAN 
1 (tie) Secondary research skills 3.67 1 Problem solving skills 3.56 
1 (tie) Tactical skills 3.67 2 General writing skills 3.5 
1 (tie) Time and workflow 

management skills 
3.67 3 (tie) Presentati0n/speaking skills 3.31 

1 (tie) General writing skills 3.67 3 (tie) Ability to generate creative 
ideas 

3.31 

1 (tie) Problem solving skills 3.67 4 Time and workflow 
management skills 

3.27 

2 (tie) Primary research skills 3.33 5 (tie) Secondary research skills 3.13 
2 (tie) Ability to generate creative 

ideas 
3.33 5 (tie) Primary research skills 3.13 

2 (tie) Computer Skills 3.33 6 Tactical skills 3 
2 (tie) Presentation/speaking skills 3.33 7 Computer skills 2.81 

 
 

TABLE 2 
US AND UK ACADEMICS ON WORK HABITS 

US ACADEMICS UK ACADEMICS 
RANK ITEM MEAN RANK ITEM MEAN 
1 (tie) Attendance at work 3.67 1 Completion of assignments 

on time 
3.88 

1 (tie) Attendance at meetings 3.67 2 Putting thought & care into 
assignments 

3.69 

1 (tie) Punctuality at work and 
meetings 

3.67 3 “Teamwork attitude” – 
willing to pitch in wherever 
needed 

3.56 

1 (tie) Willingness to accept 
assignments 

3.67 4 Willingness to solve 
problems as they arise 

3.5 

1 (tie) Completion of assignments 
on time 

3.67 5 Attendance at work 3.47 

1 (tie) Putting thought & care into 
assignments 

3.67 6 Willingness to help others 
when necessary 

3.44 

1 (tie) Willingness to help others 
when necessary 

3.67 7 Attendance at meetings 3.33 

1 (tie) Willingness to solve 
problems as they arise 

3.67 8 Willingness to accept 
assignments 

3.31 

1 (tie) “Teamwork attitude” – 
willing to pitch in wherever 
needed 

3.67 9 Organization 3.27 

2 Organization 3 10 Punctuality at work and 
meetings 

3.25 

3 Willingness to work long 
hours to get job done 

3.33 11 Willingness to work long 
hours to get the job done 

2.69 
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TABLE 3 

US AND UK ACADEMICS ON HUMAN RELATIONS SKILLS 
US ACADEMICS UK ACADEMICS 
RANK ITEM MEAN RANK ITEM MEAN 
1 (tie) Respect for each other 2.33 1 Reliability 3.81 
1 (tie) Ability to disagree 

productively 
2.33 2 Trustworthiness 3.56 

1 (tie) Flexible attitude 2.33 3 (tie) Respect for each other 3.5 
1 (tie) Dedication to the project 2.33 3 (tie) Ability to disagree 

productively 
3.5 

1 (tie) Willingness to accept 
decisions of the group 

2.33 3 (tie) Dedication to the project 3.5 

1 (tie) Open, honest 
communication 

2.33 4 (tie) Open, honest communication 3.38 

1 (tie) Trustworthiness 2.33 4 (tie) Honesty 3.38 
1 (tie) Honesty 2.33 5 Willingness to accept 

decisions of the group 
3.25 

1 (tie) Reliability 2.33 6 Flexible attitude 3.19 
 

 
TABLE 4 

US AND UK ACADEMICS OVERALL TOP TEN SKILLs 
US Academics 
Rank 

Skill type Mean UK Academics 
Rank 

Skill type Mean 

Attendance at work Work 3.67 Completion of 
assignments on time 

Work 3.88 

Attendance at meetings Work 3.67 Reliability HR 3.81 
Punctuality Work 3.67 Putting thought and care 

into assignments 
Work 3.69 

Willingness to accept 
assignments 

Work 3.67 Teamwork attitude Work 3.56 

Completion of 
assignments on time 

Work 3.67 Trustworthiness HR 3.56 

Putting thought and care 
into assignments 

Work 3.67 Problem solving Professional 3.56 

Willingness to help 
others 

Work 3.67 Willingness to solve 
problems as they arise 

Work 3.5 

Willingness to solve 
problems as they arise 

Work 3.67 General writing skills Professional 3.5 

Teamwork attitude Work 3.67 Respect for each other HR 3.5 
Secondary research Professional 3.67 Ability to disagree 

productively 
HR 3.5 

Tactical skills Professional 3.67 Dedication to the project HR 3.5 
Time management Professional 3.67    
General writing skills Professional 3.67    
Problem solving Professional 3.67    
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TABLE 5 

MOST IMPORTANT SKILLS IN EFFECTIVELY FUNCTIONING CAMPAIGN TEAMS (2005) 
US Students US Professionals  

Rank Task Mean Rank Task Mean 
1 Attendance at work* 3.85 1 Completion of assignments on 

time 
3.69 

2 Completion of assignments on 
time* 

3.79 2 Reliability 3.67 

3 Reliability* 3.73 3 Thought & care into 
assignments 

3.66 

4(tie) Respect for each other 3.67 4 (tie) Trustworthiness 3.62 
4(tie) Thought & care into assignments* 3.67 4(tie) Honesty 3.62 
6(tie) Honesty* 3.66 6 Punctuality 3.61 
6(tie) Trustworthiness* 3.66 7 Writing skills 3.57 
6(tie) Open communication 3.66 8(tie) Teamwork attitude 3.54 

9 Dedication to project 3.56 8(tie) Willingness to accept 
assignments 

3.54 
 

10 Teamwork attitude* 3.52 10 Attendance at work 3.52 
16 Writing skills 3.27    

* Skills in common to both US students and US professionals 
 
 

TABLE 6 
MOST IMPORTANT SKILLS IN 

EFFECTIVELY FUNCTIONING CAMPAIGN TEAMS (2005) 
UK Students UK Professionals 

Rank Item Mean Rank Item Mean 
1 Completion of assignments 

on time** 
3.93 1(tie) Putting thought & care into 

assignments  
3.78 

2 Reliability** 3.91 1(tie) Writing 3.78 

3 Attendance at work 3.78 3(tie) Respect for others 3.76 

4(tie) Respect for others** 3.76 3(tie) Completion of assignments 
on time 

3.76 

4(tie) Open communication** 3.76 5(tie) Open communication 3.63 

4(tie) Putting thought & care into 
assignments** 

3.76 5(tie) Trustworthiness 3.63 

7(tie) Punctuality 3.72 5(tie) Flexible attitude 3.63 

7(tie) Attendance at meetings 3.72 8(tie) Reliability 3.62 

7(tie) Trustworthiness** 3.72 8(tie) Teamwork attitude 3.62 

7(tie) Honesty 3.72 10 Willingness to accept 
assignments 

3.61 

12 Writing skills 3.62    

** Skills common to both UK students and UK professionals 
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TABLE 7 

MOST IMPORTANT SKILLS IN 
EFFECTIVELY FUNCTIONING CAMPAIGN TEAMS (2005) 
All Students All Professionals 

Rank Item Mean Rank Item Mean 
1 Completion of assignments 

on time*** 
3.88 1 Completion of assignments 

on time 
3.72 

2 Reliability*** 3.55 2 Putting thought & care into 
assignments 

3.70 

3 Attendance at work 3.80 3 Reliability 3.65 

4(tie) Respect for others 3.73 4 Writing skills 3.64 

4(tie) Putting thought & care into 
assignments*** 

3.73 5 Trustworthiness 3.62 

6(tie) Trustworthiness*** 3.68 6 Honesty 3.60 

6(tie) Honesty*** 3.68 7 Teamwork attitude 3.57 

8 Teamwork attitude*** 3.60 8 Willingness to accept 
assignments 

3.56 

9(tie) Punctuality at work*** 3.59 9(tie) Open communication 3.54 

9(tie) Attendance at meetings 3.59 9(tie) Punctuality at work 3.54 

 *** Skills common to all students and all professionals 
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Social Responsibility and “The Bottom Line”: 
An Aporetic Structure of Public Relations Decision-Making Process 

Katerina Tsetsura 
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This paper explores the nature of ethics and social responsibility of large 
organizations. After critical discussion of Bakan’s book “The Corporation” in the 
context of strategic management ethics and practices and Derrida’s poststructuralist 
writings, the author presents a concept of an aporetic structure applicable for public 
relations. 
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Measuring Trust in Organizations Operating in the Pluralist, Complex Public Sphere1 
Andrew Tucker 
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Establishing, measuring, and managing trust relations between organizations and their 
pluralist, complex stakeholders is a difficult yet essential task for public relations 
practitioners. In this paper, I offer a more complete and practicable theoretical model 
of trust than the one published by the Institute for Public Relations. Backed by 
empirical data, I identify those measures of an organization’s short-, medium-, and 
long-term trust relations with multiple stakeholders that can be managed to deliver 
tangible benefits to organizations working in the public sphere. 

 
In the fallout from the Enron and WorldCom scandals, measuring trust in commercial organizations 
has proved to be an essential, yet elusive, pursuit for public relations professionals.  The concept of 
trust is useful to describe desirable aspects of the relationship between a commercial organization and 
its customers.  For example, the level of trust is a measure of the realization of a company’s most 
valuable current intangible assets—that is, its corporate reputation, product branding, and corporate 
governance.  In a fiercely competitive market, trust is the differentiating factor that motivates 
potential stakeholders to align their interests with one business over another.  By the same token, a 
relationship of distrust prevents stakeholders from engaging with particular businesses.   
 Several leading public relations practitioners have broadly accepted this argument and 
developed proprietary holistic research frameworks (which can be tailored to the individual client) by 
which to measure the trust relationship between organizations and their publics.2  Broadly speaking, 
these practitioners follow a two step methodology consisting of: (i) attitudinal research amongst a 
company’s stakeholder to discover specific expectations of that company, for example concerning 
pricing or social responsibility, followed by (ii) quantitative research to calibrate strengths and 
weaknesses amongst the independent variables identified in the first stage.  The development of these 
research frameworks marks a fundamental shift in the public relations discipline away from short-
term outputs and outcomes towards the measurement and management of longer-term relationships 
between organizations and their stakeholders.  The problem I identify and address in this paper is that 
these tools—which typically follow Grunig and Hon's 1999 model of Relationship Measurement, 
supplemented by Paine’s 2003 qualitative methodology, both published and promoted by the Institute 
for Public Relations3—miss the medium-term territory where the large majority of stakeholder 
relations occur.  The common research framework takes trust to be an interpersonal attribute that 
signals an organization’s integrity, dependability, and competence (Grunig & Hon 1999, 19).  
Drawing on more relevant political science literature, I argue in this paper that trust should be seen as 
an integral dynamic to the stakeholder relationship that has the potential to produce future 
cooperative action in the form of less distraction from campaigning (and litigating) consumer 
activists, shareholder and financial analyst contentment, and decreased regulatory compliance costs—
all leading factors in the accounting concept of “goodwill” as reported on corporate balance sheets.   
 Of course, goodwill is only a surrogate measure of the extent to which stakeholders trust 
organizations.  We have not yet found a robust theoretical analysis—and, consequently, practical 
measurement and valuation tools—for the kinds of trust found in stakeholders relations that can 
temporarily align divergent stakeholder interests with those of a company.4  Trust, as it occurs in 
managing stakeholder relations, involves stakeholders granting companies discretionary powers to 
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drive cooperative action while recognizing that this judgment comes at some risk to the stakeholder.  
That is, trust facilitates resolution of the inevitably conflicting interests between a company and its 
stakeholders.  At the same time, the extension of trust between companies and stakeholders enables 
the coordination of joint actions across space and time, so opening up more potential solutions than if 
trust were not extended, and therefore expanding the company’s horizons of action.  At a time when 
executives report that the two traditional responses to stakeholder conflict—firefighting public 
relations initiatives and lobbying governments and regulators—are perceived to be ineffective,5 
understanding how stakeholders may come to trust a company, is the new role and function of 
strategic public relations practitioners.  
 Clearly, different stakeholders have different kinds of trust relationship with the same 
company.6  In this paper I lay out the three distinct types of trust that underscore successful 
stakeholder relations strategies.  First, an investor/shareholder will have a specific type of trust based 
on a company’s financial performance and vision/leadership.  I call this the “encapsulated interests” 
type because the company’s interests wholly include the stakeholder’s interests.  Second, a customer 
will have a more generalized type of trust based on a company’s emotional appeal and its 
products/services.  I call this the “social capital” type because the company and stakeholder share 
common social values and norms.  And third, a regulatory agency, journalist, consumer/shareholder 
activist, or even employee will have an interactive type of trust based on how trustworthy he judges 
the company to be in relation to the promises the company makes him.  I call this the “reflexive 
mistrust” type because it identifies situations in which a stakeholder consciously withholds the 
judgment to cooperate with the company in anticipation of deciding whether the company is 
sufficiently trustworthy to merit the acceptance of promises that serve to temporarily align divergent 
interests and so facilitate cooperative action.   
  According to this tripartite model of trust relations, drawing up a stakeholder relationship 
strategy involves (i) demarcating the wide variety and relative importance of a company’s 
stakeholders; (ii) understanding which type of trust relationship best captures their various interests, 
values, and intentions towards the company; (iii) using qualitative and quantitative measurement 
techniques to calibrate strengths and weaknesses between variables; and (iv) developing a flexible 
plan for managing these key indicators of trust to facilitate future cooperative action.  In this paper, I 
briefly set out the foundations of this trust-based approach to stakeholder relationship strategy. 
 In the first section of this paper I critique the limited nature of Grunig and Hon’s (1999) 
model for measuring relationships in public relations from the position of organizations operating in 
the pluralist, complex public sphere.  I find that their model offers reliable measures of short-term 
“exchange” relationships (which are underscored by the encapsulated interests type of trust) and 
“communal” relationships (which are underscored by the social capital type of trust).  However, it 
does not conceptualize, let alone offer measures for, the medium-term relationships that concern 
regulatory agencies, journalists, consumer/shareholder activists, and employees.  As such, public 
relations practitioners cannot address all three types of trust relationship and so cannot fully explain 
how all stakeholders may come to trust a company and its future behavior.  The result is that public 
relations practitioners are currently excluded from a vital role (and a potentially lucrative market) in 
measuring and managing the kind of relationships that are increasingly mission-critical to 
organizations dealing with multiple stakeholders and their conflicting interests.   
 In the second section I focus briefly on the reflexive mistrust type of trust as the least 
developed—yet often the most important—aspect of stakeholder relationship strategies.  I identify 
and isolate those independent variables that may be used to measure levels of reflexive mistrust.  In 
the third section I use simple statistical analysis to examine recently published empirical data from 
MORI that confirms the robustness of my tripartite model.  In conclusion, I argue that a more 
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sophisticated understanding of the three distinct types of trust found in relations between 
organizations and their stakeholders has productive implications for practitioners seeking to realize 
their fullest role and function in developing stakeholder relations strategies for public, private, and 
nonprofit organizations operating in the public sphere. 
 
1. Grunig & Hon’s Model for Measuring Relationships in Public Relations 
In some sectors (like pharmaceuticals, airlines, chemicals, and nuclear power) trust is a key 
ingredient in that company’s license to operate.  For example, without a high degree of trust between 
a drug company and its various stakeholders, its products would not be prescribed by doctors and 
utilized by patients.  However, in other sectors (like banks, carmakers, insurance firms, public 
transport operators, universities), being judged trustworthy is sufficient to attain competitive 
advantage.  As increasing numbers of corporations recognize the importance of managing trust 
relations with their stakeholders to their long-term success, so it becomes important to define accurate 
measurement tools for the types of trust involved in these relationships.   
 To make progress on this difficult task, we need to start with a model of trust-based 
stakeholder relationships that accurately describes how organizations actually operate in the pluralist, 
complex public sphere.  Encouragingly, there are the beginnings of consensus here.  Grunig & Hon 
(1999) rightly argue that strategic public relations constitute a tripartite process.  The first stage is an 
environmental scan to determine the relevant publics to the organization in question.  The second 
stage is planning, implementing, and evaluating specific communications plans targeted at these 
publics.  The third stage is measuring and evaluating the longer-term relationship between the 
organization and its publics.  They argue that the vast majority of public relations activity has 
traditionally focused on the first two stages, to the detriment of the third.  While “we should be able 
to determine the value of public relations by measuring the quality of relationships with strategic 
publics” (9), far too little work has so far been completed on this essential function of public 
relations.7   
 Grunig & Hon correctly identify the two types of relationships public relations programs seek 
to achieve—short-term exchange relationships and longer-term communal relations.  In exchange 
relationships, “a party is willing to give benefits to the other because it expects to receive benefits of 
comparable value to the other.  In essence, a party that receives benefits incurs an obligation or debt 
to return the favor” (20).  Broadly speaking, the conception of trust found in exchange relationship 
follows a conceptualization of trust derived from the economic/rational choice literature on face-to-
face relationships.  This literature sees trust as warranted when one’s interests are encapsulated in the 
other’s motivations.  In other words, trust is taken to be a rational choice judgment whether, either 
anticipating or evaluating limited information, to place oneself in a position of potential vulnerability 
by granting others discretionary power over your interests.  Trust, on this reading, should be 
understood solely as the outcome of a rational judgment process.  As Russell Hardin puts it:  

“you trust someone if you have adequate reason to believe it will be in that person’s interests 
to be trustworthy in the relevant way at the relevant time.  One’s trust turns not on one’s own 
interests but on the interests of the trusted.  It is encapsulated in one’s judgment of those 
interests” (1993, 505).   

Using Hardin’s formal terminology, A has good reason or warrant to trust B when A can know that 
his interests in good C are encapsulated in B’s interests in good C, because in knowing this, A knows 
something about B’s motivations.  Therefore, B is trustworthy just to the extent that he attends to A’s 
interests.   
 The encapsulated interests model of trust is often equated to a form of quid pro quo—in 
exchange for exposing oneself to potential harm, one gains the potential benefits of cooperation.  
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Deciding to trust, on this view, is essentially a strategic judgment on the trusted’s interests.  Grunig & 
Hon argue that this type of relationship is most often found in short-term, limited liability market-
based transactions, and (according to Grunig & Hon) falls under the purview of the marketing 
discipline.  More specifically, the encapsulated interests model of trust is applicable to those 
relationships where the interests of the company are closely integrated at that moment with those of 
the stakeholder.  For example, a company’s board may share the interests of its investors concerning 
maximizing return on investment; senior executives may share the interests of financial analysts 
concerning the company’s profitability and projected earnings (particularly if executive 
compensation is linked to share price); and middle management may share the interests of suppliers 
concerning the most efficient use of assets.   
 There is a deep literature on how one can evaluate communications programs that seek to 
build exchange relationships.8  Although Grunig & Hon do not make this connection, the efficacy of 
programs to establish the exchange type of relationship is best measured by Fortune magazine’s “The 
World’s Most Admired Companies”.  It comes as no surprise that the companies that top the 2006 
Fortune list are General Electric, Toyota Motor, and Procter & Gamble.  All have been excellent 
stock market performers with a greater ability to sustain and attain an above-average return on assets 
relative to their competitors.  They are all heavily invested in quid pro quo forms of marketing, for 
example, quarterly results that consistently just surpass analysts’ predictions (GE), an emphasis on 
reliability and affordability (Toyota), and highly visible best-in-class brands (P&G).  The problem 
with the encapsulated interests type of trust is that if is inherently backwards looking and based on 
past performance.  As Hardin argues, Bayesian estimates (i.e. generalizing probability from past 
experience) can only be overcome by amassing alternative, better experiences even though “these 
misestimates produce a long string of lost opportunities” (1993, 526).  Similarly, the eight attributes 
of the “Most Admired” survey are all measures of past performance: quality of management, quality 
of products/services, the development and retention of key people, financial soundness, efficient use 
of corporate assets, long-term investment value, innovativeness, and community and environmental 
responsibility.9  These are all measures of what a company has done in the past which, while 
instructive, offer only “lost opportunities” to potential stakeholders for future actions and so must be 
discounted as the basis on which to drive stakeholder relations strategies.  To understand what 
motivates stakeholders to act cooperatively in the future—and hence deliver strategies for stakeholder 
alignment—we need better measures for the various types of trust found between a company and its 
shareholders. 
 In contrast to the exchange type of relationships, Grunig & Hon posit communal relationships 
where “both parties provide benefits to the other because they are concerned for the welfare of the 
other—even if they get nothing in return . . . Communal relationships are important if organizations 
are to be socially responsible and to add value to society as well as to client organizations” (21).  
Organizations typically have communal relationships with “publics such as employees, the 
community, government, media, and stockholders” (ibid.).10  Strong communal relationships then 
help reduce the likelihood and impact of negative shareholder behavior in the form of litigation, 
regulation, industrial action, or negative publicity.  In contrast to exchange relationships, Grunig & 
Hon argue that “Public relations professionals add value to an organization when they develop 
communal relationships with all publics affected by organizational behaviors—not just those who 
provide the organization something in return” (21).  Consequently, Grunig & Hon conclude that “a 
measure of the degree to which a public perceives that it has a communal relationship with an 
organization is perhaps the purest indicator of the success of the public relations management 
function” (22).   
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 Broadly speaking, the conception of trust applied in communal relationships follows a 
conceptualization of trust derived from sociology.11  The term “social capital” was originally 
popularized by rational choice sociologists James Coleman (1990) and Robert Putnam (1993) to 
explain situations where individuals have solved the free-rider problem of collective action.  For 
example, in an agricultural community with high social capital, farmers trust one another and so are 
more likely to share equipment and help each other at harvest time.  It is a rational choice to trust 
because they can accomplish more with less investment in time and resources than in an agricultural 
community with low social capital.  The social capital type of trust assumes shared values and norms 
between a company and its stakeholders based on horizontal forms of reciprocity.  That is, companies 
draw on reservoirs of trust already embedded in their social networks with stakeholders to motivate 
ongoing cooperation.  These relationships reinforce norms of reciprocity—basically, the practice of 
exchanging things with others for mutual benefit—so encouraging a “virtuous circle” of further 
communal behavior that circumvents rational inclinations to free-ride (300-21).12     

The social capital literature asks to what extent one can trust others in general, including 
strangers.  Measurement of this form of trust is based primarily on the standard polling format: “Can 
you trust most people most of the time?”13  Trust is treated as a good in itself, rather than a judgment 
on another actor’s trustworthiness which could provide a motivation for positive stakeholder 
relations.  Grunig & Hon’s model of communal relationships takes trust as a form of “social 
capital”—an intangible commodity that enables groups to accomplish various goals by consciously 
tapping into widely shared social values and norms.  For example, their questionnaire asks 
respondents whether “This organization is very concerned about the welfare of people like me” and 
“I feel that this organization takes advantage of people who are vulnerable (Reversed)” (30).  Trust 
here is a measure of reliability and familiarity.  On this basis, stakeholders may judge whether and 
how to act when lacking specific information on the actual future behavior of companies. Therefore, 
stakeholders may be motivated to future cooperative action based on the opportunities presented by 
trust overwhelming the risks associated with trusting the company with the stakeholder’s interests.   
 However, having identified this important challenge to the traditional role and function of 
public relations, Grunig & Hon fall into a common theoretical trap when they search for useful 
indicators by which to measure it.  Their approach separates trust as an outcome of the quality of a 
relationship—defining trust as an organization’s perceived integrity, dependability, and 
competence—from the type of relationships within which trust is situated and realized—either 
exchange or communal.  They therefore lose the link between the level an organization is deemed to 
be trusted and the opportunity to manage the relationship within which that level of trust may be 
increased.  For example, referring to Grunig & Hon’s own results (35), what does it actually mean 
that the American Red Cross scores highly on Trust and Communal indicators but poorly on 
Exchange indicators?  Moreover, why do GE and Microsoft score the same on Trust indicators, but 
markedly different on Communal and Exchange indicators?   
 It should be noted that a more satisfactory measure of the kind of trust described in communal 
relationships can be found in the Harris-Fombrun Reputation Quotient (RQ) survey.  This survey 
captures the “social capital” type of trust under its “Emotional Appeal” dimension.  Examining in 
detail the 2001 international RQ measures, Fombrun & van Riel (2004, 58-9) conclude that “Most 
consumers ascribe high reputations to companies they like, trust, and admire—the components of a 
company’s ‘emotional appeal’”.  The key factor by some distance (.72) driving this emotional appeal 
is customers’ perceptions of a company’s products and services.  Also important are perceptions of a 
company’s workplace environment (.27) and social responsibility (.29).  However, customers’ 
perceptions of neither a company’s vision and leadership, nor its financial performance had much of 
an effect on ratings of corporate reputation (59).   
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 Some companies are successful in realizing this social capital type of trust, like the top three 
U.S. companies on the 2005 RQ list—Johnson & Johnson, Coca-Cola, and Google.  In the case of 
these three companies, Johnson & Johnson taps into the values of motherhood and the norm of loving 
babies, Coca-Cola taps into the norm of authenticity with its “Real Thing” branding, and Google taps 
into the value of freedom of information and the norm of “Don’t be evil” famously written into its 
IPO prospectus.  One might here also mention Harley-Davidson, Playboy Enterprises, Porsche, 
Qantas, and Virgin.  More generally speaking, focusing on the social capital type of trust tends to 
emphasize corporations with strong brand images that speak specifically to social values and norms.   
 Unfortunately, Grunig & Hon’s reliance on the social capital model of communal relations, 
and their subsequent usage of its indicators, means that their model of relationship measurement only 
captures one type of relationship between an organization and its stakeholders.  While their 
discussion (if not their model) acknowledges the important of exchange relationships as one basis on 
which communal relationships may grow (21), they wholly miss the medium-term territory of 
relationships between organizations and their multiple stakeholders with conflicting interests.  
Drawing on a more sophisticated conceptualization of trust, I argue in the next section that the role 
and function of public relations is not just confined to building communal relationships.  Instead, it is 
the more comprehensive and strategic role of measuring and managing the short-, medium, and long-
term trust-based relations between an organization and its stakeholders. 
2. Reflexive Mistrust  
Amongst pluralist and complex stakeholders, we need a third conceptualization of trust that describes 
medium-term relationships, namely those not based on short-term encapsulated interests not long-
term social capital.  For example, what type of trust describes a company’s medium-term relationship 
with its various regulatory agencies, journalists, consumer and shareholder activists, or sometimes 
employees?14  While Johnson & Johnson works hard to define itself as sharing the values of 
motherhood and the norm of loving babies, this strategy is clearly not available for companies with 
more complex stakeholder constituencies like Wal-Mart Store, Best Buy, and Hewlett-Packard (the 
three median companies on the 2005 RQ rankings), or Goldman Sachs Group, IBM, and 3M (the 
three companies placed 18th, 19th, and 20th in the 2006 Fortune rankings).  One can broaden this 
category to whole industries where stakeholders consciously withhold the judgment to cooperate with 
the company in anticipation of deciding whether the company is sufficiently trustworthy.   For 
example, these kinds of pluralist, complex stakeholder relations exist in the heavily-regulated 
pharmaceutical industry, information technology, media corporations, large-scale retailing, auto 
manufacturers, and banking.  To understand the appropriate type of trust that might motivate 
stakeholder alignment in these kinds of industries, we need to focus on the quality of the interaction 
between the company and its divergent stakeholders.  We need to ask whether the outcome of this 
interaction is a guarantee of ongoing mutually-productive relations, and so the motivational source 
for future cooperative action.  Elsewhere I call this the “reflexive mistrust” type of trust-based 
relationship (Tucker 2004). 
 Broadly speaking, this third type of trust draws on insights derived from political science.  
Given that stakeholders are simply representatives of a company’s various constituencies in the 
public sphere, it makes sense to look to the political science literature for how political actors 
conceptualize their trust-based relationships with their constituencies.  Politicians seek to align 
stakeholders to boost their support; in the same way companies seek to align stakeholders to drive 
future opportunities for cooperative action.  Politicians recognize differences between different types 
of stakeholders, based on their particular political concerns and interests; in the same way, companies 
recognize differences between different types of stakeholders, based on their particular relationship 
with the company—as investors, shareholders, customers, employees, or activists. 
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This type of trust is appropriate where stakeholders are divided among themselves and with 
the company over whether, and on what terms, future cooperative action may take place.  The 
reflexive mistrust type of trust has two parts.  First, it identifies situations in which a stakeholder 
consciously withholds the judgment to cooperate with the company in anticipation of deciding 
whether the company is sufficiently trustworthy to merit the acceptance of promises that serve to 
temporarily align divergent interests and underscore future cooperative action.15  Once this initial 
judgment of trustworthiness has been made, promises can be accepted, and the stakeholder can 
cooperate in future with the company on the basis of those promises.   

Second, stakeholder mistrust is reflexive because it is dynamically self-monitoring.  That is, 
its two aspects—judging the trustworthiness of the company and the ability to conclude promises—
alter one another repeatedly.  If the company can be judged sufficiently trustworthy by the 
stakeholder, then the company can make promises with that stakeholder guaranteeing future 
cooperative action.  Doing so opens up the kind of opportunities available when stakeholders are 
aligned.  However, as the basis for future cooperative action, promises must also be monitored, 
sporadically reassessed, and potentially re-evaluated to ensure they remain intact and productive.  If 
promises have been broken in some way, then future stakeholder cooperation with that company will 
be much harder to judge trustworthy, and future cooperation on the basis of promises will be 
withheld. 

The reflexive mistrust type of trust has six key dimensions (Tucker 2005).  For reasons of 
space, I only present here the headline indicators. 
1. At the level of interaction between individual stakeholders is the concept of trustworthiness 

through “warranty” that gives illocutionary speech acts bonding force.  That is, companies use 
language which contains warranties to action, so allowing stakeholders to commit themselves 
reliably to cooperative future action with that company.  For example, financial journalists will 
write positive stories on the basis of verifiable growth assumptions. 

2. At the level of decision-making that includes facilitators is the concept of trustworthiness as a 
“relief mechanism”.  Here, the trustworthiness of a facilitator comes from his prestige and 
influence being accepted as a functional relief for understanding the complexity of the company’s 
position, so allowing the stakeholder to commit to future cooperative actions, or not.  For 
example, Greenpeace proved more trustworthy to consumer activists than Shell in the argument 
over whether to sink the Brent Spar oil platform in the North Sea in 1995, causing Shell to change 
its original disposal plans. 

3. At the level of institutions is the concept of institutionalized deliberation.  Here, the 
trustworthiness of a company is located in the extent to which its institutional structures promote 
fair and equitable deliberation with the stakeholder.  For example, institutionalized deliberation 
can be seen when companies offer regulatory agencies full disclosure and accurate reporting in 
company filings and annual reports.  

4. The purpose of a promise must be precisely specified and limited to the particular locality defined 
by a specific problem.  A promise itself is partial with respect to each stakeholder who enters into 
agreement with the others—there is no expectation that they identify themselves exclusively in 
terms of one particular promise and so there is no expectation that they will be permanently 
associated and in accord with the company.   

5. A promise must be a short-term undertaking, renewed as often as necessary, because the 
stakeholders who are in a position to accept the promise are multiple and changing.  The promises 
a company offers define its products and services relative to its competition. 

6. There is a reflexive structure between the first three and last two indicators.  Where stakeholders 
can judge organizations sufficiently trustworthy, promises may be concluded that act as a 
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functional guarantee of future agreed cooperation.  Where sufficient trustworthiness is not judged, 
or previous promises have been broken, stakeholder alignment will break down. 

 In the paper thusfar I have argued that developing a stakeholder relationship strategy involves 
recognizing that a company’s relationship with different types of stakeholders revolves around three 
distinct types of trust.  A successful strategy depends on managing these types of trust such that 
levels of overall trust increase, so motivating stakeholders to act cooperatively in the future.  Each 
industry, and each individual company within that industry, has a different configuration of the three 
types of trust relationships.  As the baseline for a stakeholder relationship strategy, we need a better 
understanding of where and when which types of trust are applicable.  The challenge is to model the 
types of trust accurately, develop predictive models of where those types of trust are most appropriate 
in relation to which stakeholders, and derive management tools for the different types of trust.  In this 
way, companies may operate tailored strategies for increasing the levels to which they are trusted by 
their various disparate and conflicting stakeholders.  
 
3. Empirical Case Study 
In this section I highlight published empirical data that confirms my tripartite model of trust in the 
relationship between a company and its stakeholders.  It is a common—and justified—complaint that 
illuminating data is hard to come by in this area.  Given my argument about the particular pluralism 
and complexity of stakeholder relations, one place to find analogous data is in general population 
surveys of citizens’ trust ratings of state organizations.  These various surveys provide data on 
common, repeated situations between stakeholders (i.e. citizens) and companies (i.e. large, 
autonomous public sector agencies) where different types of motivation serve to align or make 
divergent stakeholders’ interests from those of the company.  My argument, by way of analogy, is 
that the types of relationships citizens have in practice with their local hospital, police, and council 
closely resemble the tripartite model of trust in stakeholder relationships discussed above.  As such, 
we can draw useful conclusions from this empirical data that can drive forward our thinking on 
stakeholder relations.   

I briefly present here quantitative data taken from a March 2003 mass survey of British 
citizens measuring levels of trust in public agencies.16  The data I present comes from the second 
stage of a research program on trust in public institutions.17  The first stage was qualitative and desk 
research (MORI 2002).  The second stage took findings from the first stage and tested them 
quantitatively among a representative sample of British citizens (MORI 2003).  The purpose of this 
two-stage process was to discern the key factors that define levels of trust in British public service 
institutions.  This was done by asking interviewees directly for their views, as well as using 
regression analysis.   

Initially, there appears to be a clear correlation between a respondent’s rating of a public 
agency (a holistic measure of service satisfaction that includes corporate reputation) and their level of 
trust in that agency.  Comparing Table 1 to Table 2 suggests that levels of ratings have a causal 
relationship to levels of trust.18  Those public agencies that are highly rated are also the agencies 
which are most trusted.  The question raised is how can we break down the factors that contribute to a 
respondent’s level of trust in that agency as a way of driving up satisfaction? 
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Table 1. Rating of Public Agencies 
Q: In general, how would you rate the following services? 
     % Poor  % Good 
 
Your local NHS hospital 
 
Your local police force 
 
Your local council 
 
 
Base: 1,708 adults, 15+, Great Britain, face-to-face, in home, March 2003  Source: MORI 2003 
Table 2. Trust in Public Agencies 
Q: In general how much, if at all, would you say you trust the following services? 
 
    % Not very much/at all % Great deal/fair amount 
 
Your local NHS hospital 
 
Your local police force 
 
Your local council  
 
 
Base: 1,708 adults, 15+, Great Britain, face-to-face, in home, March 2003  Source: MORI 2003 
 
  

Building on the theoretical arguments in previous sections, I argue there are three types of 
trust at work here.  Where values and norms are aligned between the service user and the agency, the 
conditions for the social capital model prevail.  This is the case for relatively uncontentious, 
popularly supported public agencies like the National Health Service.  Here, broad and stable 
agreement exists about what and how services should be delivered.  For example, the local hospital 
shares the community’s interest in the values and norms of good health, care for the sick, and high 
standards of care.  When the hospital’s performance (either personally experienced or reported) 
demonstrates that it is working to realize these shared values and norms, the user can judge whether 
there exists trust between him and the hospital.  On this basis the user may be motivated to cooperate 
in future with the agency.  By analogy, this social capital type of trust is applicable to a company’s 
customers, prospective customers, franchisees, and licensees.  It is demonstrated by Apple selling 14 
million digital music players in the last three months of 2005, compared with 4.5 million in the same 
period the previous year.  It is the power of a brand to drive customer want based on an image of 
seemingly shared values of “being cool”, techno-savvy, and independent. 
 Where interests are aligned between the service user and the agency, the conditions for the 
encapsulated interests model prevail.  This is the case for clearly identified, single interest public 
agencies like local police enforcement.  Here, broad and stable agreement exists about what and how 
services should be delivered.  For example, the community’s police force and its residents both have 
an interest in lowering the crime rate of the community.  When the police’s performance (either 
personally experienced or reported) demonstrates that it is working to cut crime rates, the user can 
judge whether the police force’s interests encapsulate his interests.  On this basis the user may extend 
warranted trust to the police force and cooperate on this shared interest in future.  By analogy, this 
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40%30%
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79%18% 
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encapsulated interests type of trust is applicable to a company’s employees, shareholders, potential 
investors, and existing partners.  It is demonstrated by Merck’s previous dominance of the Fortune 
survey until the recent Vioxx litigation caused financial analysts’ interests (predictable growth and 
profitability) to no longer be encapsulated in executives’ interests (surviving the legal battles).  

Where interests are only temporarily (if at all) aligned between the service user and the 
agency, the conditions for the reflexive mistrust model prevail.  This is the case for contested public 
services where there is no broad consensus, like those provided by the local council.  By contrast with 
hospital and police services, council affairs are unpredictable, contentious, and necessarily resolved 
by deliberation because common interests are not readily apparent.  Because of these factors, it is 
extremely difficult to perceive aligned interests between the council and users.  Indeed, were it the 
case that a community’s interests were permanently aligned, there would be no need for a 
representative forum like a council.  Councils are required to resolve disputes, conflicts, and potential 
compromises—similar to the kind of activities necessitated by a lack of common, shared interests 
between companies and their multiple stakeholders.  By analogy, this reflexive mistrust type of trust 
is applicable to a company’s various regulatory agencies, consumer/shareholder activists, local 
communities, and news media.  It is demonstrated by patient activists who criticize pharmaceutical 
companies for price gauging on brand name drugs in the U.S. but applaud them for price controls in 
poor counties.  It is also demonstrated by political activists who criticize Google for censoring 
content on its Chinese service but applaud the company for its resistance to U.S. Government 
demands to overrule privacy rules and make available search records. 
 The differences in these three types of trust become more apparent when one recognizes that 
the cross-service comparisons in Tables 1 and 2 overlook service-specific determinants.  For 
example, more elderly people use their local NHS hospital more than young, but more young people 
interact with the police than old.  To draw the analogy, different companies in different sectors at 
different times in their business cycles have different mixes of stakeholders.  For example, stiff 
competition in core markets will make customers and prospects the priority stakeholder; but 
investment and industry analysts are a priority in advance on an IPO. 

Digging further into the data allows us to differentiate different stakeholders’ motivations for 
these different types of trust.  One way of testing where the different types of trust will motivate 
shareholders to align with companies is to examine a service users’ willingness to engage with 
agencies where their interests are aligned (Table 3); where their values and norms are shared (Table 
4); and where their interests are divergent (Table 5).   

 
Table 3. Engagement with Local Police Service 

Q: How strongly do you agree or disagree with the following statement: I would give evidence or 
help the police if they need information about a crime? 
 Overall Trust the 

police 
Don’t trust the 

police 
Base: all respondents (1,708) 

% 
(1,250) 

% 
(401) 

% 
Agree 81 84 67 
Disagree 5 2 14 

Source: MORI 2003 
 

When respondents were asked about cooperative action with the agency, one can see a 
significant difference in Table 3 between respondents who trust the police (i.e. they perceive their 
interests to be aligned with the service) and respondents who do not trust the police (i.e. they perceive 
their interests to be divergent).  According to the encapsulated interests type, when interests diverge, 
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trust is unwarranted, and respondents should not cooperate with the police.  By analogy, for a 
company with limited common interests with its stakeholders, stakeholder alignment means rigidly 
delivering stakeholder interests and nothing else.   

That there is not a recorded collapse in agreement to help the police may be because of some 
residual social norms, like adherence to rule of law, not captured by Table 3.  These norms are more 
evident in Table 4.  In this table, about half the respondents (although a heavy numerical majority 
trusts the NHS) disagreed to get involved in cooperative action with the local hospital because it was 
unnecessary—they already share values and norms with that agency.  These respondents felt that 
their relationship with the NHS is built on social capital.  By analogy, when a company shares values 
and norms with its stakeholders, stakeholder alignment simply means following its established values 
and norms. 

 
Table 4. Engagement with Local Health Service 

Q: How strongly do you agree or disagree with the following statement: I would like to get involved 
in helping my local hospital plan and deliver its services? 
 Overall Trust the NHS Don’t trust the 

NHS 
Base: all respondents (1,708) 

% 
(1,360) 

% 
(314) 

% 
Agree 22 22 21 
Disagree 51 52 49 

Source: MORI 2003 
 
 When respondents were asked about willingness to get involved in longer-term planning and 
delivery of local council services (Table 5), the reflexive mistrust type is applicable.  For local 
councils, significant majorities disagreed to cooperative action, even though even numbers trusted 
and distrusted the council.  In other words, with stakeholders evenly divided on whether there was the 
potential for future alignment, 60% of all respondents did not feel motivated to future cooperation 
with the agency.  In this case, stakeholder alignment is a more complex strategy that needs to focus 
on the quality of their interaction with their pluralist stakeholder constituency.  It is unlikely that 
companies in this situation will achieve the levels of trust recorded by companies operating under the 
encapsulated interests or social capital types, but some degree of alignment is clearly possible 
because, as Table 2 showed, councils are trusted by 48% of the respondents. 
 

Table 5. Engagement with Local Council 
Q: How strongly do you agree or disagree with the following statement: I would like to get involved 
in helping my local council plan and deliver its services? 
 Overall Trust the 

council 
Don’t trust the 

council 
Base: all respondents (1,708) 

% 
(826) 

% 
(821) 

% 
Agree 17 19 16 
Disagree 60 58 63 

Source: MORI 2003 
  

The data confirms the motivations at work in my tripartite model of trust.  When asked directly 
what they think influenced their levels of trust in public sector agencies, respondents offered a large 
range of “overt” factors (Table 6).  The “top of the head” responses support my analogy between how 
citizens perceive their relationship with councils and how companies with pluralist, complex 
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stakeholders have the greatest challenge in alignment strategy.  When interests are divergent, 
respondents criticize the quality of an agency’s leaders and managers, and they believe the agency’s 
staff treats service users relatively poorly.  These scores are marked in bold in Table 6.  These 
perceptions concur with the six key indicators of the reflexive mistrust type outlined in the previous 
section.  Table 6 implies that, for companies with disparate stakeholders, stakeholder alignment 
strategies must focus on the lack of facilitators vouching for companies’ trustworthiness (“My friends 
& family say positive things about them”), the poor quality of institutionalized deliberation with 
stakeholders (“They are not interested in my views”), companies’ poor record of promising making 
(“They learn from the mistakes they make”), and the unreflexive nature of companies’ relationships 
with stakeholders (“They keep their promises—that is, they do what they say they will do”). 

 
Table 6. Perceptions of Public Services 

Perception Local 
council 

Local 
police 

Local 
NHS 

 Net agree +/-%19 
They have poor quality leaders and managers +28 -6 +19 
Their staff treat people well +18 +35 +67 
They keep their promises—that is, they do what they say they will 
do 

-36 +4 +2 

My friends & family say positive things about them -37 +3 +22 
They are not interested in my views +21 +8 -3 
They learn from the mistakes they make -33 +5 +14 

Source: MORI 2003 
 
Regression analysis can be used to highlight the relative importance of those independent 

variables mentioned in face-to-face interviews on overall levels of trust (Table 2).20  By measuring 
how much respondents associate trust with each agency and comparing this with their overall level of 
trust in that agency, one can draw out the key drivers of trust as a percentage relative to each other.  
For example, the independent variable “They have poor quality leaders and managers” is measured at 
-6% for the local NHS.  This figure refers to the percentage of variance explained by that variable 
relative to other variables, i.e. it only shows the strength of the relationship and we cannot make any 
direct links to what impact changes would have on overall trust.  The negative sign refer to the 
direction of the impact on trust.  So, the more people who say there are leaders and managers of poor 
quality, the lower the trust in the local NHS.   

 
Table 7. Regression Analysis 

Independent Variable Local 
council 

Local 
police 

Local NHS 

 Relative importance as a key driver21 
They have poor quality leaders and managers -20 -8 -6 
Their staff treat people well +15 +26 +15 
They keep their promises—that is, they do what they say they will do +20 +19 +15 
My friends & family say positive things about them +16 +17 +19 
They are not interested in my views -9 -11 -11 
They learn from the mistakes they make +19 +5 +14 

Source: MORI 2003 
 
The purpose of Table 7 is to highlight those key “covert” drivers that respondents believe are 

associated with trust in that agency as opposed to those drivers they perceive to have a more general 



IPRRC - 521 

 

association with trust, irrespective of the agency.  The data here confirms the three types of trust in 
my tripartite model.  Focusing on the cells marked in bold, respondents’ interests are encapsulated in 
the police’s interest to the extent that it is mutually beneficial for their staff to treat people well in 
order to maintain community support for crime prevention and reporting.  The police appear to be 
relatively not interested in respondents’ views because, as I argued above, there is a residual social 
norm in adherence to rule of law that is also picked up by the same score for the local NHS on this 
variable.  The depth of the shared values and norms captured by the NHS is shown by its score 
(although not relatively overwhelming) on the “My friends & family say positive things about them” 
variable.  

The three variables where councils score most noticeably indicate where stakeholder 
alignment strategies must concentrate.  First, leaders and managers must be better sources of 
illocutionary warrants so that stakeholders can trust what companies as a whole are saying.  For 
example, the CEO must embody the voice of the company—the success of Richard Branson’s Virgin 
Group and the fall of Martha Stewart Living Omnimedia are indicative here.  Second, companies 
must be better at being perceived to learn from their mistakes.  While most stakeholders will forgive 
mistakes (i.e. promises broken in good faith or by externalities), few stakeholders will forgive making 
similar mistakes again.  Coming clean early on, taking your licks, and moving on is a painful process 
but does not lead to longer-term damage to stakeholder relations.  For example, restating company 
accounts is a painful lesson, but share price usually does not suffer the first time, provided a plausible 
reason is given.  However, the second restatement usually leads to a significant correction, as Xerox 
found in 2002-3.  Third, the reflexive nature is the stakeholder relationship is vital.  When a company 
does what it says it is going to do (particularly in a crisis), it sets in motion a dynamic that can 
overcome even the most strained stakeholder relations.  This is ultimate reason why Johnson & 
Johnson’s stock recovered rapidly in the wake of the potentially devastating 1982 and 1985 Tylenol 
tampering cases—by immediately recalling inventory and developing safety lids they lived up to their 
famous Credo and its promise to put patients ahead of stockholders. 
 
4. Conclusion 
As increasing numbers of organizations recognize the importance of being trusted by their 
stakeholders to their long-term success, accurate measurement of their trust-enhancing public 
relations efforts will be required.  This paper argues that there are three types of trust relationship that 
pertain to stakeholder relationship strategies.  Each company has a different set of stakeholder 
relationships depending on their sector and business cycle.  These stakeholder relationships include 
levels of the encapsulated interests, social capital, and reflexive mistrust types of trust.  Having 
resolved this conceptual issue, I argue, stakeholder relationship strategy revolves around ways to 
measure, and so manage, these types of relationships.  Succeeding in this task offers the opportunity 
for future collective action; while failure promises distraction from campaigning (and litigating) 
consumer activists, shareholder and financial analyst discontentment, and increased regulatory 
compliance costs. 
 Although I have critiqued Grunig & Hon’s model for measuring stakeholder relationships in 
this paper, I believe their model—if suitably amended—can be productive of an insightful, client-
friendly methodology for measuring longer-term relationships in public relations.  Their 
questionnaire, and the Harris-Fombrun RQ survey, offer useful tools for managing stakeholder 
alignment based on social capital.  Established evaluation methodologies for short-term public 
relations campaigns, and the Fortune survey, offer useful tools for managing stakeholder alignment 
based on encapsulated interests.  But no previous methodology offers useful tools for managing 
stakeholder alignment based on reflexive mistrust.  On the basis of this paper, tools may now be 
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derived for stakeholder alignment based on the six dimensions of the reflexive mistrust type of trust.  
This is an important addition to the roster of measurement tools because, for companies not topping 
the Harris-Fombrun RQ and Fortune surveys, their reputations are suffering for lack of strategic 
insight into how pluralist, complex stakeholders may be motivated to act cooperatively with that 
company as circumstances change in the future. 
 
Endnotes 

1. This paper is a précis of a book manuscript currently in preparation. Consequently, readers may wish some 
arguments presented here to be further developed and contextualized. The author is glad to share supporting 
material upon request. 

2. See, for example, the respective websites of Walker Information, Opinion Research Corporation International, 
GCI, Ernst & Young, PWC, Hill & Knowlton, Burson-Marsteller, Edelman, and Weber Shandwick. 

3. See http://www.instituteforpr.org/measurement_and_evaluation.phtml 
4. This point echoes the starting point of Keith Macmillan, et al., “Reputation in Relationships: Measuring 

Experiences, Emotions and Behaviors.” Corporate Reputation Review (2005) 8, 3: 214-35. 
5. See The McKinsey Global Survey of Business Executives: Business and Society (Jan 2006) available at 

www.mckinsey.com  
6. Bhattacharaya, R., T. Devinney, and M. Pitutla, “A Formal Model of Trust Based on Outcomes,” Academy of 

Management Journal 23, 3 (1998): 459-72. 
7. One interesting exception here, to which I return below, is the Harris-Fombrun RQ Index that measures 

corporate reputation. See Fombrun & van Riel (2004). 
8. See, for example, Dozier, Grunig and Grunig (1995); Lindenmann (1997). 
9. For comparison, the five attributes of the Far Eastern Economic Review’s “Review 200” are quality products 

and services, management with a long-term vision, innovative responses to customer needs, financial soundness, 
and being a company that others try to emulate. Again, these are all backwards looking measures. 

10. For clarity, the encapsulated interests model is inapplicable to communal relationships because stakeholders here 
are in no position to know the full interests or circumstances of the organization. As a result, a stakeholder 
cannot make a judgment about whether it is in the organization’s interests to behave in a trustworthy manner 
towards him. 

11. Grunig & Hon state that their model of communal relationships is derived from the literature on interpersonal 
relationships between spouses, friends and relatives, and psychological relationships between managers and 
employees (25). This literature tends to draw heavily, but not exclusively, on sociology. 

12. It should also be noted that there is nothing inherently communal about the social capital model—it simply 
facilitates behavior which, in itself, may or may not be communally directed. Cooperative ventures built on 
social capital can have non-communal, as well as communal, effects. In the case of Enron and WorldCom, 
associative cooperation enables the worst social actions as “force and fraud are most efficiently pursued by 
teams” (Granovetter 1985, 492).   

13. This question is a paraphrase of the three historical formats that have appeared in the General Social Survey 
conducted by the National Opinion Research Center. 

14. Perhaps reflecting the difficulty of targeting pluralist, complex stakeholders, a review of corporate advertising in 
the USA showed that these groups were ignored in favor of the financial community and customers—the groups 
respectively with encapsulated interests and social capital types of trust relations. See Schumann, D., J. Hathcote, 
and S. West, “Corporate Advertising in America: A Review of Published Studies on Use, Measurement, and 
Effectiveness,” Journal of Advertising 20 (Sept 1991): 35-56. 

15. This might seem a daunting methodology but its feasibility is demonstrated in M. Blackston, “A Brand with an 
Attitude: A Suitable Case for Treatment,” Journal of the Market Research Society 34, 3 (1992): 231-41. 

16. The data I use is taken from a face-to-face in-home survey of 1,708 British adults aged fifteen and over 
conducted in March 2003 by the Market and Opinion Research International (MORI) Social Research Institute 
on behalf of the Audit Commission. The Audit Commission is equivalent to the independent U.S. Congressional 
Budget Office. 

17. For presentational simplicity, I have combined and edited several tables from the original MORI report in order 
to better explain my hypothesis but do not present any previously unpublished data. 

18. Of course, the causality could be the other way round with greater levels of trust resulting in improved levels of 
administrative performance. However, the direction of causality here is less relevant than the marked apparent 
correlation between the two sets of measures. 
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19. Base: 1,708 respondents, 192 sampling points across Great Britain, 6th-12th March 2003. 
20. MORI reported their own results of their regression analysis and I have used these figures in this section. The 

regression analysis used in Table 7 is relatively robust for this type of analysis, with a 95% confidence interval. 
The analysis can explain 32-36% of the variation in the levels of trust (MORI 2003, 14). Some obvious 
independent variables are excluded, such as the nature of the recent contact between citizen and organization.  

21. Base for police question: 1,653 with strength of drivers 36% of trust explained by the model. Base for NHS 
Hospitals question: 1,673 with strength of drivers 32% of trust explained by the model. Base for council 
question: 1,639 with strength of drivers 32% of trust explained by the model. 
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Communication between citizens and public officers is a fundamental aspect of public 
institutions’ planning. It is through an open and clear dialogue that positive public 
opinion is shaped. Furthermore it is a tool for creating a good reputation and stronger 
support. Currently the European Union is facing a period of low reputation, scrawny 
image and poor trust, which have direct influences in EU’s decision making. Different 
scholars impute this problem to the poor EU communication planning, the so called 
communication deficit. This paper seeks to examine whether public relations can help 
to solve the communication deficit of the European Union or not and which challenges 
public relations profession can open within the European context.  Specifically the 
European societal approach of public relations is considered the essential bond to the 
European institutions. This study draws on theories and discussion in the fields of 
European public relations; reflective and educational approaches; a critical analysis of 
EU information and communication policies; and interviews with EU officers. It is 
followed by a discussion of the link between public relations’ reflective approach and 
public organizations, and suggests new interpretations and considerations of this 
profession within the European institutions. 

 
The European Union in the last 5 years has concentrated its attention more and more in 
communicating its policies towards its citizens. The general idea was to increase EU’s reputation and 
support in order to legitimize its policy and integration process. In spite of this effort, different surveys 
show that the European Union is currently facing a period of low reputation, scrawny image and poor 
trust, which have direct influences in EU’s decision making. In fact a more integrated Europe cannot 
be accomplished if the citizens do not trust the institutions involved and do not support them. Trust is 
as well one of major aspects of public relations activities, which generally aim at building trust, 
keeping trust or getting it back. In a time in which reputation, sustainable development and corporate 
citizenship are the most important concepts for enterprises, organizations, governments and 
institutions as well, credibility, trustworthiness and responsibility are the central goals of the European 
institutions. Because of the extensive “Europeanization” of governmental processes, a new European 
political community is generated also through the work of public relations professionals. 
Communication about public policies is becoming more and more crucial as it allows public 
authorities to have a direct dialogue with stakeholders, explaining their actions and highlighting their 
effectiveness. Hence, public relations is becoming an important aspect of EU policy decisions.  

In the last years the power and influence of a professional community of lobbyists, lawyers, 
public relations professionals and public affairs consultants has multiplied within the European Union. 
More or less there are 13,000 lobbyists in Brussels, which makes this city the second largest centre for 
lobbyists after Washington. Nevertheless there are some differences between the US and the European 
professional communities. The differences are not only in their practices, but in all theoretical 
frameworks of what public relations is perceived to be, what it should do and why. In Europe public 
relations is considered not only as an organisational activity, but also as a social phenomenon, that is, 
as a phenomenon which has societal functions and impacts on the society and its subsystems like the 
political system, the economic system, the cultural system or the media system1. It is assumed that to 
understand organisational legitimacy, the overall analytical framework must be the constitution of 



IPRRC - 525 

 

society. Here, the analytical focus is the social communication processes, which constitute society as 
well as organizations2. The question of what impact or which function all organizational activities of 
all public relations departments of all organizations and all public relations firms in a society have on 
society seems to be a typical European question than an American one.  

In this paper I will discuss about the social aspect of public relations and its growing 
importance within the European Union. The purpose of this article is to suggest new interpretations 
and considerations of the role of public relations within the European institutions and to demonstrate 
the potential contribution that public relations has in regards of EU communication challenges. 
Challenges which are not only related with the different stakeholders groups, but also with politicians, 
national bodies and the media as with the general public. The future of European Union depends 
mostly on the capacity of EU institutions to diligently communicate with their diverse audiences.  
 
Research methods 

This paper is part of an ongoing research project about EU communication strategies in two 
EU member states, Finland and Italy. The research project aims at investigating the differences and 
similarities in the implementations of EU information and communication policies in these countries 
and the effects of such policies on Finnish and Italian citizens within the general EU goal of 
improving EU credibility. Structured interviews with EU commissioners and officers working in 
Finland and Italy together with targeted questionnaires sent by email to Finnish and Italian journalists 
in charge of reporting EU affairs are the main data of this research project.  

In this paper my intent is to focus on the role of public relations within the European Union 
and the potential contribution that public relations and social communication can make on issues of 
diversity, social cohesion and social integration in Europe. Specifically I will focus on the current 
situation in Europe, against such developments as the non-ratification of the EU constitutional treaty 
and the subsequent difficulties created for the European project.  

The research methodology includes a literature review of public relations studies and 
practices in Europe, an historical analysis of EU integration process together with a content analysis 
of EU documents about information and communication policies. The review provided a framework 
for interpreting the findings and providing support for conclusion while the content analysis explain 
EU position in regards of its communication developments  towards its citizens during the last 5 
years.  
 
The European Union Context 

A brief history of the European Union is presented here, not to be comprehensive, but to 
provide background information for the reader in order to understand EU communication 
developments and its need for better communication policies.  

The European Union is an intergovernmental and supranational union of 25 European 
countries, known as member states. Two new member states will join in 2007 - Romania and 
Bulgaria. The European Union was established under that name in 1992 by the Treaty on European 
Union (the Maastricht Treaty). However, many aspects of the Union existed before that date through 
a series of predecessor relationships, dating back to 1951. The members of the European Union have 
transferred to it considerable sovereignty, more than that of any other non-sovereign regional 
organisation. As has been mentioned, in certain areas the EU begins to take on the character of a 
federation or confederation. However, in legal terms, member states remain the masters of the 
treaties, which means that the Union does not have the power to transfer additional powers from 
states onto itself without their agreement through further international treaties. Further, in many areas 
member states have given up relatively little national sovereignty, particularly in key areas of national 
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interest such as foreign relations and defence. This unique structure means the European Union is 
perhaps best seen as a sui generis entity3.  

On 29 October 2004, European heads of government and state signed the Treaty establishing 
a Constitution for Europe. This has been ratified by 13 member states and is currently awaiting 
ratification by the other states. However, this process faltered on May 29, 2005 when the majority of 
French voters rejected the constitution in a referendum by 54.7%. The French rejection was followed 
three days later by a Dutch one on June 1 when in the Netherlands 61.6% of voters refused the 
constitution as well. The current and future status of the European Union therefore continues to be 
subject of political controversy, with widely differing views both within and between member states. 
Especially after the rejections of the constitution, the debate among different scholars has acerbated 
and taken an extreme position in relation to the future of the European Union. Both these referenda, 
in part, reflected popular sentiments that the EU has become increasingly unresponsive to the 
concerns of ordinary citizens, while being run for the benefit of corporate and political elites. Given 
public mistrust of the relations between vested interests of all kinds and decision-makers, the 
European Union needs to be more open and transparent in order to be accountable, that is it needs a 
better communication plan and more professionals working within its different departments and 
offices.  
 
The Communication Strategies of the European Union 

The communication strategies of the European Union have been for many years almost 
inexistent. Before the Maastricht Treaty, the attitude of the Commission’s top echelons towards 
public communication varied between half-hearted reform attempts, political neglect and outright 
hostility. The reason for the Commission’s communicative abstention was partly the concern that 
increased public awareness could undermine support for further integration (Meyer, 1999: 624). It 
was necessary the partly failure of the ratification of the Maastricht treaty to make the European 
commission change direction upon communication policies4. Nevertheless this process of changing 
attitudes towards European publics was very slow and not enough tailored to the increasing 
exigencies of its citizens.  

According to different scholars (Anderson, 2004; de Vreese, 2003; Meyer, 1999; 
Featherstone, 1994) the European Union is still suffering from a democratic deficit5 and a 
communication deficit6 mostly because of structural problems, related with the type of policies and 
internal organizations of the European institutions, and because of the poor wiliness of a proper 
communication with the general public. Already on 1999 Meyer underlined the importance of a better 
communication strategy for the European Union, which is an essential aspect for the integration 
process. Nevertheless there are still main problems mostly related with EU public communication 
which has been suffering from the fragmentation of political authority, the institution’s technocratic 
mindset and the lack of adequate staffing. In view of the persisting problems of EU communication 
and the political and social developments of the last two decades, which let the communication of 
Europe and European affairs appear more urgent than ever, EU communicational activities have 
increased in quantity and in importance. In the last 5 years the European commission has adopted 
three plans dealing with information and communication. The main common objective was: “to 
improve perception of the European Union and its institutions and their legitimacy by deepening 
knowledge and understanding of its tasks, structure and achievements and by establishing a dialogue 
with its citizens” (European Commission, 2004: 3). This includes in particular raising the quality of 
European public debate, associating the public in European decision-making, listening to the public 
and their concerns more attentively, and the methodical, consistent rebuilding of the EU’s image. 
However these plans demonstrated to have certain lacks on the organizational aspects (i.e. inadequate 
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implementation and continuous fragmentation of communication activities) and on the message 
delivered, which reflected mostly the political priorities and not the citizens’ interests (European 
Commission, 2005: 3). Recently the Vice-President of Commission designed a new action plan for 
improving the communication towards Europeans and stakeholders. This action plan includes 
different activities and changes inside the European institutions aiming at ameliorating the 
communication process and consequently creating a stronger image among Europeans. In fact 
organizations have to communicate true reputations to their publics so that the publics will trust 
enough to give the organizations the support they need (Baker, 2001). Reputation is the public’s 
judgements of the organizations’ behaviour. Reputation is composed of many elements and at the 
core are impressions and perceptions that the organizations’ publics attribute to the organizations. 
The sum of these components is credibility of what the companies say and do and establishes future 
expectations (Baker: 514-515). Currently EU’s perception is decreasing. In fact as the Eurobarometer 
63 (2005: 105) shows the number of citizens who have a positive image of EU has dropped of 6 
points from 50% to 44% within one year, fig. 1. “Trust in the European Union”.  

 
Fig. 1. “Trust in the European Union”. This table is taken from Eurobarometer 63, September 
2005, pp. 105 

 

 
 

At the same time there has been a proportional increase in negative opinions. Approximately 
one out of five citizens (19%) now believes that the European Union’s image is generally negative 
(Eurobarometer 63, 2005: 112). EU’s image is one of the most controversial aspects of EU’s issues, 
because it implies different socio-political analysis related with the concept of trust and reputation. In 
fact trust links ordinary citizens to the institutions that are intended to represent them (Bianco, 1994), 
thereby enhancing both the legitimacy and the effectiveness of democratic government (Braithwaite 
& Levi, 1998; Gamson, 1968; Hetherington, 1998). Trust is needed to move from a non-cooperative 
to a cooperative situation, and it is clearly some kind of belief in others’ credibility (Rothstein, 2000). 
Trust is very important in politics, since it is almost universally considered good for democracy. High 
levels of trust in politicians, political parties and political institutions are, on one hand, synonymous 
of good democratic health and, on the other hand, good assets to make democracy work. It is usually 
argued that political trust affects the citizens’ willingness to pay taxes, the desire of the brightest 
citizens to enter in the public service, the voluntary compliance of the law (Nye, 1997: 4; Norris, 
1999: 8) and, more generally, the voluntary compliance with governmental policies. As has been 
convincingly argued by Margaret Levi (1997: 19-20), if citizens perceive that the government is 
trustworthy, they will comply with its policies. Hence, if Europeans trust European institutions, they 
will observe their regulations and by doing it they will legitimate the role of EU as a defender of 
democracy in Europe.  
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Trust is as well one of major aspects of public relations activities, which generally aim at 
building trust, keeping trust or getting it back. In a time in which reputation, sustainable development 
and corporate citizenship are the most important concepts for enterprises, organizations, governments 
and institutions as well, credibility, trustworthiness and responsibility are the central goals of the 
European institutions (Valentini, 2005). Because of the extensive “Europeanization” of governmental 
processes, a new European political community is generated also through the work of public relations 
professionals. Communication about public policies is becoming more and more crucial as it allows 
public authorities to have a direct dialogue with stakeholders, explaining their actions and highlighting 
their effectiveness. Hence, public relations is becoming an important aspect of EU policy decisions.  
 
Public Relations Practices in Europe 

Public relations is considered to be one of the emerging fields in all European countries, 
although there are substantial differences among them. Van Ruler and Verčič have conducted a study 
(the Delphi study) to investigate what it is meant to be public relations in different European 
countries (Verčič et al., 2001). The findings revealed that public relations have a history of at least 
one century mostly as practices of information/communication management and marketing 
communication, the so called technical/operative professional role. Theoretical studies on public 
relations are very few and are mostly dated the last 20 years. According to Van ruler and Verčič 
(2004: 4) public relations is not commonly studied at a scientific level, few universities are actually 
carrying out research into public relations, and scientific journals seldom contain articles by 
European researchers. Public relations in this sense is predominantly considered a practical 
knowledge in how to communicate in public, with different publics, for different publics in order to 
achieve determinate goals. Additionally, this study showed the tremendous problems with the 
translation of the English term “public relations” into the other European languages (except for UK 
and Ireland), simply because this term mean something significantly different than in the original. 
Hence, it is very difficult to determine what public relations is meant to be for all different 
Europeans. For example in German “public relations” is “Öffentlichkeitsarbeit” which literally means 
“public work” and is explained as “working in public, with the public and for the public” (Bentele 
and Junghänel, 2004). In Finnish “public relations” is “Suhdetoiminta”, which literally means 
“relationship activity”. Also the term “public relations” in Finland has a slightly negative connotation 
and for this reason the majority of practitioners prefer to define themselves as communication 
management specialists (Lehtonen, 2004: 111). In countries where the translation has been kept very 
similar to the English version, such as in Italy, the meaning is slightly different. “Public relations” in 
Italian is “Relazioni Pubbliche” which has for many years been wrongly confused with the term 
“Pubbliche Relazioni”, or better known as Pi-Erre (PR), people in charge of distributing leaflets for 
parties, club happenings, etc.  

Other differences of public relations in Europe are mostly cultural bounded. 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. In 
Europe we could divide public relations practices into four cultural areas, such as north, central, east 
and south regions, where the degrees of each variable change from a region to another, making public 
relations practices different from one place to another.  

Although these differences in the terminology and in cultural practices public relations in 
Europe has a common feature, which is gradually developing and which makes public relations being 
diverse from the American counterpart. According to Holmström (2004) public relations is 
increasingly identified and analysed as a specific social relation and activity within the larger societal 
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context. It is assumed that to understand organizational legitimacy, the overall analytical framework 
must be the constitution of society. Here, the analytical framework is the social communication 
processes, which constitute society as well as organization. Holmström started her analysis from the 
work of two major European sociologists, Luhmann and Habermas to arrive to a more theoretical and 
pragmatic concept of public relations. She claims that the contemporary society is full of 
contradictions and conflicts, and for this reason it is necessary to have specific capabilities, so called 
social capabilities of foreseeing potential conflicts between social systems, of evaluating their 
consequences, and of transforming the reflective observations into organizational learning processes- 
self control (Holmström: 125). Public relations in Europe concerns with public sphere and societal 
responsibilities which require legitimation. Today public relations is based mainly on a reflective 
characteristic to analyse changing standards and values in society and discuss there with members of 
the organization, in order to adjust the standards and values of the organization regarding social 
responsibility and legitimacy and on an education characteristic to help all members of the 
organization to become communicatively competent in order to respond to social demands (Verčič et 
al., 2001: 380). It is interesting to notice that the development of this reflective and educational role 
of public relations in Europe is not homogeneous, but it is mostly a characteristic of the Nordic social 
systems and Germanic systems. In the southern and eastern European countries public relations 
practices are still seen as managerial and operational aspects. In these areas some changes towards a 
more societal approach are visible mostly between public relations and communication specialists 
working in public institutions. 
 
Inside the European Institutions: Role of Public Relations 

Public relations in Europe has increased in quantity and quality of studies and job positions 
available especially in the last ten years. In all major European universities there are at least one or 
more courses in this field. Generally public relations studies and then practices are influenced by the 
American mainstream but re-interpreted upon a more cultural and local dimension, in particular when 
communication processes are addressed to specific publics. In these terms public relations practices 
in one European country have a cultural connotation which is very different from another one. This 
dichotomy between similarity in public relations theoretical aspects and differences in its practices is 
the main characteristic of the European context.  

At European level, namely among European institutions, there is a necessity of improving EU 
communication with its different publics, citizens, organizations, stakeholders and civil societies. 
This necessity requires more specialists on the field of public relations and a more proactive approach 
towards all communications and relationships aspects. Considering that public relations in Europe is 
mostly characterized by a reflective and educational paradigm as described before, then  its position 
within the European institutions is legitimate and overall appropriate to the current European 
situation. Public relations professionals working for European institutions could express the societal 
function of their profession for example by monitoring the changing standards and values in society 
and discussing with members of the different institutions. They could as well help EU officers, 
politicians, commissioners to become communicatively competent in order to respond to social 
demands organization. Nevertheless it is still difficult to see public relations activities as integral part 
of EU communicational plan, mostly because of the general perception and attitude towards public 
relations. Public relations is either considered a marketing function for business activities or is seen 
mostly as a lobbying activity by the majority of EU officers/ politicians. Both interpretations exclude 
the societal function, which can be extremely important for improving EU credibility towards its 
citizens and consequently for the future of EU integration process.  
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Which is the role of public relations in this process? How could public relations improve the 
support and the trust in public institutions? Referring to Holmström’s idea (1996) that the central task 
of public relations is to secure trust in relationships as a mechanism to relieve the uncertainty caused 
by the increasing complexity of society, public relations task within the European institutions should 
secure trust and reduce the uncertainty caused by the existence of multiple governances, such as the 
European Union, Nation-states, Regions, etc. and their sometimes clashing policies. In the same lines 
are global activism and the growing number of special interest groups, which place public relations 
practitioners in the role of the community builders responsible for helping to link socially, politically, 
geographically, culturally diverse, and often competing interests. The role of public relations should 
be to ensure that the public institutions recognize and accept their responsibility to its employees, 
customers, and neighbours to engage in cooperative action for the growth, benefit, and improvement 
of the community (Valentini, 2005). Furthermore, in order to build trustiness and support for public 
institutions, the public relations professional should become the first source of information for media 
relations in order to provide accountable and reliable public information. Accountability as well as 
transparency and information constitute two of the seven specific aspects of governance identified by 
the 1992 World Bank document on Governance and Development in its quest for good governance. 
From 1992 the citizen's right to information has increasingly been recognised as an important 
instrument to promote openness, transparency and accountability in public institutions. It has been 
observed that a government which operates is grater secrecy is more prone to corruption as compared 
to a government which operates in greater openness (Roy, 2004). This is why, the right to 
information is considered as a significant step in empowering people to combat state corruption. By 
giving open, accountable and transparent information the public relations professional will help to 
strengthen the foundations of democracy, which is based on the trust of the governed. It should 
therefore, function in public view as much as possible so that the citizens know its aims, policies and 
programmes and help the government to accomplish them. Maximal secrecy in governmental 
functioning, on the contrary, would tend to promote corruption, oppression, nepotism and misuse or 
abuse of authority, and thereby, alienate the government from the governed (Roy: 1).  

In this process the role of public relations is extremely important. The responsibilities are not 
only depended from the relations with the media but also on the relations with the government, the 
institution where they work (“publics” meant as groups of persons in the environment of an 
organization) and the citizens (“public sphere”), which are at the same time the target group of the 
public communication and the first source of knowledge for planning communication activities. 
According to different European public relations theoreticians (Raupp, 2004; Szyszka, 1999; Bentele 
et al., 1997) public sphere and publics are prerequisites and, at the same time, the product of public 
communication processes, which public relations also helps to shape by operating in the public 
sphere under the structural conditions of the public sphere. By providing issues for public 
communication, public relations as a societal function is related to the public sphere. The 
organization-related function of public relations consists in strategically shaping relationships of 
communication with publics which are grouped around these issues (Raupp: 315). Hence, public 
relations inside the European institutions could improve the structural problems related with its 
organization (for example the fragmentation of political authority, the institution’s technocratic 
mindset and the lack of adequate staffing) and improve the communication quality (communication 
deficit) towards Europeans.  
 
Conclusions 

The European Union is facing an extremely important moment of all its integration process. 
After the rejection of the Constitutional Treaty by France and the Netherlands, it is high time that EU 
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institutions and particularly national actors took the communication deficit seriously and started to 
engage it in a sustained and active manner. Considering the current situation of the European Union, 
public relations can have a great contribution on issues of diversity, social cohesion and social 
integration in Europe. The European Union needs some structural and organizational changes in 
order to cope with 25 and even more member states and their citizens’ need of information. A proper 
communication plan can tackle the current communication deficit and legitimize the EU operate. 
Within this framework the role of public relations is extremely important and should be reconsidered 
as integral part of EU policy decisions. Public relations should not only be regarded as operational/ 
technical profession, although lobbying and marketing functions are still important for EU, but it 
should be seen more as a societal adviser, that is the missed link with the public sphere and its 
differentiating publics.  
Although public relations in Europe is an extremely heterogeneous field with specifically cultural 
approaches, the general functions and practices are very similar among European countries and are 
taking a big importance not only as operational/technical role, but as societal one. There have been 
different studies, mostly from Nordic and Germanic scholars, about the reflective and educational 
aspects of public relations. Further studies about this societal function of public relations are required 
also from different areas, like southern and Eastern Europe in order to get a comprehensive picture of 
this phenomenon. The reflective and educational aspects of public relations are not new concepts in 
these areas, but simply they have been considered part of the ordinary practices and consequently not 
given enough attentions at their potential. These aspects create new opportunities in the field of 
public relations especially for public organizations and that is why they should be studied in a more 
structured and comparable manner. Hence, European academic institutions, which predominantly 
have the tasks to educate, produce reliable research and generate new ideas and debate, need to 
involve themselves in a proactive manner also in regards of public relations functions towards public 
institutions. The reflective approach is as well one of the distinctions of the European public 
relations, which is interested in understanding the impact or function that all organizational activities 
of all public relations departments of all organizations and all public relations firms in a society have 
on society. This approach makes European public relations different than the American and it opens 
deeper questions upon the different interests involved and the decision making process especially in a 
more integrated Europe. 
 
Endnotes 

1. For example Günter Bentele has discussed this issue referring as well to the work of Susanne Holmström. See 
for example: Bentele, G. (2004). New Perspectives of Public Relations in Europe. In van Ruler, B. and Verčič, 
D. (eds.). Public Relations and Communication Management in Europe. A Nation-by-Nation Introduction to 
Public Relations Theory and Practice. Mouton de Gruyer; pp. 485-496. 

2. Among the most known European sociologists who dealt with communication process, we should remember 
Niklas Luhmann. Some references: Luhmann, N. (1995). Social System Outline of a general Theory. Standford, 
Calif.: Standford University Press. –  (1998). Modernity in Contemporary Society. Observation on Modernity, 1-
21. Standford, Calif.: Standford University Press. –  (2000a). Die Politik der gesellschaft [The Economics of 
Society]. Frankfurt am Mein: Suhrkamp. More recently Leydesdorff has discussed the communication process 
from a sociological point of view, see: Leydesdorff, L. (2001). A Sociological Theory of Communication: The 
Self- Organisation of the Knowledge Based Society. USA: Universal Publishers. 

3. More information about the European Union history: Desmond, D. (2004). Europe Recast: A History of 
European Union. Palgrave Macmillan; John McCormick, J. (2002). Understanding the European Union. 2nd ed. 
Palgrave Macmillan; John Peterson, J. and Shackleton, M. (2002). The Institutions of the European Union. 
Oxford University Press; Nugent, N. (2002). The Government and Politics of the European Union. Palgrave 
Macmillan; Pinder, J. (2001). The European Union: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford Press; Reid, T.R. (2004). 
The United States of Europe: The New Superpower and the end of American Supremacy. Penguin Press. 
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4. The situation of crisis happened at the time when the Danes rejected the Treaty and the referendum in France 
seemed nearly lost. During that period national governments blamed EU Commission for the problematic 
ratification of the Maastricht Treaty, while the Commission’s internal scapegoat was failed information policy. 
This situation pushed EU commission for some changes in its information and communication strategies. 

5. The democratic deficit is a concept invoked principally in the argument that the European Union suffers from a 
lack of democracy and seems inaccessible to the ordinary citizen because its method of operating is so complex. 
The view is that the Community institutional set-up is dominated by an institution combining legislative and 
government powers (the Council) and an institution that lacks democratic legitimacy (the Commission - even 
though its Members are appointed by the Member States and are collectively accountable to Parliament). More 
information at URL: http://europa.eu.int/scadplus/leg/en/cig/g4000d.htm#d3 

6. The communication deficit is a more recent concept, which refers as well to the idea of democratic deficit, but it 
has is basic assumption on the fact that the European Union is unable to communicate with its different publics. 
Public opinion surveys, not least the Eurobarometer series but also qualitative studies based on focus group 
indicate that the majority of citizens lack basic knowledge about how the EU works, the issues being decided and 
how these influence their daily lives. 
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A Rose is a Rose: PR is PR and Marketing is Marketing: Or is it? 
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“Advertising is dead. Long live PR” write Al and Laura Ries (2002: X11) in The Fall of advertising 
and the rise of PR. The publication of this volume sparked a debate in (especially) public relations 
circles, and was used by some to justify the value of public relations to the organization. Subsequent 
discussion of its contents in a number of articles, again brings to the fore a debate that has 
smouldered in public relations circles for a number of years: public relations should not be a function 
that is subservient to marketing or other such disciplines as advertising – it can and should make a 
strategically vital contribution to the success of organizations.  

In South Africa PRISA (the Institute for Public Relations and Communication Management 
of Southern Africa) moved, during 2003, from the Marketing Chamber to the Business Chamber of 
the Services SETA (Sectoral Education and Training Authority). The reason for this move was 
explained in an e-mail to its members by PRISA on 10 December 2002, and reads as follows: 

“The public relations and communication activities which fall within the marketing sphere are 
small (i.e. promotions, marketing communication etc.) and PRISA members have made it 
clear that they are not ‘part of marketing’ but rather contribute to the business management 
function … members indicated that they would be delighted to the have public relations and 
communication management positioned within business, rather than marketing as it ‘was 
good for their own positioning of the function within their organizations”(Richardson, 2002). 

Not subservient to advertising  
Not part of marketing. 
Management function. 

We started wondering whether these members of PRISA who so enthusiastically embraced 
the move of their discipline from marketing, actually understood their function within an 
organization, or whether there might be some confusion of their role. We decided to turn back the 
pages … 
 
BACKGROUND 

The uneasy relationship between public relations and marketing is not new. As far back as 
1977, public relations practitioners in South Africa sought to clarify the contribution of public 
relations to the organization: 

“In fact, public relations is nothing but a branch of management which had to be developed, 
under the pressure of growth, together with other present-day specialized branches of 
management such as sales promotion, marketing survey, organization and methods, personnel 
relations and financial control”(Malan & L’Estrange, 1977:3). 

These authors were of opinion that certain professions, such as advertising and sales promotion, are 
so closely linked with public relations that confusion exists (sic) in the minds of the uninitiated. 
‘‘This confusion is apparently compounded by the fact that in South Africa public relations is often 
expected to carry on an additional responsibility, usually of sales promotion or advertising manager” 
(Malan & L’Estrange, 1977:19). Other South African authors, such as Krause (1977) agreed. 

Jumping forward by about two decades, these themes are echoed by the South African authors 
Skinner, Von Essen and Mersham (2001: 6) as well as Cronjè, Du Toit and Motlatla (1994: 394) who 
advocate public relations as a management function. 
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Although removed geographically, these South African authors do not find themselves in 
academic isolation, as there is support for their viewpoints abroad. Cutler, Center and Broom (2000: 
6) declare: “Many people confuse public relations with another management function – marketing”. 

Marketers, however, find less of a problem with this relationship. Public relations is a sub-
field of marketing and is an important marketing tool and that – to them - is that. 
For instance, Kotler and Armstrong (2004: 515) state: 

“Another mass-promotion tool is public relations – building good relations with the 
company’s various publics by obtaining favourable publicity, building up a good corporate 
image, and handling or heading off unfavourable rumors, stories, and events”. 

Other standard marketing textbooks, such as Perreault and McCarthy (2002: 393) also see public 
relations as a function that obtains favourable publicity for a product or service. 
 In addition to marketers, advertising specialists also take a narrow view of public relations. 
Wells, Burnett and Moriarty (2003: 81) state that public relations ”seeks to enhance the company’s 
image, and includes publicity … news conferences, company-sponsored events, open houses, plant 
tours, and donations”.  Russell and Lane (2002: 27) add that “some marketing executives view public 
relations as useful to set the stage for advertising, especially for new product introductions”. 
 We started suspecting that public relations practitioners in South Africa might disagree with 
some of the sentiments expressed by authors they were exposed to during their education (assuming 
that they were indeed educated in the field) and wondered about their own role perceptions. That is 
why we turned to … 
 
THE CURRENT SITUATION 

It becomes apparent that, reading the textbooks and articles dealing with the issue, there is at 
present a situation in which public relations practitioners (but not marketers) are trying to carve a 
niche for themselves in the corporate world – a role  that is broader than “mere” marketing, and 
sufficiently strategic in nature to warrant representation at the very top of the corporate ladder. 

In the USA the problem was succinctly stated as follows by Wilcox, Ault, Agee and Cameron 
(2000: 29): 

“In many organizations, marketing is the dominant voice. Public relations has historically 
been relegated to a market-support function, concentrating on techniques instead of strategy 
…”. 
This debate about the role of public relations is important because, if a discipline were to 

make a strategically significant contribution to the success of the organization, its practitioners 
should understand – clearly – what the contribution is that their discipline makes. 
 The above sentiment lead us to the research questions. 
 
THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

It became increasingly apparent to us that there is a fundamental disagreement on the 
contribution that public relations can make to the success of the organization, and, in addition, we 
suspected that there exists some confusion within South African practitioners about their role in this 
process. 
 At its heart the issues could be verbalized as follows: 

• Is there a direct relationship between public relations and marketing 
(and what is the nature of this relationship?) 

• Is there a link between public relations and marketing communication? 
(and what is the nature of this link?) 
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• Should public relations be seen as a strategic management function? 
(and what is the nature of this function?) 

Perhaps, most importantly, is the question: do South African public relations practitioners understand 
the relationship between public relations and these functions? 

For the purposes of this paper, however, the findings of the research were limited to the 
perceived relationship between public relations and marketing in the eyes of the South African 
public relations practitioners. 
 
METHODOLOGY 
For the purposes of the overall research project, the following themes were used: 
Public relations and marketing. 
Public relations and marketing communication. 
Public relations and management. 

As stated in the previous paragraph (4. THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS), only some results 
relevant to the question of the relationship between public relations and marketing, as perceived by 
the South African public relations practitioner, are addressed in this paper. 

However, the methodology for the purposes of this paper, comprised of a literature review, a 
questionnaire and an analysis thereof. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW: PUBLIC RELATIONS AND MARKETING 
MARKETING AS SEEN BY MARKETERS 
  A brief look at a number of marketing textbooks reveals that marketing is a process that 
harnesses all the activities in a business in such a way that individuals’ needs are identified, and then 
satisfied through the creation of products/services aimed at those needs. This satisfaction is obtained 
by the individual through an exchange of value with the organization (Boyd et .al., 2002: 6; Kotler & 
Armstrong, 2004: 5; Perreault & McCarthy, 2002: 4-5).  
 At its most basic level marketing is seen as “managing profitable customer relationships” 
(Kotler & Armstrong, 2004: 5). 
 Of great importance is the role that marketing plays in society and the organization. 
Marketing is seen an engine for economic growth (Perreault & McCarthy, 2002: 18); a philosophy 
for business (Doyle, 2002: 59); contributes directly to the organization’s objectives for survival, 
profits, and growth (Lamb et al., 2000: 22); and provides value to customers (Cant et al., 2002: 32). 
PUBLIC RELATIONS AND MARKETING 

Reference to the fact that “many people confuse public relations with marketing” is found in a 
surprisingly large number of textbooks. Cutlip et al. (2000: 6), Lubbe and Puth (1994: 10) and 
Newsom, Scott and Turk (1989: 5) all agree that public relations may be confused with other 
activities, including marketing, while Skinner et al. (2001: 43) and Newsom, Turk and Kruckeberg 
(2000) contrast the functions of public relations and marketing. 

But public relations is not marketing, say the leading public relations authors (Skinner et al., 
2001: 43; Newsom et al., 1989: 9: Wilcox et al., 2000: 15; Cutlip et al., 2000: 6). 
However: 

“I place PR in the context of marketing … Business is marketing and marketing is business. 
Without the creation of demand (through marketing/PR), there is no business” (Gibbons in 
Marsland, 2003). 

This rather broad statement may reflect the way in which public relations people confuse marketing 
with other business functions, including public relations. 
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It seems to indicate that people – including public relations practitioners – have difficulty in 
grasping the relationship between public relations and marketing.  
MARKETING AS SEEN BY PUBLIC RELATIONS PRACTITIONERS 

To public relations practitioners (at least, according to leading South African textbooks), 
marketing is a “coordinated programme of research, product design, packaging, pricing, promotion, 
and distribution … to attract and satisfy customers … in order to achieve an organization’s economic 
objectives” (Skinner et al., 2001: 43).   
In the USA Cutlip et al. (2000: 7) supply a similar definition, also emphasizing products, services and 
demands while the definition in Wilcox et al. also supports this view. 

Public relations techniques, while not marketing, can fulfill a certain support role to the 
marketing function. Several authors agree that marketing can and should be supported by public 
relations activities such as endorsements, building the organization’s credibility, demonstrating social 
responsibility, and so on (Cutlip et al., Skinner et al., Wilcox et al.). 

The relationship is further clarified by Skinner et al. (2001: 45) who suggest that the public 
relations practitioner should, when engaged in corporate activities, report to the top management, 
whilst, when involved in “purely” marketing, he/she should work in a cross-functional team with the 
marketing department (among others). 
 Fritelli (2002: 8) goes so far as lobbying public relations practitioners to stop searching for 
differences between marketing and public relations, and to find the synergy between the two 
disciplines, stating that public relations is finding itself in a position where it is fighting for survival. 
Public relations is seen only as a cost centre, “wheeled out if there needs to be any dialogue with the 
press, or disaster”. 
 Lubbe (in Lubbe & Puth, 1994: 10 -11) also refers to the confusion between public relations 
and marketing, citing the fact that the one uses the tools of the other (and vice versa) as a root of this 
confusion. The major difference between the two functions lies in the fact that marketing 
concentrates on the “quid pro quo relationships with customers, public relations deals with all publics 
vital to an organization’s mission”. 

Seitel (1998: 5) maintains that marketing focuses on selling the product, while public relations 
sells the organization as a whole. In his view, Seitel is supported by most authors, such as Cutlip et 
al. (2000), Skinner et al. (2001) and Beard (2002).  Public relations authors therefore agree that 
public relations does provide some form of support function to marketing. Beard (2002: 13) feels that 
the public relations manager is also responsible for “carrying out those marketing support functions 
which are also used in public relations, such as media relationships and sponsorships”. 

While these approaches to marketing by public relations people encapsulate the essence of 
marketing, it may not reflect on the strategic nature and importance of marketing though. 
PUBLIC RELATIONS AS SEEN BY MARKETERS 
 Marketers, however, seem to have a clear picture of what public relations is. It is 
communication that is not paid for, and “should be seen as a potentially highly effective marketing 
tool” (Doyle 2003: 273) or is simply relegated to the role of publicity (by Cant, Strydom and Jooste 
2002: 213). 
Lamb et al. (2000: 309) believe that public relations is: 

“the marketing function that evaluates public attitudes, identifies areas within the firm that the 
public may be interested in, and executes a programme of action to earn understanding and 
acceptance …”. 
Ries and Ries (2002: XV11) add fuel to the fire by stating that “[t]he emphasis in most 

corporations is on advertising, with public relations considered a secondary discipline, if considered 
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at all”. Furthermore, “for many corporate managers, it’s true that marketing is synonymous with 
advertising – not PR”. 

Could it be that public relations practitioners (unwittingly) contributed to the formation of this 
view because they themselves are not always certain about the nature of their contribution to the 
organization’s success? 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW CONCLUSION 
The literature review indicated to us the following: 

• There is confusion between public relations and marketing, mainly because the two 
disciplines use similar tools. 

• This confusion leads to organizations not giving sufficient stature to the function of public 
relations. 

• Public relations practitioners try to define their contribution to the organization by stating that 
it is not marketing, which is not helping to provide a clear focus on what it is that public 
relations does for an organization. 

• There is certainly synergy between the public relations and marketing. 
 
THE QUESTIONNAIRE 

A questionnaire was designed in such a way that information was obtained on the profile of 
the members of PRISA (the Institute for Public Relations and Communication Management in 
Southern Africa), that is, to establish what percentage of public relations professionals are involved 
on the corporate, what percentage on the agency, and what percentage on the academic side. For the 
purposes of this paper, it was also necessary to distinguish between the private sector and government 
as well as non-government (NGO) sectors and public relations consultants. This was important, as it 
as feasible that practitioners from these various fields may have differing views on the public 
relations practice in South Africa.  
 On 9 December 2003 a total of 540 questionnaires were mass e-mailed, with the assistance of 
PRISA, to all members of the study population. Respondents were asked to complete the 
questionnaire electronically and return them to a specially created e-mail address at 
prstudy@mweb.co.za. 
 The response was surprisingly swift. After the first three days, nearly a hundred completed 
surveys were received. By the cut-off date (15 December) 112 completed questionnaires were 
received. 
 The data contained in the questionnaires was field edited, as well as computer edited, in order 
to ensure accuracy of data. Given the sample of 112, and the study population of 540, the margin of 
error was calculated at approximately 8.25 percent, with a confidence level of 95%. 
 For the purposes of this paper only the responses that were designed to answer the following 
questions will be analyzed: 

• Is there a relationship between public relations and marketing? 
• What is the nature of this relationship? 
• Is one discipline subservient to the other? 

Another question was linked to these three: 
• Do public relations practitioners in South Africa understand the relationship between public 

relations and marketing? 
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ANALYSIS OF THE RESPONSES RELATING TO PUBLIC RELATIONS AND 
MARKETING 
Regarding the question 

• Is there a relationship between public relations and marketing? 
the respondents indicated that there is, indeed, such a relationship in the sense that public relations is 
a necessary part of marketing.  Respondents were asked to indicate their agreement/disagreement 
with the statement that “Public relations is a necessary part of marketing”. This intended to establish 
whether respondents agree that there is, at least, a necessary link or relationship between public 
relations and marketing. The following responses per sector are indicated below:  
 
Category Government 

Non-government 
Private 
Sector 

PR 
Consultancy 

Strongly agree 45.9% 70.8% 53.3% 
Agree 35.1% 25.0% 40.0% 
 
As far as the question 

• what is the nature of this relationship? 
is concerned, the results were not as clear-cut. In trying to ascertain whether South African public 
relations practitioners understood the nature of this relationship, the question  ”Public relations is a 
marketing discipline” was included. Here are the results per category: 
 
 
 
Government/ 
non government 

Total Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

Public relations is a  
marketing discipline 

36 
100% 

6 
16.7% 

7 
19.4% 
 

7 
19.4% 

12 
33.3% 

4 
11.1% 

 
Strongly agree/agree: 36.1% versus Disagree/Strongly disagree: 44 .4%. 

A further 19.4% neither agree nor disagree with this statement. Could this point to uncertainty 
over the role of public relations regarding marketing? It certainly seems to be the case: either public 
relations is a marketing discipline, or it is not. 
 
Private sector Total Strongly 

agree 
Agree Neither 

agree nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

Public relations is a 
marketing discipline 

24 
100% 

4 
16.7% 

4 
16.7% 

6 
25% 

9 
37.5% 

1 
4.2% 

 
Strongly agree/agree: 33 .4% versus Disagree/Strongly disagree: 41.7%. 

Again, as with the respondents in the government/non-government sectors, there is a fairly 
even split. This certainly does not help to prove that public relations practitioners in South Africa are 
clear, in their minds, about the link between public relations and marketing. 

But, now for the last category … 
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PR consultancies Total Strongly 

agree 
Agree Neither 

agree nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

Public relations is a  
marketing discipline 

29 
100% 

6 
20.7% 

12 
41.6% 

5 
17.2% 

5 
17.2%  

1 
3.4% 

 
Public relations consultants clearly see themselves as part of the marketing discipline 

(62.3%)! Does this anomaly indicate a misunderstanding on the part of these sectors about the role of 
public relations?  

There seems to be a measure of confusion in the ranks of South African public relations 
practitioners regarding the nature of the relationship with marketing. 

However, this confusion becomes more apparent when an answer is sought to the question 
• is one discipline subservient to the other? 
Two questions that could possibly cast some light on this issue were asked: “Public relations is an 

important support function to marketing, but should not be managed by marketers” as well as “Public 
relations sometimes should manage marketing”. 

Here are the answers, once more per category: 
 
Government/non 
Government  

Total Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

Public relations is an 
important support 
function to 
marketing, but 
should not be 
managed by 
marketers 

38 
100% 

22 
57.9% 

13 
34.2% 

2 
5.3% 

1 
2.6% 

0 
0.0% 

Public relations 
sometimes should 
manage marketing 

36 
100% 

6 
16.7% 

14 
38.9% 

7 
19.4% 

7 
19.4% 

2 
5.6% 

 
Public relations is an important function to marketing but should not be managed by 

marketing (92.1%); however, at the same time, public relations should sometimes manage marketing 
(sic!), seems the clear sentiment here (55.6%). 

Let’s look at the reaction of the respondents from the private sector… 
 
Private sector Total Strongly 

agree 
Agree Neither 

agree nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

Public relations is an 
important support 
function to 
marketing, but 
should not be 
managed by 
marketers 

23 
100% 
 

9 
39.9% 

8 
34.8% 

5 
21.7% 

0 
0.0% 

2 
9.1% 

Public relations 
sometimes should  
manage marketing 

22 
100% 

5 
22.7% 

8 
36.4% 

3 
13.6% 

4 
18.2% 
 

2 
9.1% 
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The private sector seems to believe, too, that public relations is an important function to 

marketing, but should not be managed by marketers (74.7%); however, it should sometimes manage 
marketing (59.1%). 

Now for the reaction from the public relations consultants … 
 
PR consultancies Total Strongly 

agree 
Agree Neither 

agree or 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

Public relations is an 
important support 
function to 
marketing, but 
should not be 
managed by 
marketers 

28 
100% 

9 
32.1% 

15 
53.6% 

3 
10.7% 

0 
0.0% 

1 
3.6% 

Public relations 
sometimes should 
manage marketing 

28 
100% 

6 
21.4% 

6 
21.4% 

8 
28.6% 

8 
28.6% 

0 
0.0% 

 
Here comes the surprise: public relations consultants felt less strongly (42.8%) than 

government/non-government and the private sector that public relations should sometimes manage 
marketing.  Their overwhelming support for the statement that public relations is an important 
support function to marketing, but that it should not be managed by marketing (85.7%) stand 
in stark contrast with their support expressed in answer to the question that public relations is a 
marketing discipline (62.3%) -see p.8 above. 
The last question 

• Do public relations practitioners in South Africa understand the relationship between public 
relations and marketing? 

may be approached by looking at the  public relations practitioners’ answer to the question ”Public 
relations practitioners should be trained in marketing and advertising, since they will need to interact 
with these disciplines on a daily basis”. 

Their reactions were recorded as follows: 
 
Category Question Strongly 

agree 
Agree Percentage 

Government/non 
government 

PR practitioners should be 
trained in marketing & 
advertising 

52.8% 38.9% 91.7% 

Private sector PR practitioners should be 
trained in marketing & 
advertising 

41.7% 58.3% 100% 

PR consultancies PR practitioners should be 
trained in marketing & 
advertising 

36.7% 63.3% 100% 

 
Of course, one cannot assume that these practitioners were not trained in marketing and 

advertising themselves, but the overwhelming need for training in these spheres as demonstrated by 
the responses might indicate a possible lack thereof, which in turn explains the confusion. 
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“Confusion now hath made his masterpiece” proclaims MacDuff! (Shakespeare, Macbeth, Act 2, 
Scene 3). 
 
A ROSE IS A ROSE 

Speaking about confusion, in this research (which for the purposes of this paper focuses on 
public relations and marketing), we also asked the respondents who were not working for 
consultancies to indicate what their respective departments were called. It may be useful – since the 
broader research project focuses on the role perception of public relations practitioners and the 
assumption that there exists some confusion within the ranks of practitioners, to take a look. This is 
what we found: 
 
 
Name of department Percentage of respondents  
Advertising/sales promotion 1% 
Public Affairs 3% 
Marketing Communication 6% 
Corporate Affairs 6% 
Marketing 10% 
Corporate Communication 10% 
Public Relations 11% 
Communication 26% 
Other 27% 
 

Steyn and Puth (2000: 5 – 6) touch upon the name debate by specifically referring to the 
confusion that often exists between related terms such as corporate communication, business 
communication, organizational communication, management communication, and communication 
management. They conclude their discussion by saying that “recent trends indicate a clear shift in 
preference in using the term corporate communication rather than the traditional public relations”. A 
main reason for this is “negative associations with the way in which the function was practiced in the 
past”. 

The confusion referred to by Steyn and Puth is borne out by the reality reflected in the 
research results included above. These public relations practitioners work in departments with 
different names. Is it any wonder that there is a possible confusion over the nature and role of public 
relations? 

This “name issue” is mentioned here in the context of the perceived relationship of public 
relations and marketing in the eyes of public relations practitioners simply because it is important to 
understand that the name of the discipline – public relations – is also closely linked to how it is seen 
to interact with other functions in the organization: such as marketing. 
 Cutlip et al. (2000: 23 -24) introduce the discussion about a possible confusion of terms, 
stating that the function of public relations is oftentimes labeled as “corporate relations, corporate 
communications … public affairs, and public information”.  Despite this confusion, the authors state 
that the “basic concept and function of public relations are similar from one organization to the next” 
(Cutlip et al., 2000: 23). 

“What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet” 
laments Juliet (Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, Act 2, Scene 2). By the same token, the question 
could be posed here: is it really necessary to debate the name of  the discipline? If the discipline itself 
is in a state of confusion, and if it by itself does not understand its contribution, it could be called 
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anything and be just as ineffectual (that is to say, if it were proven to be ineffectual) or be just as 
effectual (if it were proven to be effectual). 
 Rather than wasting energy on debating a name change, more might be gained by an effort 
aimed at ensuring that the term “public relations” is clearly defined and delineated, and that it is 
explained in language that marketers and other functional managers (including top management) can 
understand. 
 
CONCLUSION 

The encompassing research project yielded some interesting results which included, inter alia,  
• Public relations practitioners in South Africa are not always qualified in public relations, but 

have qualifications in other fields. 
• The relationship between public relations and marketing communication needs clarification. 
• The relationship between public relations and management needs clarification. 
• There is a measure of confusion amongst public relations practitioners regarding the meaning 

of strategy. 
• Public relations departments in South Africa have a variety of names. 
• Public relations does not always get the recognition it deserves from top management in 

South African organizations. 
• Conversely, dissatisfaction with top management recognition as a result of an inability to 

make a strategic contribution to the organization may indicate that South African public 
relations practitioners do not fully understand their contribution to organizational success. 

This last general research result ties in with the theme of this paper. With reference to the 
marketing function only of an organization, the relationship between public relations and marketing 
is cross-functional in nature, where the public relations practitioner acts as professional support 
function to the marketing function. This professional support comes to the marketing manager in the 
form of expertise in the field of communication. 
 Public relations is a function that does, therefore, interact with marketing. This much is 
conceded by our respondents. But when doing so it serves primarily as a marketing communication 
tool, assisting the marketing department in achieving its strategic objectives (by, inter alia, doing 
product launches, assisting in media relations, and so on). As such, it is informed by the marketing 
strategy, and guided by the marketing department. Just as advertising agencies – communication 
specialists in the area of advertising – receive briefs from the marketing department based on the 
marketing strategy, should public relations departments or consultancies be briefed. How they react 
to the brief, in other words, what special techniques are used, etc. is up to the specialist: the public 
relations practitioner. It would therefore seem as if public relations practitioners act as technicians 
(and a managers) when interacting with marketing. But they manage the public relations function, 
and not the marketing function. 
 The fact that our respondents do not demonstrate an understanding hereof is yet another clue 
that points in the direction that, perhaps, South African public relations practitioners do not 
understand their strategic contribution to organizational success. 
 Certainly the results of the questionnaire survey indicate that public relations practitioners in 
South Africa do not clearly understand the nature of the relationship between public relations and 
marketing. 
 In addition, public relations practitioners in South Africa indicate a strong need for training in 
the field of marketing (and, incidently, the same applies for management too). 



IPRRC - 544 

 

 Marketing’s primary constituency is the customer; while suppliers, competitors, employees, 
unions, distributors (channels) are also regarded as important links in the organization’s total value 
chain. As such, marketers have to ensure smooth communication links with these publics. A rocky 
relationship with any of these publics would jeopardize the organization’s marketing effort, and 
thereby the organization’s chances of long term sustainability. Is it, then, in the organization’s 
strategic interest to suffer a turf war between marketing and public relations on the “ownership” of 
these publics? 
 Perhaps herein lies the challenge for us as academics: to clear up this confusion  - once and 
for all.  
 It might be appropriate to end this rather serious matter on a less serious note. 
So let’s be brave. 
 
“Whereat with blade, with bloody blameful  
blade, 
He bravely broach’d his boiling bloody breast …” 
  
explains Prologue to the royals regarding the little play that is to be performed for their entertainment 
(Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act 5, Scene 1).   
Seeing that the word has ever been more powerful than the sword, perhaps we should do it to them 
(some public relations practitioners), not with the blade, but with the textbook: 
 
“Whereat with book, with bold brutal  
book,  
We bravely broach their brittle baffled brain”! 
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This paper traces stakeholder theory advances over the past 20 years beginning with 
identity theory and the processes by which stakeholders come to identify with 
organizations as part of an overall system of reputation management (Mak 2005).  
More recent culturally based identity theory interpretations see an organization’s 
identity being constantly under construction and modified across settings.    
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Imagine Miami (IM) is a community prosperity initiative in Miami, Florida seeking to reduce poverty 
and build a community and economy that work for all.  This paper will present the rationale and 
propose a methodology for a case study that looks at how IM promotes social change through the 
dissemination of ideas and values.   

IM launched an extensive communication strategy relying primarily on social and 
professional networks, and community change agents.  The designers of IM expect the social ideas 
will be diffused from change agents or opinion leaders, to early adopters in the first phase of this ten-
year initiative.  The second phase will include massive diffusion to encourage buy-in or adoption of 
IM values among Miami residents and decision makers.  IM hopes to change the societal attitude and 
response to poverty and inequity in Miami.   

The proposed study will examine how IM influences through the lens of diffusion of 
innovations and communication for social change.  Specifically, the study will identify ways to 
determine whether IM communication strategies can be linked to changes in social norms, policies, 
culture related to reducing poverty, promoting equity and economic prosperity. 
  
IM Context 
 One of the challenges faced by IM is that given its ambitious and novel approaches, it is a 
difficult concept to explain.  Essentially, IM is “a strategic planning and visioning project” (Imagine 
Miami, 2006, np), whose aim to create a community vision and act as a catalyst to mobilize the 
resources needed to make that vision a reality.  This definition does not clearly state what the 
program actually does.  Another challenge is the breadth of its intended publics.  The initiative is 
targeting all sectors of society, with committees focusing on eight sectors: academia, arts, culture & 
heritage, business, community, government, media & communication, philanthropy, and youth 
leadership.  Each sector committee is charged with engaging people in imagining a better Miami, 
reaching out to get community input, sharing goals, and conducting research relevant to the sector.   
 IM has four broad and audacious goals, or goals areas, including economic prosperity; civic 
health, inclusion and unity; environmental sustainability; and opportunity for all.   The intended 
publics and goals are virtually all-encompassing, and they could an infinite number of priorities and 
target audiences.  Although this is an intentional strategy to allow for the program priorities to 
emerge from the community, this could be perceived as lack of focus.  These challenges should be 
addressed in the IM communication and evaluation strategies. 
  
IM Strategies 
 Based on the premise that Miamians know that they don’t like, but have difficulty envisioning 
a better Miami, IM has applied a strategy called scenario planning.  Scenario planning is an attempt 
to build plausible views of a small number of different possible futures for an organization, or in this 
case, a community.  Scenarios are narrative descriptions of assumptions, risks and opportunities and 
how they may affect the organization.  First popularized by Royal Dutch/Shell which used scenario 
planning to face the threats of environmentalism and the OPEC cartel in the 1970s (Schwartz, 1991), 
this method is now extremely popular as a strategic planning tool for all kinds of business and 
governmental organizations (Anonymous, 2001).  In this context of IM, the scenario planning process 
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has also served a networking function, which has recently been shown to be another benefit of the 
process (Roubelat, 2000). 
 IM enjoys support from grassroots, as well as business and policy making leaders in the 
community, but is also faces several important challenges related to the social and political context of 
Miami.  These challenges are addressed in the proposed research design.  The first challenge is 
skepticism on the part of stakeholders due to the lack of tangible results from previous initiatives with 
similar or related goals.  IM is challenged to persuade stakeholders that this is not more of the same, 
and one of the ways it can do this is by capitalizing on the trust currently enjoyed by non-
governmental non-business organizations.  The local Miami political scene also poses a barrier since 
experiences with corruption, inefficacy, and mismanagement may have resulted in the public’s 
apathy towards projects focusing on community issues.  A third challenge is the need to document the 
success of Imagine Miami activities.  With such broad goals and publics, how can this initiative show 
progress towards its goals and attribute that progress to program activities to secure continued 
funding and buy-in?  This case study proposal hopes to contribute to this question by helping IM 
apply social change and communication theories to its evaluation plan.   
 This paper is divided into three sections.  The first section provides a review of 
communication literature related to social change from perspectives that are relevant to the Imagine 
Miami objectives.  This first section provides the theoretical framework for a case study design.  The 
second section provides information specific to Imagine Miami, including preliminary data collected 
by collaborators and consultants.  The third and final section proposes a case study design based on 
the communication theory and preliminary data collected by IM. 
  
Theoretical Frameworks 
Communication for Social Change 
 Communication for Social Change is rooted in development communication, a field that was 
launched and influenced by some of the most important researchers in communication study, 
including Everett Rogers (1962), Wilbur Schramm (1964) and Daniel Lerner (1958).  Development 
communication emerged as a distinct discipline in the 1950s, within a very specific post-war political 
context, where the US had a leading role in structuring and directing the post-war economy, which 
included active economic, political and military involvement in the domestic affairs of many newly 
decolonized countries (Chanter, 1998).   The term communication for social change has come to 
include not only communication related to human and economic development in the Developing 
World, but also all communication study concerned with bringing about social change; that is the 
“transformation in the organization of society, in institutions and in the distribution of power.  Most 
social scientists agree that it entails structural change” (Underwood, 2001, as cited in Figueroa, 
Kincaid, Rani, & Lewis, 2002, p.iii).   This view of social change includes the study of social 
movements.    
 Within this broad understanding of development and social change, communication is a 
crucial and central aspect of the development process.  In a statement at a 2004 FAO (Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations) summit Fraser and Villet aptly describe this 
perspective: “If development can be seen as a fabric woven out of the activities of millions of people, 
communication represents the essential thread that binds them together” (cited in Deane, 2004, p.3).  
Communication here is understood as both interpersonal and mediated, and includes “communication 
as dialogue and debate” and “communication as deliberate intervention.” 

The Communication for Social Change Consortium (CFSC) has defined communication for 
social change as “an iterative process where ‘community dialogue’ and ‘collective action’ work 
together to produce social change in a community that improves the health and welfare of all its 
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members” (Figueroa et al, 2002, p. iii).  The important contributions of communication scholars, 
psychologists and educators have greatly influenced our current understanding of social change.   
Brazilian educator, Paulo Freire, revolutionized education with his book Pedagogy of the Oppressed 
(1970), where he emphasized the need for individual and collective self-discovery through free 
dialogue and "conscientization" about social conditions.  Freire's model emphasizes that dialogue is 
needed for social change and that the process should not involve one person acting on another, but 
rather people working with each other.  Other important developments in social science theory 
include social contructionism (Berger & Luckman, 1967), social learning theory (Bandura, 1973), 
and the theory of social movements as meaning rather than as actions or events (McGee, 1980).   
These perspectives provide a deeper understanding of how communication creates meaning (i.e. a 
cognitive process), which can lead to individual and collective behaviors that can in turn produce 
social change.   

Perhaps the most influential communication concept in the study in social change is Everett 
Rogers’ Diffusion of Innovations (1962).  This is reasonable since education and technological 
innovations were assumed to be the primary tools to bring modernity to the developing world.  The 
emphasis was put on media-centered persuasion activities that could improve literacy and change 
attitudes of attachment to traditionalism, thought to lead to a lack of modernization.  The following 
paragraphs discuss the applicability of diffusion of innovations theory to studying social change.   
 
Social Change through the Diffusion of Ideas 
 Diffusion of innovations is a theory that analyzes and explains the process by which an 
innovation is communicated through certain channels over time among the members of a social 
system.  The innovation can be technological or social.  Thus, has been used as a model to study the 
process of social change.  According to Smith (2004), at least five key principles of diffusion theory 
have proven robust and stable in a wide variety of diffusion studies.  These principles indicate that 
people will adopt an innovation or idea depending on the following factors:  (a)  the relative 
advantage of the new idea over what people are already doing; (b) how compatible the idea is with 
people’s perceived constraints; (c) how simple it is to adopt; (d) how easy it is to try; and (e) the 
extent to which adopting the idea or innovation has  observable results  (Smith, 2004).  Given the 
history and context of Imagine Miami as presented in the previous section, these questions are 
important to critically assess how the ideals and goals of IM are adopted by stakeholders in the 
community.   
 In addition to these stable and powerful determinants of innovation adoption, there are other 
important factors that influence adoption.  In 2004, Everett Rogers, the father of diffusion of 
innovations theory reflected on the current applicability of the model.  He noted that since the 
publication of his first book on the model in 1962, the number of diffusion publications per year has 
continued to hold steady. Rogers also noted important additions to the model that have been made 
over the years, and specifically highlighted the following concepts as important supplements to the 
diffusion of innovations model: (a) the concept of critical mass, defined as the point at which enough 
individuals have adopted an innovation such that further diffusion becomes self-sustaining; (b) a 
focus on networks to provide further understanding of how a new idea spreads through interpersonal 
channels, (d) re-invention, the process through which an innovation is changed by its adopters during 
the diffusion process (Rogers, 2004).   
 The logic behind diffusion of innovations also supports the popular notion of tipping points.  
Related to the concept of critical mass cited above (Rogers, 2004) the term tipping point generally 
refers to the moment in which social ideas or behaviors catch on and spread through a population.  
The phrase was coined by Morton Grodzins, a professor of political science at the University of 
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Chicago, who studied demographic change in urban neighborhoods.   He found that white families 
would remain in the neighborhood as long as the proportion of black families remained small. At a 
given tipping point when the proportion of blacks became unacceptably high, the remaining white 
families would move out creating what is now known as white flight. (Grodzins, 1959) The concept 
has since been popularized by Malcolm Gladwell in his book The Tipping Point: How Little Things 
Can Make a Big Difference. (2000) Gladwell refers to social epidemics - sudden and chaotic changes 
in a society – such as the drop in the New York City crime rate in the 1990s, thanks to zero tolerance 
efforts to combat crimes, where the perception of increased vigilance altered the behavior and 
attitudes of the residents. Galdwell expands the description of opinion leaders in diffusion of 
innovations theory and identifies three types of people who have the power to produce so-called 
social epidemics: (a) connectors (Those with wide social networks); (b) mavens (knowledgeable 
people who disseminate information); and salesmen (charismatic people with powerful negotiation 
skills). Beyond diffusion of innovations, other disciplines have examined the diffusion of ideas or 
attitudes in populations.  As early as 1971, Kotler and Zaltman, examined the applicability of 
marketing concepts to social causes and social change. They concluded that the effectiveness of a 
campaign depended on the presence of adequate force, direction, compatible social mechanisms to 
adopt new attitudes and low distance or "cost" of the new attitude as perceived by message's 
message’s recipient). A market approach was found to be helpful in linking the knowledge behavioral 
scientists with the socially useful implementation of that knowledge (Kotler & Zaltman, 1971).   
 Sociologist Mark Granovetter proposed the theory of weak ties to describe the spread of 
information in a community (1973). He argues that strong social ties are useful for exerting influence, 
but not for providing new information, whereas, weak social ties, such as connections with 
acquaintances, contain much less redundant information than strong ties, making weak ties better to 
search for new information.  This is relevant to diffusion of innovations theory because opinion 
leaders are often sources of information.  Granovetter’s theory expands the notion of social networks 
from close ties to include mere acquaintances as the most important sources to acquire new 
information.   
 Even Albert Bandura, the founder of social learning theory, has developed models for the 
diffusion of certain behaviors.  He applied social cognitive theory to the diffusion of new behavior in 
terms of the psychosocial and communication factors that influence the adoption of new behaviors, 
and the social networks through which they spread and are supported. Bandura suggests that 
communications systems operate through direct and indirect pathways.  The direct pathway promotes 
changes by informing, enabling, motivating, and guiding participants.  The indirect, or socially 
mediated pathway uses media influences to link participants to social networks and community 
settings that provide natural incentives and continued support for desired change (Bandura, 2001).  
Social marketing as well as the importance of social and information networks have been considered 
by IM strategists who take into account not only the need to share information to motivate action, but 
also the need to establish supportive networks through coalition building, leadership development, 
scenario planning, and community engagement activities.  
 
The Need for Measurement 
 The factors discussed above that impact diffusion of ideas – critical mass or tipping points, 
focus on networks, weak and strong social ties as sources of information, mediated pathways of 
influence, and the cost of adopting ideas – can also inform the IM communication strategy  and 
evaluation.  However, these concepts must first be operationalized in order to be measured.   
Whitehead emphasizes that recognition of a social problem will not happen until the problem is 
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measured.  Whitehead (1998) suggests that social ideas must be supported by research evidence in 
order to come to the attention of national policy makers, which will then trigger policy changes.  

 
Fig 1.  Whitehead’s Action Spectrum (1998) 

 
 
 Only once they are equipped with data can communicators raise awareness that will lead to 
either concern or denial/indifference.  Concern can lead to either a mental block or a will to take 
action.  Fig 1 illustrates the use of evidence supported data in social change, as the possible pathways 
which can vary based on the public’s attitudes.   The action spectrum illustrated in Figure 1 can help 
IM communicators to conceptualize the effects - or lack of effects – of their communication strategies 
on public concern, community initiatives, and policy change.   
 
PR Research Related to Social Change 
 Although IM does not self-identify as a public relations campaign, it is an example of public 
relations strategies employed towards the goals of improving social conditions at the population 
level.  Public relations practice is increasingly understood as linked to social change, either as a cause 
of social change or a consequence of it (Bullert,1999; Culbertson, 2000; Dozier & Lauzen, 2000; 
Grunig, 2000; Spicer, 2000; Gentile, 2002; Holtzhausen, 2005).  The proposed study hopes to 
contribute to this application of public relations theory and practice. 
 As described in the introduction, Imagine Miami faces the challenge of skepticism and lack of 
trust in politicians to generate social change.  One of the problems is the perception of earlier 
initiatives with similar goals that are assumed to have been ineffective at producing social change. 
Although these initiatives may have been successful at reaching their programmatic goals, the 
perception by many residents is that their daily lives have not changed.  (Daniella Levine, IM co-
chair, personal communication, June 12, 2005).  Examples of earlier efforts include One Community, 
One Goal, a county-wide strategic planning initiative run out of the mayor’s office; the 
Empowerment Zone, a federally funded economic and social development program for distressed 
neighborhoods, and Community Voices Miami, a foundation funded program to research and find 
solutions to health care access barriers in the county.   
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 The public relations concept of organizational trust may positively influence public perception 
of IM compared to previous initiatives.   Research shows that people now trust non-government 
organizations (NGOs) more than business and government. The 2004 Edelman Trust Barometer 
tracked the attitudes of over 1500 opinion leaders and found NGOs were the most trusted in every 
market, except Japan and Brazil (Edelman, 2004).   For example, even when the survey asked people 
to nominate trusted global companies, many named NGOs such as Red Cross and Greenpeace.  
Business was trusted by only 49 per cent in the US, and trust in the media was also low across all 
countries.  Non-governmental organizations play an important role in communicating social problems 
to policymakers and opinion leaders.  In her study of health inequalities in Europe, Whitehead (1998) 
reported that international nongovernmental organizations such as the World Health Organization and 
United Nations agencies were important in producing social change by conducting research, 
communicating findings and influencing policymakers.   
 Thus, given the lack of trust in government, media and business, and the comparatively 
enhanced trust of NGOs, this concept may be an important consideration in designing a 
communication strategy and evaluation plan for IM.  As before, that still leaves the challenge of 
measurement.  How can we operationalize trust?  Watson (2005) reviewed literature from diverse 
disciplines to assist public relations scholars to conceptualize trust.  In general, it is understood that in 
organizational relationships, the basis of trust must be extended beyond personal and individual 
relationships.  Several groups have attempted to operationalize the concept with constructs such as 
reliability, commitment, honesty, competence, concern for people, identification, satisfaction, and 
vulnerability (Cummings & Bromiley,1996; Shockley-Zalabak, Ellis, & Cesaria 2003, Grunig & 
Hon, 1999,  as cited in Watson, 2005).  These constructs can provide measurable process indicators 
to monitor the effectiveness of IM.   The Institute for Public Relations provides further guidance for 
credible trust research, emphasizing the need to define publics whose trust is being assessed, set 
specific trust goals, and determine the value of trust for the organization being studied.  Because trust 
is an element of a relationship, research must specifically identify those groups or individuals in the 
relationship under study.  Once those publics have been identified, researchers can begin to create a 
system to measure the relationship with each one (Paine, 2003).   Publics for IM may include 
community residents, funding agencies, community leaders, legislators, media, as well as other non 
governmental and advocacy organizations, which are needed to support organizational goals.  
 
Preliminary Data 
 During the first year and a half of operation, Imagine Miami devoted its activities to a 
listening phase, where they elicited input from the community through surveys, sector focus groups, a 
community assets inventory (“Get on The Map” Campaign), community orientation sessions and 
scenario planning.  A vast amount of information was collected during the listening phase, most of 
which was rapidly synthesized and made available to the public through IM’s website.  This section 
will describe partial results from three aspects of the listening process which provide insight to 
communication planners and provide preliminary data to explore the applicability of the theoretical 
frameworks discussed in the previous section.  The results presented below were taken from reports 
of: (1) the civic health section of the community priorities survey; (2) the values survey and (c) two 
focus groups (low-income and attentive publics).   
 
Community Priorities Survey 
 The purpose of the community priorities survey was to collect opinions and feedback for use 
in the scenario planning process.   The survey was designed and conducted by Miami Dade College’s 
Office of Institutional Research.  The survey was administered on-line and also using a paper version 
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for approximately 2 months during June and July, 2005 in English, Spanish, and Creole.  IM obtained 
a total of 1,279 responses from self-selected participants.  A 136-page report of all the survey 
findings is currently available online (Imagine Miami, 2005).  Although all the elements of civic 
unity were considered important, a rank ordering of the individual factors shows that accountability 
of leaders and the role of institutions in building a healthy community were tied in first place.  This 
may indicate further support for the notion that trust in traditional Miami leadership is low and that 
people are open to alternative messages.    
 
Focus groups  
 Focus groups were conducted with eight sectors and focused on how Imagine Miami could be 
most effective.  The selected findings presented here are based on two focus groups in Miami, Florida 
on February 6, 2006. The first group consisted of lower income residents, defined as single residents 
making under $25,000 and married with children making under $35,000, and one group of attentive 
public residents, defined as voters who follow the news through different media and are active in the 
political process.   
 These two focus groups revealed that there is a sense that “corruption has infiltrated the 
system” (Lake Research Partners, 2006, p. 2).  Politicians are viewed skeptically and tend to make 
residents less supportive of any program that appears political in nature. Spokespeople who are 
identified with community or who don’t have a vested interest would work better than political 
leaders.  Participants cited Alonso Mourning and Oprah Winfrey as credible spokespeople for an 
initiative such as IM.  
 In terms of messaging, participants did not respond well to messages that articulate the 
problems without proposing solutions or messages that only talks about the unique qualities of the 
area but do not tell them what is being proposed.  They also suggested not stating the start date during 
messaging; “people assume that it must not be working if it has been in existence for 2 years and they 
haven’t heard anything about it” (Lake Research Partners, 2006, p. 2).   In other words, people are 
unimpressed by thoughtful prolonged planning, they want to see results.   
 
Cultural Values Survey 
 The purpose of the Cultural Values Survey was to understand the personal values of those 
who live and work in Miami Dade, their perception of Miami Dade’s current values as well as the 
values they want to guide Miami Dade’s future.  This study was conducted by Cultural 
Transformation Tools and included 1,588 self-selected participants.   
 The participants in this survey have a diverse set of personal values. The top personal values 
identified by survey participants were mostly related to interactions with others:  friendship, 
compassion, honesty, courtesy, respect, humor/fun, accountability, responsibility, commitment, and 
ethics.  In contrast, the top values identified as current societal values were mostly negative.  These 
included: bureaucracy, complacency, conflict/aggression, corruption, discrimination, greed, growing 
inequality, people only look out for themselves, poverty and wasted resources (human, 
environmental, financial).  This perceived discrepancy between self and others’ values is likely to 
create a sense of frustration and alienation.   
 When asked to list the values they would desire for their community, participants reported a 
desire for a cohesive community effort and a commitment from the people to embrace needed and 
desired changes. Desired community values included: a fair and just world; access to open spaces, 
efficient public transportation, adequate healthcare and affordable housing; Community pride and 
joint problem solving and planning; and a long term perspective that demonstrates concern for future 
generations  (Cultural Transformation Tools, 2006).  These findings are revealing in terms of 
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community networks and sources of information, which apparently lead people to believe that others’ 
values are different from theirs, even though they may not be so different in fact.  This could be 
useful to IM communication planners to design messages and consider networks of diffusion, as well 
as perceived values of others compared to reported personal values.   
 
Communicating Achievements:  Steps towards Gaining Trust 
 Imagine Miami leadership understands the need to show results in order to demonstrate 
change and continue to engage the community in its activities and foster its values.  To achieve this, 
IM emphasizes the importance of celebrating achievements to show the fruits of their work.  Many of 
these achievements are showcased on the IM website.  The most tangible results at this time are the 
products of the listening phase.  In terms of leadership recruitment, Imagine Miami has been 
embraced by over 100 diverse and influential community leaders, which are all listed online.   Two 
surveys and a series of focus groups have been completed and results are available for all to access on 
the World Wide Web.  There have been editorials about IM in The Miami Herald and coverage in 
Miami Today.  Finally, Miami-Dade's four “futures” or scenarios have been completed, launched and 
posted online.   
 Although these achievements may seem small to an outsider, they are the result of a concerted 
effort by many individuals and organizations that are committed to creating a better Miami.  There is 
a mass of early adopters – to use diffusion of innovations terminology – who have bought into the 
values of IM.  The challenge to IM communication strategists is to harness that energy and use it to 
energize more people who can then begin to implement the changes that are desired by residents.     
The case study that is proposed in the next section attempts to identify specific measures of adoption 
to effectively track the extent to which IM values spread or don’t spread.  In order to identify the 
tipping point or to quantify the critical mass, we must know what to measure and have a way to 
measure it.   
 
Evaluation Case Study Design 
 As discussed in the second section, the proposed case study will draw from different 
theoretical perspectives relevant to the area of communication for social change and public relations.  
Through this lens, the study will analyze mass and interpersonal communication strategies aimed at 
encouraging adoption of IM goals and values in order to improve people’s lives by improving 
specific conditions in Miami.  The study will consider diffusionist and alternative or participatory 
methods used by IM to encourage adoption among stakeholders.   Diffusion of innovations theory 
will the basis for the analysis of the spread of IM values.  The study will attempt to define IM 
adoption based on input from IM leaders and stakeholders and operationalize it as a measurable 
variable.  Once adoption is operationalized, it can be tracked over time and used to identify the 
strategies or events that create exponential increases in adoption rates, or tipping points.    The theory 
of social movements as meaning will help frame IM not only as an activity-based project, but as a 
persuasive intervention, working from the assumption that changing peoples’ understanding and 
expectations of Miami will result in social change.  Finally, public relations theory, specifically 
organizational trust, will be applied to gauge the extent to which IM is able to engage people is a way 
that is different from previous community initiatives with similar missions.   
 
Study Design 
 A case study design was selected as the most suitable evaluation method for IM because it 
allows triangulation of qualitative and quantitative data, without the rigorous sampling and statistical 
testing requirements of traditional quantitative methods.  A case study is “a method for learning about 
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a complex instance, based on a comprehensive understanding of that instance obtained by extensive 
description and analysis of that instance taken as a whole and in its context” (US GAO, 1990, p. 15).  
More commonly found in the medical and law literature, case study methodologies are also used 
extensively in government program evaluations. The U.S. General Accounting Office has used case 
studies to determine whether particular programs were efficient or if the goals of a particular program 
were being met. Case studies were used because it was understood that “merely quantitative 
techniques tended to obscure some of the important information that the researchers needed to 
uncover” (Tellis, 1997, np).  Case studies allow researchers to ask informants “trenchant, well 
specified questions to which answers will be relatively unambiguous” (King, Keohane & Verba, 
1994, p. 44).   
 Case study research questions are most likely to be "how" and "why" questions, as opposed to 
“what “or “how much” questions.  These "how" and "why" questions focus the study's goals. (Yin, 
1994)   Defining the unit of analysis is critical in case study design, since the unit of analysis defines 
what the case is.  In the case of IM, the unit of analysis would be actual and potential stakeholders.  
Several sources of evidence have been identified as suitable for case studies.  These include 
document and archive review, interviews, direct observation, participant observation and physical 
artifacts (Yin, 1994; Stake, 1995).  The following section presents the four research questions 
considered in this case study, the method and sources proposed. The first three have to do with 
adoption, and consider it a key outcome and process variable to evaluate IM impact and 
effectiveness.   The fourth question addresses the construct of trust as a mediator for IM adoption.  A 
fifth question is posed, which goes beyond the scope of the proposed case study as it would require a 
population based random sample survey study.  The fifth question deals with the effect of IM 
communication strategies on meaning – that is on attitudes and expectations about Miami among the 
general population.   
 
Research Questions and Methods 
RQ 1:  How can “adoption” of IM values be observed? 
 To answer this research question, the researcher must determine how current IM 
stakeholders/participants define their participation and what they consider to be evidence of 
“adoption.”   The source of information will be the individuals and organizations that already 
participate in IM, and the method of data collection will be semi-structured interviews. 
 
RQ 2: Does IM adoption follow the S-shaped curve postulated in the diffusion of innovations model?   
 Once adoption is defined and operationalized, researchers will track the quantity, rate, and 
type of adoption by different types of stakeholders over time.   The source of data will be IM 
membership and attendance documents, and the method will be systematic document review.   
 
RQ 3:  Which communication strategies are related to changes in rate of adoption?   
 The researcher will code all communication strategies as mass/interpersonal and 
diffusionist/participatory and critically assess interconnections between them and the adoption 
process.   This research question will allow the researcher to address the concept of a tipping point, 
and identify IM activities that may have contributed to the tipping point or critical mass of adopters.  
The source of information will be IM documents and related texts including communication 
materials, meeting minutes, related news items, and staff and stakeholder interactions.  The data 
collection methods will include content analysis, ethnographic methods and participant observation.  
The documentation of environmental factors and communication events will then be temporally 
related to the adoption curve described in RQ 2.    
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RQ 4: How does organizational trust mediate IM adoption?  
 This research question requires measuring and comparing publics’ organizational trust in IM, 
business, government and other NGOs.  The method will be a survey  with a sample of current and 
potential adopters.  Trust would be measured with the trust sub-scale from Grunig and Hon’s 
organizational relationship scales (Grunig & Hon, 1999); participation will be determined based on 
the definition of adoption established in RQ 1.  The survey will also ask participants about their 
motivation to adopt and their likelihood to adopt if they have not done so.  This research question will 
help describe the role of organizational trust in IM communication strategies and how that affects 
likelihood to adopt. 
 
Additional question posed for future study:  How has IM changed the public’s vision of Miami’s 
future?  
 This research question would require tracking changes in public perceptions of IM focus areas 
over time among a randomly selected population sample of Miami residents.  Familiarity with IM 
messages and values would also be measured.  A random digit dial telephone survey or carefully 
designed random intercept method should be used in order to ensure an acceptably representative 
sample of the general population.  This would require considerable funding and further development 
of IM messages, and is beyond the scope of this case study.  However, it is important to keep this 
research question in mind, since it is the way to assess the ultimate impact of IM - its ability to make 
Miamians envision a better future for their city.  

 
Timeline 
 The case study proposed in this paper will require approximately 2 years to complete.  The 
four research questions build on each other, and some of them cannot be addressed concurrently.    
Study protocols must be developed and pre-tested to ensure some level of validity.  There needs to be 
dialogue with IM experts and stakeholders to reach consensus on conceptual and operational 
definitions, and new measurement methods must be developed to track IM adoption. Once the 
protocols have been finalized, they will be submitted to the University of Miami Institutional Review 
Board for approval.  The anticipated start date for this project is September 2006. 
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The start of the 21st century brought a significant increase in high-profile corporate crises in the U.S. 
such as the Enron rout (Kuhn & Ashcraft, 2003; Conrad, 2003). The medical industry came under 
fierce public scrutiny in 2004 in a series of scandals and mishandling that culminated with the 
landmark Vioxx recall. Merck’s worldwide withdrawal of its most profitable drug presents an ideal 
case for testing and investigating public relations crisis response theory and communication 
strategies. This study used content analysis to assess Merck’s crisis management performance in the 
Vioxx recall and to test Coombs’ 1995 transgression decision flowchart while observing how 
Merck’s performance was covered by The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal. 

Although additional research (Coombs 1998, 1999; Coombs & Holladay, 1996; Coombs & 
Schmidt, 2000) has led to conception of a multi-category, defensive-accommodative continuum, 
Coombs' 1995 repertoire offers great theoretical potential and utility for practitioners facing crises. 
Tested and refined flowcharts can be used as checklists for decision-making and as diagnostic and 
planning tools more readily than a continuum. 
The Path to the Vioxx Recall 

In 1999, Merck launched Vioxx, an arthritis pain-relieving drug that revolutionized the 
medical market and quickly became a prescription best seller. During 2000, Merck spent $161 
million on advertising Vioxx, more than Pepsi and Budweiser combined (CEOXX Legal Resources, 
2004). In November 2000, the New England Journal of Medicine published the findings of a Merck 
trial called Vigor, which revealed that patients taking Vioxx were four times more likely to have 
cardiovascular complications, such as heart attacks or strokes, than patients taking Naproxen (Aleve), 
an alternative to Vioxx. In early 2001, the Food and Drug Administration questioned Merck on these 
findings and ultimately ordered Merck to note these complications on Vioxx’s labels. The FDA 
recommended additional research to clarify the side effects (CEOXX Legal Resources, 2004). 

In August 2001, doctors at the Cleveland Clinic analyzed results of more Vioxx trials and 
concluded that Vioxx poses significant dangers of cardiovascular complications. In September the 
FDA sent a letter to Merck’s Chief Executive Raymond Gilmartin criticizing the company’s 
aggressive promotional campaign that ignored or minimized Vioxx’s documented hazards (CEOXX 
Legal Resources, 2004). In April 2002, the FDA approved new Vioxx labeling that Merck designed 
at the FDA’s request a year before. Despite increasing controversy and skepticism, Vioxx’s 
popularity grew in 2003 and worldwide sales reached $2.5 billion (CEOXX Legal Resources, 2004). 

Early in 2004, a class-action complaint was filed on behalf of several Merck investors who 
alleged that the company’s Vioxx marketing campaign presented the consumers with false and 
misleading statements. The accusers claimed that company insiders sold personally-held shares of 
Merck for more than $175 million (CEOXX Legal Resources, 2004). Merck also had to respond to 
mounting evidence that challenged Vioxx’s safety. Merck’s problems culminated in August, when a 
new Vioxx trial of 1.4 million people funded by the FDA found that, when taken in low daily doses 
of less than 25 milligrams, the drug increased the chance of cardiac accidents by 50 percent (CEOXX 
Legal Resources, 2004). Under immense public pressure and renewed scrutiny, Merck conceded on 
September 30, 2004, and ordered the worldwide recall of Vioxx. The FDA issued a Public Health 
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Advisory to inform patients of Merck’s recall and to encourage them to consult their physicians and 
pursue alternative treatments (CEOXX Legal Resources, 2004). 

Prior to the Vioxx crisis, Merck had a good performance history as credible and respected. 
From 2001 to 2003 the Forbes 500 yearly list of corporate excellence ranked Merck in the top 25 and 
number 63 in 2004 (Forbes, Inc., 2004). Merck’s 2004 third-quarter earnings announced in October 
reflected the negative impact of the Vioxx scandal on the company’s financial performance. Merck 
lost $700 million or more in Vioxx sales and earnings per share (EPS) dropped to a disappointing 
$.60 with a $.25 “unfavorable effect” related to the company’s voluntary Vioxx recall. EPS for the 
fourth quarter fell to $.50 (Merck, Inc., 2004).  

The Vioxx recall attracted tremendous media interest. National newspapers and prominent 
medical journals reported that Merck’s CEO Gilmartin knew for years before the recall about the 
damage Vioxx causes (CEOXX Legal Resources, 2004), jeopardizing Merck’s reputation and fiscal 
well-being. On November 5, 2004, the British medical journal The Lancet made public a study that 
concluded Merck and federal officials should have recalled Vioxx as early as 2000, since 
investigations about the drug were already then showing that Vioxx doubled the risk of heart attack 
among its users (CEOXX Legal Resources, 2004). The FDA was also in the hot seat with members of 
the press questioning the relationships between the FDA and the drug companies. Those questions 
ranged from whether the FDA was simply negligent in implementing its safety standards to whether 
the FDA was “bribed” to accept the continued marketing of Vioxx before Merck’s recall. Many 
called for a thorough investigation of all drugs in Vioxx’s category.  
Public Relations Crisis Theory Literature 
 The idea from communication research that the type of situation faced will affect the image 
repair strategies used by organizations (Barton, 1993; Cheney, 1991; Kaufman, Kesner & Hazen, 
1994; Pauchant & Mitroff, 1992) guided Coombs’ 1995 conception of the crisis decision flowcharts 
to assist crisis communication managers in deciding which crisis response strategy would be most 
appropriate for specific crisis situations. A matrix distinguished between unintentional and intentional 
crises and internal versus external crises for four crisis types: accidents (unintentional and internal), 
transgressions (intentional and internal), faux pas (unintentional and external), and terrorism 
(intentional and external). Organizations that knowingly take inappropriate, harmful actions commit 
transgressions, according to Coombs (1995). 
 Follow up study (Coombs & Holladay, 1996) found transgressions are perceived as having a 
stronger internal locus than accidents because organizations are thought to have more control over 
transgressions and are subject to little influence by external groups. Crises considered high in 
personal control elicit stronger corporate responsibility (Coombs, 1998).  
Negative performance or relationship histories create a “velcro effect,” where poor performance 
history leads to reputational damage (Coombs & Holladay, 2001, p. 335); organizations with positive 
or unknown relationship histories are given the benefit of the doubt and are viewed more positively.  
 Response Strategies. Denial, distance, ingratiation, mortification, and suffering were the five 
crisis response strategies derived by Coombs (1995) from attribution theory and grounded in Allen 
and Caillouet’s (1994) synthesis of 20 impression management strategies and Benoit’s (1995, 1997) 
14 strategies for image repair. In his decision flowcharts, Coombs (1995) theorized that 
transgression-type crises with true evidence of severe damage to victims, organizations would be best 
served to use mortification and ingratiation response strategies when performance histories were 
positive and mortification strategies alone with negative histories. [See Figure 1] 
 Mortification strategies include remediation, involving positive actions such as offering 
compensation or other help to victims which prompts forgiveness; repentance, consisting of apology 
and asking for forgiveness; and rectification, taking action to prevent recurrence of the misdeeds and 
protect stakeholders against future threats, implying acceptance of responsibility and asking for 
forgiveness. Ingratiation strategies seek to create positive impressions of the organization and gain 
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public approval through bolstering or reminding stakeholders of past or present good works to offset 
negative associations with the crisis; transcendence, the positioning of the crisis in a larger, more 
desirable context; and praising others to win the approval of the target public being praised (Coombs 
1995). 
 Mortification has significant image repair value (Benoit, 1995, 1997; Benoit, Gullifor, & 
Panici, 1991; Blaney & Benoit, 2001; Benoit & McHale, 1999; Brinson & Benoit, 1996, 1999; Len-
Rios & Benoit, 2004). Immediate admissions of fault when mistakes are made or are perceived to 
have been made are extremely important because “perceptions are more important than reality” and 
the main issue is not “if the act was in fact offensive, but whether the act is believed by the relevant 
audience(s) to be heinous” (Benoit, 1997b, p. 178). Organizations in crisis should avoid making false 
claims, provide adequate support for claims, develop and nurture reoccurring themes throughout the 
process of management, and avoid making arguments that may backfire (Benoit, 1997a). 
 In their image-restoration analysis of Texaco’s racism transgression case, Brinson and Benoit 
(1999) thought the most positive effects could be achieved by using either of two victim-oriented 
strategies–separation, which included bolstering, a form of ingratiation; shifting blame, creating a 
scapegoat; and corrective action, involving an investigation of allegations and policies designed to 
prevent a reoccurrence of a problem. Second-best image repair strategy was thought to be 
mortification, admitting guilt and apologizing.  
 In a follow up experiment to the Texaco racism case study, Coombs and Schmidt (2000) 
challenged Brinson and Benoit's (1999) claims that separation and mortification were most effective 
responses to transgression by finding no differences among five response strategies–bolstering, 
shifting blame, corrective action, mortification, and separation. In protecting organizational image 
and eliciting potential supportive behavior, all had the same positive effect. The only difference in 
efficacy of the strategies was that corrective action and separation accounts were more likely to be 
honored than shifting blame. All of the strategies tested except shifting blame, which minimizes 
organization responsibility, were at the accommodative end of the crisis continuum (Coombs & 
Schmidt, 2000). Demonstrating accommodative concern for victims and regret implies the 
transgressing organization recognizes its mistake, is resolving the crisis, and has learned its lesson 
(Hearit, 1994; Coombs & Schmidt, 2000). The findings suggested that crisis managers responding to 
transgressions could derive the same benefits by using only bolstering or corrective action as any of 
the other victim-oriented responses (Coombs & Schmidt, 2000).  
 In another experiment, this one involving an accident, bolstering had no effect and neither 
helped nor hurt the reputation of an organization regardless of crisis or relational performance history 
(Coombs & Holladay, 2001). Product recalls have a “unique dynamic” because they are a corrective 
action response (Coombs & Holladay, 2002, p. 180).  
 An organization may use two or more strategies in combination, and it is usually possible to 
identify the dominant strategy intended by the organization. The following statement is an example: 
“We are very sorry about the suffering this accident has caused, but this incident was not the result of 
any negligence on our part.” While the beginning of the sentence suggests a mortification strategy, it 
can be argued the second half of this statement reflects the dominant strategy of excuse and/or denial. 
Benoit (1997) cautioned against self-contradictory mixing of response types. Some strategies, such as 
mortification and corrective action, work well together while others like mortification and bolstering 
may be undermined by denial. “I apologize but I did nothing wrong” or “There is nothing wrong with 
our product and we are recalling it” are not persuasive combinations (Blaney & Benoit, 2002, p. 389).  
 Compassion is also a key rhetorical response in crises with victims, although compassion and 
mortification may open doors to financial and legal liabilities as the organization accepts some degree 
of responsibility (Coombs, 1999). After analyzing corporate crisis responses to ValuJet Airlines’ 
Flight 592 crash in 1996 and resulting newspaper coverage, Englehardt, Sallot and Springston (2004) 
proposed adding “compassion without blame” to Coombs’ (1995) accident crisis response chart. 
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“Compassion without blame” allows for corporate expressions of concern, sympathy and uncertainty 
without admitting or denying culpability, making an excuse or offering clarifications; it simply does 
not offer an answer regarding cause of an accident. No studies have examined effects of the 
“compassion without blame” response in transgressions.  
 Patel and Reinsch (2003) argue an apology benefits the apologist’s legal strategy as evidence 
of remorse. Admissibility is not synonymous with evidence of guilt and volunteering an apology 
early is better than being ordered to apologize later. The timing, medium, and wording of a 
corporation’s apology can interact and construct a compassionate and remorseful response that does 
not necessarily admit fault. There is a significant difference between “I’m sorry for hurting you,” 
which accepts blame, and “I’m sorry you were hurt,” which doesn’t (Cohen, 1999).  Crisis 
Communications and Media Relations. Although the public is increasingly disaffected with the 
media, during crises trust in media’s ability to inform, explain, reduce tension and provide comfort 
rises significantly (Lambe, Caplan, Cai, & Signorelli, 2003). The public is increasingly interested in 
medical news (Arkin, 1990; Johnson, 1998) and reportage of specialized and scientific reports on 
medical matters is on the rise. When covering complicated medical aspects, reporters rely heavily on 
expert sources and largely reproduce their observations (Ankney & Curtin, 2002). 
 Because more than 50% of the news coverage in two major newspapers during the first month 
after the crash of ValuJet’s Flight 592 was published in the first six days, Englehardt, et al. (2004) 
suggested if corporations facing a crisis manage to survive the initial media onslaught, then they are 
in good position to withstand the crisis. More than 20% of the news coverage in the first month after 
the crash included attributions to a ValuJet corporate spokesperson who imparted some corporate 
response strategy; attributions were made to 10 different spokespersons, flying in the face of the “one 
spokesperson only” guideline. However, the most prominent spokesperson was the CEO, consistent 
with Wilson and Patterson’s (1987) advice to use a trained corporate executive rather than PR staff as 
media spokesperson. 
 
Vioxx: The Making of a Transgression 
 Merck’s Vioxx-recall crisis qualifies as a transgression on several counts. The most important 
has to do with the repeated warnings the company ignored or downplayed the questionable safety of 
this medicine. According to The New York Times, evidence against Vioxx’s safety emerged in 1999, 
shortly after the FDA approved its sale. When, in 2001, specialists from the Cleveland Clinic 
published a study in The Journal of American Medical Association linking Vioxx with cardiovascular 
risks, Merck attacked their expertise and the design of their study. In 2003, a Merck-funded study 
found that patients taking Vioxx were at a 39% increased risk of heart attack within the first 90 days 
compared with patients taking Celebrex, Vioxx’s main competitor. Again Merck disputed the results–
this time of its own study, and the name of a company’s epidemiologist who had worked on it was 
removed from the report before results were published (Merck and Vioxx: The Clinical Tests, Oct. 1, 
2004). In August 2004, Kaiser Permanente, a large health-maintenance organization, stopped 
ordering Vioxx for its patients after a review of records showed that patients taking Vioxx at dosages 
greater than 25 milligrams suffered more heart attacks and cardiovascular problems than patients on 
alternative medications (Merck and Vioxx: The Clinical Tests, Oct. 1, 2004). Repeating its typical 
counterattack, Merck questioned the scientific soundness of the review.  
 Most damning, internal communications among Merck executives published by The Wall 
Street Journal on November 1, 2004, revealed they were clearly long aware of Vioxx’s hazards and 
were concerned with ways to suppress the evidence. According to the Journal, on March 9, 2000, 
Merck’s research chief e-mailed his colleagues to tell them that Vioxx’s adverse cardiovascular 
effects “are clearly there” and that it is a “shame.” Other exchanges tell of early internal 
acknowledgment and aggressive external denial. In another instance, Merck warned that a Stanford 
University researcher would “flame out” unless he stopped giving “anti-Merck” lectures. A company 
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training document listed potential tough questions about Vioxx and said in capital letters, “DODGE!” 
(Warning Signs: E-Mails Suggest Merck Knew About Vioxx’s Dangers at Early Stage, Nov. 1, 
2004). Merck responded to the Wall Street Journal disclosures by stating these internal documents 
were taken out of context, a puny defense to the troubling revelations.  
 Coombs (1995) defined transgressions as crises in which the organization knowingly takes 
inappropriate, harmful actions. In the case of Merck and Vioxx, the damage level is severe, since 
many patients lost their lives as a result of taking Vioxx. As noted, the purpose of this study was to 
test Coombs’ (1995) transgression decision flowchart by investigating whether Merck’s outgoing 
corporate messages included mortification and ingratiation as recommended. Additionally, this 
research explored how the Vioxx recall was covered by the press and how efficient Merck officials 
were in using news media to convey their corporate messages to the public. 
HYPOTHESES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 Two hypotheses were tested in this study:  
 H1: In the first four-and-a-half months immediately following the Vioxx recall, the most-
utilized PR crisis management communication strategies implemented by Merck would be 
ingratiation and mortification. 
 H2: Media coverage of Merck’s corporate messages during the first four-and-a-half-months 
following the Vioxx recall primarily would report the company’s mortification and ingratiation 
strategies. 
 Research questions explored were:  
 RQ1: What was the evolution of the Vioxx story in the media in the first four-and-a-half-
months immediately following the Vioxx recall?  
 RQ2: Were there any differences in the coverage of the Vioxx story by The New York Times 
and The Wall Street Journal during the first four-an-a-half-months following the recall? If so, what 
were they? 
METHODS 
 Content analysis methods were used. Units of analysis were the strategic messages clearly 
originating from Merck that appeared singly or in multiples in Merck’s external corporate 
communications and in news-editorial items about Vioxx in two major newspapers. Merck’s strategic 
messages were analyzed to determine if ingratiation and mortification or other response strategies 
were used. Materials analyzed dated from September 30, 2004, starting with the announcement of the 
Vioxx recall, to February 15, 2005, ending when media interest regained some traction a few weeks 
after Merck released its fiscal results for 2004. Two coding guides were developed, one each for 
Merck’s communications and for news coverage of the Vioxx recall. 
 Content analysis of newspaper coverage. News/editorial items that discussed the Vioxx crisis 
and appeared in The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal during the timeframe of study were 
analyzed including news articles, editorials, bylined columns, and letters to the editor. The two papers 
were selected because The Wall Street Journal is the nation’s leading business newspaper, The New 
York Times is among the nation’s leading consumer papers, and they are thought to have opposing 
conservative-liberal stances, respectively (Kaufman, 1993; Hart, 2005). The coding guide for the 
newspaper items allowed coding of type of item published, date, placement, and length. The 
dominant crisis response strategy1 in each item, the dominant theme, and references to Merck 
spokespersons were recorded. References to Merck’s performance history were noted, including 
whether items with references to Merck’s positive history were more sympathetic towards the 
company. All crisis management strategies defined by Coombs (1995) and the “compassion without 
blame” strategy (Englehart et al., 2004) were tracked. After pilot testing, the coding sheet was revised 
with new “too soon to know / no answer yet” strategy, a new “crisis events misrepresented” distance 
strategy, and a new mortification strategy of “rectification without assuming responsibility.”  
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 Content analysis of Merck’s messages. The second coding guide, used to analyze Merck’s 
corporate communications dealing with the Vioxx recall in the timeframe of study, tracked source 
and type of communication issued. Initial “type” categories included five options: press releases, 
statements, and transcripts of executive speeches, news briefings / press conferences, and interviews 
provided by Merck on its Web site. After pilot coding, three options were added: personalized 
letters2, general letters3, and frequently-asked-questions sections on the Merck Web site. The coding 
guide for corporate communication tracked the same crisis response strategies as the coding guide for 
newspapers items, and also tracked the presence or absence of attribution in Merck’s messages to a 
specific Merck spokesperson. 
RESULTS 
 The first author and a second trained coder independently conducted content analysis of 240 
items: 40 corporate communications issued by Merck, and the first 100 Vioxx recall items published 
chronologically in each of the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal after September 30, 2004 
were retrieved from Nexis-Lexis. The last of the 100 items collected from each newspaper had been 
published in the week ending February 15, 2005. Examples of Merck’s corporate message strategies 
are presented in Appendix A; detailed reports of them and the newspaper coverage are available from 
the second author. The coders initially disagreed on 22 items but resolved 20 of their disagreements; 
intercoder reliability was 97%, using Scott’s pi index.  
 H1 predicted in the first four-and-a-half months immediately following the Vioxx recall, the 
most-utilized PR crisis management communication strategies implemented by Merck would be 
mortification and ingratiation. While mortification was used most often (36 times, 90%), ingratiation 
was the dominant strategy in most of Merck’s 40 crisis communications (20 times, 50%). Therefore, 
H1 was supported. 
 Merck also used other strategies in its crisis management efforts, with non-existence and 
distance dominating at times. Overall, Merck’s corporate messages contained the following 
strategies: mortification was used 36 times (92.5%), remediation 12 times (30%), rectification 
without assuming responsibility 34 times (85%); ingratiation 32 times (80%), bolstering 32 times 
(80%), transcendence 5 times (12.5%), praising others 3 times (7.5%); non-existence was used 13 
times (32.5%), denial 13 times (32.5%), clarification 11 times (27.5%); too-soon-to- know / no-
answer-yet 12 times (30%); distance 8 times (20%), justification 1 time (2.5%), crisis events 
misrepresented 8 times (20%); and suffering and compassion without blame each used 1 time (2.5%). 
[See Table 1]  
 In terms of predominance, ingratiation was used as the dominant strategy 20 times (50%); 
mortification was used 15 times (37.5%) as the dominant strategy; non-existence 14 times (10%), and 
distance dominated once (2.5%).  
 The most common theme of Merck’s corporate messages was the Vioxx recall itself, 
addressed 14 times (35%), followed by how the recall impacted Merck’s financial situation, 7 times 
(17.5%). Third most frequent content theme was “Merck and Vioxx in general” and outcomes of 
Merck’s crisis management efforts, 5 times each (12.5%). Previous or new Vioxx trials or studies 
were covered 4 times (10%), and resulting legal implications, 3 times (7.5%). Victims and their 
families and the relationship between Merck and the FDA were each leading themes once (2.5%). 
  The company’s most frequent way of disseminating information was through press releases, 
used 10 times (25%). News briefings or press conferences were used 8 times (20%). Statements were 
used 6 times (15%), as were personalized letters. General letters and FAQs rubrics were each used 3 
times (7.5%), while executive speeches and interviews were each used twice (5%). Specific 
references to a Merck spokesperson were present in 27 corporate messages, 67.5% of the entire 
output. 
 H2 predicted media coverage of Merck’s corporate messages during the first four-and-a- half 
months following the Vioxx recall would report primarily the company’s mortification and 
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ingratiation strategies. In the 200 newspaper articles, columns, editorials, and letters to the editor 
analyzed, the most reported corporate crisis management strategies were mortification (190 times, 
95%) and ingratiation (53 times, 26.5%). [See Table 2.] Therefore, H2 was supported. 
 The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal reflected mortification as the most 
dominant response in their reports most often (132 times, 66%), followed by ingratiation as dominant 
response second-most frequently (39 times, 19.5%). With the exception of “compassion without 
blame,” all of the crisis response strategies listed in Table 2 were present at one time or another as 
dominant strategies in the coverage analyzed. Since mortification and ingratiation were by far the two 
strategies most highly apparent, H2 was supported.  
 RQ1 asked about the evolution of the Vioxx story in the media following the Vioxx recall. 
Newspaper interest in the Vioxx story in the first week following the recall was enormous. Twenty 
news/editorial items were published on the first day, October 1, 2004, alone, accounting for 10% of 
the sample coverage. Unsurprisingly, the topic of the overwhelming majority of reports was the recall 
itself. Intense interest continued during the first week of reportage, when 38 news-editorial items 
were published in connection to the recall, accounting for 63.3% of the October coverage and 19% of 
the total coverage. The coverage for this period concentrated on Merck’s efforts to defuse the crisis 
and on the various implications of the case. The company’s potential legal complications were also 
explored. In the second part of October, the coverage continued to investigate Merck’s crisis response 
endeavors, also expanding on issues such as the company’s leadership and financial outlook affected 
by the recall. The most Vioxx-related items, 60, or 30% of the entire coverage, were published in 
October.  
 The focus on Merck and Vioxx remained strong in November, although the total output for 
the month decreased slightly to 50 news-editorial items, or 25% of the total reportage. The leading 
topic of coverage in the first half of November was the relationship between Merck and the FDA and 
the Vioxx litigation. In the second half of November the relationship between Merck and the FDA 
was most prominent in the coverage, closely followed by investigations into the timeline of Merck’s 
knowledge of Vioxx’s hazards.   
 Continuing to decline, the coverage of Merck for December dropped to 40 news/editorial 
items, accounting for 20% of the overall coverage. Most of the reports dealt with Merck’s crisis 
management efforts and the ramifications of this process, as evidenced by 25% of December’s items.  
 In January, number of reports dropped to 28 items, representing 14% of the total 
news/editorial items for the timeframe of study. The main theme was, once again, Merck’s crisis 
response and its implications, discussed in 39.3% of the reports for the month. 
 In the first half of February, 22 news-editorial items accounted for 11% of the entire coverage, 
almost equal to output for the entire month of January, suggesting the Vioxx story was regaining 
traction. Again, Merck’s Vioxx-related crisis management efforts were the topic investigated the 
most, in 6 or 27.3% of the reports for the time period. 
 Overall, the most investigated theme in the press coverage dealt with Merck’s efforts to 
manage the crisis (19.5%), followed by observations of Merck’s financial situation impacted by the 
recall (14.5%). 
  RQ2 asked about any differences in the coverage by The New York Times and The Wall Street 
Journal. A series of chi-square tests were conducted to determine if any differences existed in the 
inclusion of Merck’s crisis management strategies between The New York Times and The Wall Street 
Journal. There were no significant differences. The papers’ news reports approached the Vioxx story 
similarly. 
  There were differences in perspectives in the editorial pages. The New York Times constantly 
criticized Merck, while the Wall Street Journal consistently defended or even praised the company. 
The Wall Street Journal featured more stories on how Merck’s financial situation was impacted by 
the recall than did The New York Times (23 to 6). A chi-square test for differences between the two 



IPRRC – 566 

 

papers regarding placement of Vioxx news/editorial items was significant (X2=15.4, d.f.=4, p=.004). 
The Wall Street Journal featured more of its coverage in the front news section (A), while The New 
York Times published more of these items in its business section. [See Table 3]   
 Post Hoc Analysis: Corporate Spokespeople In News Coverage. A chi-square test between the 
two newspapers regarding identification of Merck spokespersons/sources included in news/editorial 
items was not significant (X2=.099, d.f.=1, p=.753). About 28% of all newspaper coverage analyzed 
in both The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal included attribution to an official Merck 
spokesperson or source. Attributions to Merck’s corporate spokespersons were made in 29 items in 
The Journal and 27 items in The Times. The most-quoted individuals were Joan Wainwright, Merck’s 
vice president for public affairs, and Tony Plohoros, a Merck spokesman. Others quoted less 
frequently were Merck’s CEO Ray Gilmartin; Dr. Peter Kim, president of Merck Research 
Laboratories; Judy Lewent, Merck’s chief financial officer; and Anita Larsen, a Merck 
spokeswoman. 
DISCUSSION 
 As expected, this study revealed that mortification and ingratiation dominated Merck’s crisis 
management rhetoric. Taking Forbes rankings as a sign of the company’s generally positive pre-
Vioxx-recall reputation and performance history and according to Coombs’ 1995 transgression 
decision flowchart (Figure 1), Merck was justified in adding ingratiation to its mortification 
strategies. However, the company also used non-existence, distance and other strategies to manage 
the crisis, including new “rectification without assuming responsibility,” “too soon to know / no 
answer yet” and “crisis events misrepresented” strategies, perhaps to its own detriment.  
 Blaney and Benoit (2001) and Benoit (1997b) warned that mixing incompatible strategies 
leads to poor crisis management (e.g., denial does not work well with mortification). Nevertheless, 
Brinson and Benoit (1996) stressed that image repair efforts pass through various stages and 
responses must adapt to changing external situations and internal evaluations of accusations. In this 
way, pre-set crisis response plans have limitations. Although they may serve as good starting points 
in determining effective crisis responses, innovation, creativity, and flexibility are demanded by all 
crisis response situations.  
 It would have seemed irrational for Merck to respond to the Lancet article or to the Journal’s 
disclosures of Merck’s internal communication with mortification and ingratiation alone. Although 
Merck engaged in corrective action, the company steadfastly stuck to its response of not accepting 
any responsibility. Merck’s Vioxx crisis and response relates well to Murphy’s (2000) theory of 
complex systems, characterized by co-evolution and nonlinearity. Although Merck began its crisis 
response with mortification and ingratiation, Merck subsequently used other strategies to fit “in the 
emerging aftermath” (Murphy, 1996). The repeated waves of disclosures and attacks in the media 
following the first stage of the crisis created different dynamics that required constant adjustment. As 
Murphy (1996) noted, re-adjustments are triggered by changes in who or what has become new 
attractors in the crisis.   
 Frequently, the media coverage determines new attractors. Although social responsibility was 
the initial attractor in Merck’s Vioxx crisis, it lost some prominence after the first few weeks and was 
replaced by an attractor of management competence. The early November disclosures in The Wall 
Street Journal of Merck’s internal exchanges re-shifted the dynamic back to the attractor of social 
responsibility. Consequently, in November Merck began making heavier use of non-existence, 
distance and other strategies along with its dominant ingratiation and mortification strategies.  
Mortification and Merck’s Vioxx Crisis 
 When organizations make mistakes, they must express mortification and admit fault 
immediately (Benoit, 1997b; Brinson & Benoit, 1996). Transgressing organizations must accept 
some degree of responsibility and take corrective measures to atone (Coombs, 1995). Although 
Merck’s response had mortification at its core, Merck accepted no responsibility for the Vioxx crisis 
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nor did it ask for forgiveness because it insisted it did nothing wrong. Merck’s response did employ 
rectification by recalling Vioxx and remediation through reimbursements for the recalled drug. 
However, Merck did not seek forgiveness in its mortification, since it did not take any degree of 
responsibility. 
 Rectification without Assuming Responsibility. Merck’s response in the Vioxx case could be 
termed “rectification without assuming responsibility,” a strategy for which Coombs’ (1995) 
flowchart did not account. In this sense, Benoit’s (1997b) decision to separate corrective action from 
mortification, acknowledging that an organization can rectify without taking responsibility or seeking 
forgiveness, better describes how Merck responded. Pragmatically, it is important to inquire into the 
viability of Merck accepting responsibility for the future of the company. The Vioxx crisis presented 
the ultimate challenge, potentially leading to Merck’s demise. The crisis featured survival operational 
threats, as Coombs (2002) outlined them. The company was accused, with significant evidence, that 
it marketed and sold a dangerous drug to patients for years, with full knowledge of this fact. 
According to FDA researcher, Dr. David Graham, Vioxx may have injured 140,000 victims. 
Accepting full blame for so many injuries well might have meant the death of Merck. Instead, Merck 
used this unusual form of mortification, remediation and rectification but omitting apologies and 
atonement.  
 It remains to be seen if Merck’s “rectification without assuming responsibility” worked.  The 
continued existence of the company may serve as proof that this strategy did function at least to some 
extent. While questionable in the case of Merck and Vioxx, “rectification without assuming 
responsibility” may be legitimate in other circumstances. Companies can indeed recall products or 
take preventive measures and at the same time emphasize temporary uncertainty about the causes of 
the problem, precluding apology. The press documented that Merck knew about Vioxx’s hazards 
long before the recall. But, as Englehardt, et al. (2004) noted, there are authentic instances when an 
organization simply does not yet have an answer. Both “compassion without blame” and 
“rectification without assuming responsibility” imply it is too soon to know what triggered a crisis. 
But “rectification without assuming responsibility” also involves taking action to end a problem and 
prevent its reoccurrence in the future. Under Coombs’ (1995) crisis management flowchart, Merck 
should not have said: “While we are taking this product off the market because it appears to be 
raising some questions of safety, we are uncertain at the time as to what the causes are and have 
certainly acted appropriately, in the best interest of our patients, all along the way.” But this is exactly 
what Merck said repeatedly.  
 The crisis response to the Tylenol tampering situation, a terrorism-type crisis, featured many 
of the characteristics of the “rectification without assuming responsibility” strategy. Adding the 
“rectification without assuming responsibility” strategy to the response mix would make the response 
flowcharts for all four crisis types more comprehensive. 
 Merck also used “too soon to know / no answer yet” as a stand-alone strategy and “crisis 
events misrepresented”–usually in the form of counter-charging the media as taking information “out 
of context”–as a distance strategy, perhaps to its detriment. It is possible these responses are as 
suspect as an intractable “no comment” and are perceived as implied admissions of guilt. These 
responses could be tested experimentally to investigate their effects.   
 Merck’s Reputation Not A Factor. A positive reputation helps an organization in crisis 
maintain legitimacy by allowing ingratiation responses in combination with mortification (Coombs 
1995, 1998, 2004). Merck had a good reputation as one of the world’s leading pharmaceutical giants, 
repeatedly receiving very favorable rankings on the Forbes 500 list. It is interesting then that the only 
overt mention of Merck’s reputation in the newspaper coverage analyzed appeared in a New York 
Times’ profile on Merck’s CEO. Merck’s messages that emphasized the company’s good reputation 
did not get much coverage. It is possible that Merck opted to use ingratiation so prominently since it 
counted on its positive performance history to carry the company through the crisis. This was 
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problematic because the dominant strategy of Merck’s corporate crisis communication was 
ingratiation, effective when an organization’s reputation is positive. This suggests that corporations in 
crisis cannot take their good reputation for granted or assume that it will automatically be reflected in 
press coverage. Perhaps a wiser decision is to not overplay ingratiation.   
Merck and Vioxx: The Newspaper Coverage 
 While Merck’s corporate reputation did not impact the press coverage, the newspapers’ 
reportage of the crisis did affect Merck’s reputation negatively. For example, the disclosures in The 
Journal and The Times of Merck’s damning internal communications diminished the company’s 
stock value almost immediately on publication and such impact persisted. Contrary to arguments by 
Kaufman (1993) and Hart (2005), the labeling of The Times and The Journal as antagonistic left-
wing and right-wing media opponents was only partially substantiated since the two newspapers 
covered the Vioxx crisis similarly in news reports. Both newspapers published objective news articles 
that were often critical of Merck and its handling of Vioxx. Given its business orientation, The 
Journal understandably ran more reports on Merck’s financial situation and leadership, and featured 
more Vioxx-related items in its front “A” news section while most n Merck-Vioxx news items in The 
Times appeared in the business section. 
 However, content and slant of opinion-page editorials differed. In the early stages of and 
throughout the crisis, editorial writers in The Times blamed Merck for mishandling and irresponsibly 
marketing Vioxx. The scope of subsequent editorials was expanded to attack the entire 
pharmaceutical industry and corporate America in general. The FDA was also sanctioned for its lack 
of vigilance in monitoring the safety of the drug market and its susceptibility to suspect persuasions, 
if not bribery, from corporate giants such as Merck. In contrast, The Journal’s editorialists initially 
praised Merck’s prompt rectification. Journal editorials emphasized benefits provided by drugs such 
as Vioxx over their side effects. As the crisis developed, editorials accused the healthcare system for 
the reported damage to the viable marketability of Vioxx. The Journal also attacked the FDA, but for 
totally different reasons. In the opinion of The Journal, the agency was monitoring the 
pharmaceutical industry too harshly, preventing innovation and hurting the patients waiting for relief. 
Finally, while The Times chastised Merck for not withdrawing Vioxx early enough, The Journal 
criticized the company for withdrawing the drug at all. The contradiction within The Journal’s 
coverage between editorials and news features confirms Irvine’s (2001) observation that The Wall 
Street Journal has a split personality with a strongly conservative editorial staff and more liberal 
newsroom.  
 Overcoming the Media’s Initial Onslaught May Not Be Enough. According to Englehardt, et 
al. (2004), if corporations facing a crisis manage to survive the initial media onslaught, they are in a 
very good position to ultimately overcome the entire crisis. On one hand, this study supports this 
finding. As the numbers showed, the majority of reports came in the first day, first week, and first 
month of the crisis. For the following months, coverage decreased at a steady rate, while broader 
issues were investigated and Merck was occasionally out of the limelight.  
 Nevertheless, in the first half of February the Vioxx case came back into focus, as coverage 
then nearly reached the total coverage for all of January. This finding suggests that a corporate crisis 
of the magnitude of Vioxx can be resuscitated by the media after the initial coverage onslaught. News 
media have the power, in chaos theory terms (Murphy, 1996), to constantly redefine and rearrange 
complex corporate crisis systems through determining new attractors or re-emphasizing previous 
ones. As Englehardt, et al. (2004) observed, when companies fail to stay active in their response 
efforts the media may begin acting as crisis contributors. This study’s analysis of Merck’s Vioxx 
news coverage beyond the first month of crisis, as was conducted in the ValuJet study, emphasizes 
the point that corporations need to continue their proactive crisis management endeavors until the 
crisis is resolved.    
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 High-Profile Spokespersons Need to Stay Present. High-profile executives need to continue 
their involvement in the distribution of information and responses beyond the initial stages of the 
crisis. Analysis of the news coverage in this study revealed that attributions to high-profile corporate 
spokespersons were more frequent during the initial stages of the crisis and faded with the passage of 
time. Public relations literature on crisis management suggests effective response features the most 
prominent executives (Roger & Storey, 1987). Given the magnitude of the crisis, Merck’s Vioxx 
recall called for the presence of the highest-level executives throughout the crisis. Merck did this to 
some extent, since Merck’s CEO and chief resident scientist were present in news conferences and 
other communications beyond October. But later newspaper coverage had few attributions to these 
executives and instead quoted Merck’s public relations staff. Although difficult, companies should 
continue to make their highest executives available to journalists after the initial stages of a crisis. 
Certainly, Merck’s CEO should have responded to the serious disclosures and accusations in The 
Journal about the company’s post-Vigor actions instead of a PR spokesperson. The New York Times 
reported early in the crisis that Merck’s CEO was “running around” giving several TV interviews per 
day. Other studies may investigate whether this was a wise choice. 
LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 
 Merck’s Vioxx recall case is an ongoing crisis. This research only investigated a part of it. By 
the end of 2005, Merck was facing about 7,000 Vioxx-related lawsuits. In August, a Texas jury found 
the company liable in a Vioxx-user’s death; Merck is appealing. In November, a New Jersey jury 
absolved Merck for a heart attack suffered by a Vioxx user (Curran, 2005). Outcomes of the Vioxx 
litigation would provide an interesting additional perspective. This study did not measure the public’s 
reaction to Merck’s crisis management. Only Merck’s financial indicators were used to evaluate 
performance history. Also, this study analyzed coverage of only two newspapers. Effects of other 
forms of media, including unmediated communication such as messages on Merck’s Web site, should 
be investigated. This study is subject to the limitation of all case studies, since generalizations from 
this case cannot be made to other cases.  
CONCLUSIONS 
 The Vioxx recall crisis presented an opportunity to test Coombs’ (1995) transgression 
flowchart. Merck responded to its transgression-type crisis with mortification and ingratiation but did 
not assume responsibility nor apologize. Merck also implemented “too soon to know / no answer yet” 
and “crisis events misrepresented” as major strategies, perhaps to its detriment.  Despite Merck’s 
proactive ingratiation messages about its positive performance history, reputation did not factor 
overtly in newspaper coverage, and responses attributed to high-level Merck executives in the press 
fell off as the crisis progressed. Although the company’s crisis response has allowed it to continue to 
exist, the case of Merck’s Vioxx recall serves as a cautionary tale to other organizations facing 
transgression-type crises.    

 
ENDNOTES 

1. The dominant strategy was the strategy that was most evident in any Merck corporate communication or 
news/editorial item. In many cases, multiple strategies were present in corporate messages and press coverage 
analyzed, but only one was judged predominant or dominant and was coded as such in each item. 

2. Personalized letters began with the salutation “Dear” and were signed by a Merck executive.  
3. General letters did not have a salutation and they were not signed. 
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Appendix A: Examples of Crisis Response Strategies in Merck’s Corporate Messages 
Following are examples of various crisis response strategies used by Merck in some of its corporate messages from 
September 30, 2004 to February 15, 2005. 
Mortification (rectification without assuming responsibility) and ingratiation (bolstering):  
In the Sept. 30, 2004 press conference about recalling Vioxx, Merck’s CEO said:  

We are taking this action because we believe it best serves the interests of patients. Although we believe it would 
have been possible to continue to market VIOXX with labeling that would incorporate this new data, given the 
availability of alternative therapies, and the questions raised by the data, we concluded that a voluntary 
withdrawal is the responsible course to take.  

Mortification (rectification): 
A press release issued on October 13 and posted on Merck’s Web site entitled “Merck to Present Data from APPROVe 
Trial at American College of Rheumatology Annual Scientific Meeting in San Antonio on Oct. 18” said:  

The company announced a voluntary worldwide withdrawal of Vioxx (rofecoxib), its arthritis and acute pain 
medication from the marketplace worldwide on Sept. 30, based on new, three-year data from the trial. 

Mortification (remediation): 
Post-recall a general letter signed by Merck’s CEO and posted on Merck’s Web site noted:  
“Merck will reimburse all patients for their unused Vioxx.” 
Mortification (rectification) and Ingratiation (bolstering): 
On October 21 in a press release titled “Merck Announces Third-Quarter Earnings Per Share (EPS) of 60 Cents,” Merck’s 
CEO was quoted: 

The voluntary withdrawal of VIOXX, with sales of $2.5 billion last year, represents a significant financial loss for 
us, but clearly was the right course of action. We look to the strong launch of VYTORIN and the five Phase III 
compounds that we expect to file or launch by the end of 2006 to contribute to the company’s future growth. 

Ingratiation (bolstering):   
A January 1, 2005 general letter signed by Merck’s CEO and posted on Merck’s Web site titled ““For 100 Years, Patients 
First” presented the company’s history as a great success story, dominated by the unwavering and supreme dedication to 
patients’ welfare. 
Ingratiation (transcendance) and Too soon to know/ no answer yet: 
A September 30 personalized letter signed by Merck’s CEO posted on Merck’s Web site said: “The cause of the clinical 
study results is uncertain, but our commitment to our patients is clear.” 
 Also, in a December 14 interview with CNBC correspondent Mike Huckman, Merck’s CEO said: “I don’t have an 
update for you at this point. As we have been very clear about, we think and believe strongly we’ve got meritorious 
defenses against these lawsuits. And we are going to defend against them vigorously.” 
Ingratiation (praising others): 
In December 7, 2004 press release titled “Merck Board Appoints Special Committee to Review VIOXX Withdrawal” 
announcing a newly-created entity was going to review the company’s actions prior to Merck’s voluntary recall of Vioxx, 
Merck’s CEO praised the formation of an “independent” commission whose chair was William G. Bowen, president of 
The Andrew W. Fellon Foundation and chair of the Merck’s Board Committee on Corporate Governance.   
Non-existence (denial): 
In a second September 30, 2004 press conference, Merck’s CEO said:“...this event (the Vioxx recall) does not lead us to 
reconsider or make any change in fundamental strategy.” 
Non-existence (clarification): 
An October 1, 2004 press release from Merck titled “Merck Clarifies Number of Patients and Prescriptions for Vioxx” 
stated:  

In response to some inaccuracies reported (in the media), Merck today clarified the number of patients in the 
United States who were prescribed and have taken VIOXX (rofecoxib). ... Merck estimates that there were 105 
million U.S. prescriptions written for Vioxx from May 1999 to August 2004. Based on this estimate, Merck 
estimates that the number of patients who have taken VIOXX in the United States since its 1999 launch is 
approximately 20 million.  

Distance (crisis events misrepresented): 
An October 29 statement titled “Merck Issues Statement on Documents Related to Vioxx Litigation” posted on Merck’s 
Web site in anticipation of the disclosure in the press of Merck’s internal e-mails revealing executives’ early knowledge 
of Vioxx’s dangers stated: 

Merck has been informed that the content of documents produced during discovery in pending VIOXX 
litigation… Past experience of other companies in such situations suggests that documents will be deliberately 
presented out of context to advance the interest of the parties who have started Vioxx litigation. As such, the 
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documents, the surrounding events and the business practices of Merck may well be misinterpreted in any 
reporting. 

Distance (crisis events misrepresented) and ingratiation (bolstering): 
A January 1, 2005 general letter signed by Merck’s CEO and posted on Merck’s Web site titled d “Our Future. Our 
Strength” said:   

In the weeks since the voluntary withdrawal of VIOXX (rofecoxib) there has been much speculation, based 
largely on incomplete and sometimes inaccurate information, about the potential impact of the withdrawal on 
Merck’s business and financial health. Merck’s response is clear: Our business prospects are strong and we are 
well prepared to address the challenges posed by the withdrawal of Vioxx. 

Compassion without blame:  
On January 21, 2005, a letter personalized to pharmacy customers posted on Merck’s Web site  articulate the company’s 
empathy for the customers who had not received reimbursements: 

Because of the unprecedented volume of pharmacy and patients returns, the issuance of reimbursement checks to 
some pharmacies for undispensed VIOXX has taken longer than originally anticipated. Should you still be 
waiting for a refund, Merck recognizes and regrets any inconvenience that this delay may have caused you or 
your practice. 

Suffering: 
On November 18, 2004, a transcript of the CEO’s “Prepared Testimony before the United States Senate Committee on 
Finance” was posted on Merck’s Web site. In it the CEO said: “Mr. Chairman, Merck believed wholeheartedly in Vioxx.I 
believed wholeheartedly in Vioxx. In fact, my wife was a user of Vioxx until the day we withdrew it from the market.” 
 
 
Table 1 Number of Times Strategies Present in Corporate Messages 
Strategy # of Times Used % of Overall Messages 
   
Mortification 36 90 
Rectification w/out assuming responsibility 34 85 
Remediation 12 30 
Ingratiation 32 80 
Bolstering 32 80 
Transcendence 5 12.5 
Praising others 3 7.5 
Non-existence 13 32.5 
Denial 13 32.5 
Clarification 11 27.5 
Too soon to know / No answer yet 12 30 
Distance 8 20 
Crisis events misrepresented 8 20 
Justification 1 2.5 
Compassion w/out blame 1 2.5 
Suffering strategy 1 2.5 
Note: More than one strategy appeared in some items. 
 
 
Table 2 Strategies Used In Newspaper Coverage / 200 Items 
Strategy # of News/Editorial Items % of Overall Coverage 
   
Mortification 190 95% 
Ingratiation 53 26.5% 
Non-existence 48 24% 
Distance 17 8.5% 
Silence 10 5% 
Too soon to know / No answer yet 7 3.5% 
Compassion w/out blame 3  1.5% 
Suffering strategy 1 .5% 
Note: More than one strategy appeared in some items. 
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Table 3 Placement of News/Editorial Items 
Placement # of Items in NYT # of Items in WSJ Total 
Business 53 (53%) 37 (37%) 90 (45%) 
Front section (A), not on front page 17 (17%) 33 (33%) 50 (25%) 
Other news section 12 (12%) 20 (20%) 32 (16%_ 
Front page 10 (10%) 9 (9%) 19 (9.5%) 
Other placement 8 (8%) 1 (1%) 9 (4.5%) 
Total 100 (100%) 100 (100%) 200 (100%) 
 
Figure 1. The Transgression Decision Flowchart  (Coombs, 1995) 
 
Crisis Type  Evidence  Damage  Victim Status Performance Crisis 

History  Response  
   Strategy 

 
        Positive  Mortification, 
          Ingratiation 
      Victim 
   
        Negative Mortification 
  
    Major 
 
        Positive  Mortification,  
  True        Ingratiation 
      Non-Victim 
 
        Negative Mortification 
Transgession 
 
 
        Positive  Mortification, 

Ingratiation,                                                          
Justification 

 
      Victim 
   
        Negative Mortification 
 
    Minor 
 
        Positive  Justification,  
          Ingratiation 
      Non-Victim 
 
        Negative Justification 
 
 
 
        Positive  Nonexistence 
  
  False         
 
        Negative Clarification 
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This study examines the strategic message content of news releases and the use of 
multimedia tactics to facilitate information dissemination in online releases. Results 
indicate that persuasive message strategies are the most frequently used strategies in 
news releases, followed by informative strategies. Promise and reward, threat and 
punishment and bargaining strategies are the least frequently used. In addition, 
multimedia use in online news releases is limited mostly to Web site links provided in 
the body of the release. 

 
The news release is the most common tactic used in public relations practice (Bivins, 1999; Morton 
& Ramsey, 1994). News release content has been examined in many studies; however, the bulk of 
previous research in this area has focused on the news value and publication rates of news releases. 
Few studies have assessed the strategic message content of news releases or looked at the trend 
toward multimedia use in news releases distributed via online news distribution services.  

The purpose of this study is to explore the relationship between public relations strategies and the 
tactics that are used to enact them. Specifically, this study examines the strategic message content of 
news releases and the use of multimedia tactics to facilitate information dissemination in online 
releases. 

Public relations message strategies identified by Hazleton (1992) were used to assess news 
release message content. A content analysis of 100 news releases downloaded from the PRNewswire 
website was performed. News releases were randomly selected during a two-week interval during 
2005. Data were collected in 11 content categories: week posted, day of week posted, time of day 
posted, source organization type, length in paragraphs, type of release, tone of release, number of 
quotes used, source of quotes used, subject matter, and primary public relations strategy used. In 
addition, multimedia use was assessed by examining whether the release contained photographs, 
email links, Web links, audio links, and video links.  

This study contributes to the development of a positive theory of public relations strategy use in 
organizations by describing current trends in practice and positing a framework for further 
examination of strategic message use in public relations scholarship and practice. 

 
Review of Literature 

Research has established that public relations has an important impact on the news (Cho & 
Benoit, 2005). Practitioners engaged in media relations send news releases to media outlets in the 
hopes of having the information contained in the release disseminated to the public. By passing 
through the media, the information gains credibility and creates greater awareness of the 
organization. Estimates of the percentage of news content influenced by public relations subsidies 
range from 25% to 80% (Sallot & Johnson, 2006). 

A major area of public relations scholarship has focused on the qualities of news releases that 
influence acceptance rates (Cameron, Sallot, & Curtin, 1997). This stream of research has aided 
practitioners in better aligning the news values of source and reporter, which increases the probability 
of publication of subsidized information.  

In 1986, Turk found that public relations information subsidies with elements of newsworthiness 
have a moderate effect on the news agenda. Morton and Warren found that releases with impact and 
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reader service played a substantial role in media gatekeepers’ publication decisions (1992a), and 
hometown releases have high acceptance rates (1996b).  

In a 1994 study, Morton and Ramsey traced the publication of 129 national releases transmitted 
via PRNewswire. They reported a 17% utilization rate, with 83% of the releases in their sample 
deriving from business/industry sources. They also found that business/industry sources primarily 
distributed financial information via the wire.   

In 1996, Morton found that public relations managers value news releases as a tactic more than 
technicians. She concluded that this finding might be due to how each role uses news releases. 
“Public relations managers may use them more for strategic communications while technicians use 
them more for routine information dissemination” (p. 366). However, Morton notes that some 
researchers have rejected the idea that news releases are used strategically. She argues the need for 
further investigation into the strategic use of news releases, as well as how to measure their effects 
against the goals and objectives of the strategic communication plan. 
Online News Releases 

Another area of public relations scholarship in need of further investigation is the impact of new 
technology on public relations practice. The use of new technology by public relations practitioners is 
well documented. A survey of PRSA members reported 99% use of the Web (Ryan, 1999), and a 
survey of the PRSA Counselor’s Academy found that agencies rely on the Web as an integral part of 
daily operations (Bohle Company, 1999).  

However, while new technology presents many opportunities for public relations practice, it also 
presents unique challenges. Some industry publications have noted that traditional means of 
providing information subsidies to the media are less effective when distributed online because they 
do not conform to the requirements of new technology (Geibel, 1999). For instance, the traditional 
news release format is typically too long and difficult to navigate on a computer screen (Ochman, 
2000). In addition, many practitioners are not taking advantage of the breadth of online tools 
available to them (Bergen, 1999; MacLellan, 1999; Porter, Sallot, Cameron, & Shamp, 2001). 

The Internet also may be playing a substantial role in commodifying the news (Strobbe & Jacobs, 
2005). In addition to targeting journalists, many online news release distribution services are being 
accessed by businesspeople who can get first-hand knowledge of what their competitors are doing by 
consulting online archives. These distribution services “are serving a key function in turning press 
releases into more or less public documents and in reducing the gatekeeping role traditionally played 
by journalists” (p. 290).  

This brief review of literature points to the need for research to examine the strategic message 
content of news releases, as well as the use of multimedia tactics to facilitate information 
dissemination in online releases. This study attempts to contribute to public relations theory 
development by examining online news releases using Hazleton’s taxonomy of public relations 
message strategies.   
Public Relations Message Strategies 

The public relations strategies examined in this study derive from the theoretical framework 
provided by Hazleton and Long’s public relations process model.1 Adopting a general system’s 
theory approach, Hazleton and Long define public relations as a communication function of 
management through which organizations adapt to, alter, or maintain their environment for the 
purpose of achieving organizational goals (Hazleton & Long, 1985,1988; Long & Hazleton, 1987; 
Hazleton, 1992).2  

According to Hazleton (1993), public relations goals are a consequence of organizational goals 
and provide the impetus for organizational goal achievement through communication. However, 
goals must be translated into strategies that define appropriate and effective actions for goal 
achievement. According to Hazleton (1992), public relations behavior in organizations is enacted 
through communication strategies designed to achieve organizational goals. Communication 
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strategies are manifested in the form of messages that serve as inputs to target audiences located in 
the environment.  

Drawing from social change literature by Zaltman and Duncan (1977), Hazleton identified six 
functions of messages at the psychological level that reflect public relations strategies used by 
organizations when they communicate with publics. These functions represent the goals of public 
relations in terms of the impact messages have on audiences and the meanings audiences attribute to 
messages. Hazleton (1993) used these six functions to develop a taxonomy of public relations 
strategies organizations typically use when communicating with publics. The taxonomy includes 
seven strategies that are labeled informative, facilitative, persuasive, promise and reward, threat and 
punishment, bargaining, and cooperative problem-solving.  

Informative strategy. An informative strategy is based on the presentation of unbiased facts. 
Informative messages do not draw conclusions, but instead presume the public will infer appropriate 
conclusions from accurate data. Informative messages may suggest a variety of alternative solutions 
to problems. In addition, they are characterized by the use of neutral language and organic, or natural, 
patterns of organization to create greater ease of comprehension. 

Research indicates that time-on-task and frequency of exposure to messages are positively 
related to learning; therefore,  informative strategies are most effective when behavioral 
change within a target public does not have to occur quickly. Zaltman and Duncan (1977) 
stated that informative strategies can be effective in enhancing problem recognition; therefore, 
they may be used to build a foundation for future learning. However, it may not be desirable 
to mention a specific solution, especially a controversial one, until a clear need has been 
established. Informative strategies can be effective in creating awareness of a problem and 
establishing that a known problem can be resolved in a specific way. In addition, when an 
organization doesn’t possess the resources to sustain a needed long-term involvement, an 
informative strategy alone will not be effective (p. 132). 

Facilitative strategy. A facilitative strategy is accomplished by making resources available to a 
public that allow it to act in ways that it is already predisposed to act. Resources may be tangible 
artifacts, such as tools or money, or they may be directions for accomplishing specific tasks. 
According to Zaltman and Duncan (1977), facilitative strategies are useful when the public 
recognizes a problem, agrees remedial action is needed, is open to external assistance, and is willing 
to engage in self-help. Facilitative strategies are most effective when used with a program that creates 
awareness among the public of the availability of assistance. In addition, an organization using a 
facilitative strategy must determine if the continuation of the strategy will require continued resource 
expenditures after initial implementation. 

Persuasive strategy. A persuasive strategy is characterized by appeals to a public’s values or 
emotions. This strategy may include a selective presentation of information. It may use language that 
is not neutral and reflects the importance of the issue and/or the involvement of the source in the 
situation. Persuasive messages are directive in the sense that they contain a call for action, either 
tacitly or explicitly. 

According to Zaltman and Duncan (1977), persuasive strategies are indicated when a problem is 
not recognized or considered important by a public, or when a particular solution is not perceived to 
be particularly effective. Persuasive strategies are useful when it is necessary to induce a public to 
reallocate its resources from one program or activity to an alternative being advocated by the 
organization. These strategies are often used when an organization does not have direct control over a 
public through the manipulation of resources valued by the public. In addition, persuasive strategies 
are useful when time constraints are great and the ability to use power is low (p. 151).  

Promise and reward strategy. A promise and reward strategy has a coercive function in that it 
involves the exercise of power to gain compliance. It includes a directive and contingent outcome 
that may be explicitly or tacitly linked to performance of the directive request. This strategy uses 
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positive coercion in that it implies that the source of the message controls an outcome desired or liked 
by the receiver of the message. 

Threat and punishment strategy. A threat and punishment strategy employs negative coercion in 
that it involves the exercise of power and threat to gain compliance. This strategy also includes a 
directive and contingent outcome that may be explicitly or tacitly linked to performance of the 
directive request. This strategy implies that the source of the message controls an outcome feared or 
disliked by the receiver. 

Both promise and reward and threat and punishment strategies are considered to be coercive 
techniques because they exercise power to gain compliance. According to Zaltman and Duncan 
(1977), power strategies are useful when a public’s perceived need for change is low. Furthermore, a 
power strategy will not be effective if a public does not have the resources required to accept change 
and the organization cannot provide them. But a power strategy may be effective in getting a public 
to reallocate resources to initiate and sustain change. Power strategies are also useful when there is 
anticipated resistance to change and a solution to a problem has to be implemented in a short period 
of time. 

Bargaining strategy. A bargaining strategy is characterized by an organized exchange of 
messages between communicators. Strategic withholding of information and deceptions designed to 
mislead others concerning an acceptable range of alternatives and to discover the other party’s 
acceptable range of alternatives is used. Bargaining communication is characterized by the use of 
contrasting symbols that differentiate groups, such as ‘we’ and ‘they.’ This strategy reflects 
characteristics similar to J. E. Grunig's (1992) two-way asymmetrical model in that organizations and 
publics are likely to have incompatibility goals and information withholding is a common tactic.  

Cooperative problem solving strategy. A cooperative problem-solving strategy reflects a 
willingness to jointly define problems and solutions to problems. Messages derived from this strategy 
are characterized by an open exchange of information to establish a common definition of the 
problem, common goals, and to share positions and responsibilities about the issue. These strategies 
use inclusive symbols, such as ‘we.’ This strategy reflects characteristics of J. E. Grunig’s (1992) 
two-way symmetrical model in that there is a sense of interdependence among the organization and 
its publics. Cooperation is effective when an organization and its target public feel a need for each 
other’s participation in identification of problems and development of alternative solutions. 

Although research on Hazleton’s taxonomy of public relations strategies is limited, the results of 
several studies indicate that it is a valid conceptualization of the public relations behavior of 
organizations (Page, 2000a, 2000b; Page & Hazleton, 1999; Werder, 2005). Page and Hazleton 
(1999) found that the seven strategies have unique usage characteristics, meaning organizations use 
some strategies more than others and some not at all, depending on the situation. Specifically, 
persuasive and informative strategies were found to be the most frequently used strategies in 
organizations. Coercive and bargaining strategies were found to be the least often used. Subsequent 
research measuring frequency of strategy use produced similar results (Page, 2000a, 2000b; Werder, 
2005). In addition, research suggests that the use and effectiveness of public relations strategies 
depends on the attributes of the public to whom the strategy is directed (Page & Hazleton, 1999; 
Werder, 2005). 

Although the results of these studies support Hazleton and Long’s conceptualization of public 
relations behavior in organizations, they were mostly derived from self-reports by public relations 
practitioners responding to surveys. It may be possible to gain a deeper understanding of public 
relations strategy use by examining actual tactics distributed by organizations.  
Hypotheses and research questions 

The purpose of this study is to explore the relationship between public relations strategies and the 
tactics that are used to enact them. Specifically, this study examines the strategic message content of 
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news releases and the use of multimedia tactics to facilitate information dissemination in online 
releases. 

To achieve the objectives of this study, public relations message strategies identified by Hazleton 
(1992) were used to assess news release message content. The following hypotheses, derived from 
previous research, were tested: 
H1:  Informative and persuasive strategies are the most frequently used strategies in news  

releases. 
H2:  Promise and reward, threat and punishment and bargaining strategies are the least 

frequently used strategies in news releases. 
In addition, the following research questions were examined: 
RQ1:  What is the extent of multimedia use in news releases distributed online? 
RQ2:  How is strategic message content related to other news release content  

characteristics such as type of organization, tone of release, type of release, use and source of 
quotes, subject matter, and multimedia use? 

 
Methodology 

To accomplish the objectives of this study, public relations message strategies identified by 
Hazleton (1992) were used to assess news release message content. A content analysis of 100 news 
releases downloaded from the PRNewswire website was performed. According to information 
contained on the organization’s website, PR Newswire was established in 1954 and provides 
electronic news distribution on behalf of 40,000 corporate, government, association, labor, non-profit, 
and other customers worldwide.  
Sample selection 

News releases were randomly selected from the PRNewswire website during a two week period 
from February 28 through March 18, 2005, excluding weekends. Four times during the day were 
selected for data collection: 8 a.m., 12 noon, 5 p.m. and 8 p.m. To complete the random selection 
process, the two weeks selected for data collection were assigned numbers as follows: week1=1, 
week 2=2. Next, days of the week were assigned numbers as follows: Monday=1, Tuesday=2, 
Wednesday=3, Thursday=4, Friday=5. Finally, times chosen for data collection were assigned 
numbers: 8 a.m.=1, 12 noon=2, 5 p.m.=3 and 8 p.m=4. MicroSoft Excel was then used to randomly 
generate 20 week/day/time combinations.  

For each of the 20 times selected for data collection, the researcher accessed the PRNewswire 
website and downloaded the top five news releases listed under “Today’s Latest Stories.” This 
procedure resulted in a total sample of 100 news releases. 

The complete news release served as the unit of analysis for this study. Each news release was 
examined, and data were collected in 11 content categories: week posted, day of week posted, time of 
day posted, length in paragraphs, source organization type, type of release, tone of release, number of 
quotes used, source of quotes used, subject matter, and primary public relations strategy used. In 
addition, multimedia use was assessed by examining whether the release contained photographs, 
email links, Web links, audio links, and video links.  
Categorization procedures 

The length of each release was coded according to the total number of paragraphs it contained. 
Source organization type was derived from Morton and Ramsey (1994) and included the following 
nine levels: (1) business/industry, (2) civic/service organization, (3) international organization 
(dateline originating from outside the United States), (4) lobbies/special interest groups, (5) 
state/local government, (6) education, (7) unions/ professional organizations, (8) religious groups, (9) 
federal government, and (10) other. As in Morton and Ramsey’s study, these were not discrete 
categories. However, this was not problematic since, according to Holsti’s intercoder reliability 
coefficient was 1.0. 
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Type of release also followed Morton and Ramsey’s categorization scheme. The eight discrete 
levels were labeled: (1) institutional, (2) coming event, (3) past event, (4) consumer information, (5) 
timely topics, (6) features, (7) research, and (8) other. 

 Tone of release was coded as favorable, unfavorable, or neutral to the source organization. A 
“can’t tell” category was also included.  

To examine the use of quotations in the release, the release was coded according to whether it did 
or did not contain quotes. Then, the number of quotes was coded, as well as the source of the quotes 
(internal only, external only, both internal and external, can’t tell, or not applicable/no quotes). 

Subject matter derived from Morton and Ramsey’s typology and included the following 
nondiscreet levels: (1) financial disclosure, (2) personnel, (3) economics, (4) health/safety, (5) 
home/garden, (6) social issues, (7) fashion/beauty, (8) government/ politics, (9) education, (10) 
research, (11) products/services, (12) joint ventures, mergers, and acquisitions, and (13) other. 

Each news release was closely examined to determine the primary public relations strategy used. 
The eight discreet categories used are shown in Table 1. This category was considered mutually 
exclusive, exhaustive and reliable. It is considered mutually exclusive because, although some news 
releases may use more than one type of public relations strategy, each news release was defined 
according to the primary strategy used. The primary strategy was considered to be the overriding 
objective of the release as reflected in its overall content, theme, vocabulary, and wording. This 
category is considered to be exhaustive in that it includes all of the public relations strategies that are 
currently known to be used by public relations practitioners, as well as an “other” category for any 
releases that could not be placed in a strategy category.  

Finally, multimedia use was assessed by examining whether the release contained photographs, 
email links, Web links, audio links, and video links, as well as the quantity of each.  

To ensure the reliability of the classification system used in this study, a second coding was 
conducted on 25% of the data. A second independent coder analyzed 25 randomly selected news 
releases from the original 100 releases analyzed by the primary coder. Holsti’s (1969) formula was 
used to assess intercoder reliability. Holsti’s formula ranged from .80 for subject matter of release to 
1.00 for manifest content categories. The intercoder reliability for primary public relations strategy 
type was .84. These coefficients were considered acceptable for further data analysis. 

After discrepancies in coding were reconciled, SPSS 14.0 was used to analyze the data. 
 

Results 
The purpose of this study is to examine the strategic message content of news releases and the use 

of multimedia tactics to facilitate information dissemination in online releases. Public relations 
message strategies identified by Hazleton (1992) were used to assess news release message content. 
The following hypotheses, derived from previous research, were tested: 
H1:  Informative and persuasive strategies are the most frequently used strategies in news  

releases. 
H2:  Promise and reward, threat and punishment and bargaining strategies are the least 

frequently used strategies in news releases. 
In addition, the following research questions were examined: 
RQ1:  What is the extent of multimedia use in news releases distributed online? 
RQ2:  How is strategic message content related to other news release content  

characteristics such as type of organization, tone of release, type of release, use and  
source of quotes, subject matter, and multimedia use? 

To test H1 and H2, frequencies were calculated for each of the strategies. Results indicate that 56 
of the news releases used a persuasive strategy, making it the most frequently used public relations 
strategy in this study. The informative strategy was used in 29 of the releases, making it the second 
most frequently used strategy. The cooperative problem solving strategy was used in nine of the 
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releases, and the facilitative strategy was used in four of the releases. One of the releases used a threat 
and punishment strategy. One of the releases used promise and reward, and bargaining was not used 
in any of the releases. These results support H1. These results are shown in Table 2. 

To examine RQ 1, frequencies were calculated for the data pertaining to Web, email, audio, 
video, and photo links contained in the news releases. Of the 100 news releases analyzed, 88 
contained links to the sponsoring organization’s Web site or other site containing more information. 
Of these 88, the minimum number of links was one and the maximum number of links was five, with 
a mean of 1.44 links per release. Twelve releases contained no Web links. 

 Only eighteen of the 100 news releases analyzed in this study contained email links to a contact 
person/source. One of these eighteen contained seven different contact email addresses, with a mean 
of 1.67 email links for the 18 releases. Eighty-two of the releases contained no email link. 

Only one of the 100 releases analyzed in this study contained an audio link, and only one of the 
releases contained a video link. However, 20 of the releases contained photo links, with a mean of 
one photo link per release. These findings suggest that multimedia use in online press releases in 
limited mainly to links to the sponsoring organization’s Web site. 

To examine RQ2, frequencies were calculated on the content categories of organization type, tone 
of release, type of release, use and source of quotes, and subject matter prior to performing 
crosstabulations.  

Of the 100 releases analyzed in this study, 84 derived from organizations related to 
business/industry. Seven releases came from international organizations, three from state/local 
government, two from unions/professional associations, and one each from civic/service 
organizations, lobbies/special interest groups, educational institutions, and the federal government. 

For tone of release, 71 of the releases were favorable toward the source organization and 28 
releases were neutral toward the organization. No releases were unfavorable toward the source 
organization.  

For type of release, 75 of the 100 releases analyzed in this study were institutional in nature. 
Thirteen releases related to coming events, six related to consumer information, four related to 
research performed by the sponsoring organization, one related to timely topics, and one related to a 
past event. 

Sixty-eight of the 100 releases contained quotations, and 32 releases did not contain quotations. 
Of the 68 releases with quotes, the minimum number of quotes contained in the release was one and 
the maximum was four. The mean was 1.72 quotes per release. In addition, 46 of the 68 releases with 
quotes contained quotes only from internal sources. Sixteen of the 68 releases contained quotes from 
both internal and external sources, and six of the 68 releases contained quotes from only external 
sources. 

The subject matter of news releases was also examined. The results for the 13 categories of 
subject matter examined in this study are shown in Table 3. Products and services of the sponsoring 
organization were the most frequent subject matter of releases (n=41), followed by financial 
disclosure (n=27).  

Crosstabulations were performed on the data to identify any trend in strategy use and the other 
variables examined in this study. Results indicated no significant trends among variables. 
 
Conclusions 

The results of this study are consistent with previous research. Table 2 compares the rank 
orderings of strategy frequency found in this study to the results of previous research. This 
comparison shows that the results of these three studies are fairly consistent.  

Differences in frequency orderings across studies may be the result of social desirability bias in 
the survey responses. Data from Page and Hazleton (1999) and Werder (2005) were obtained from 
self-reports by public relations practitioners responding to surveys. Social desirability bias may have 
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contributed to over-reporting of the cooperative problem-solving strategy, which has characteristics 
respondents may perceive as desirable, and under-reporting of coercive strategies, which have 
characteristics that may be perceived as undesirable. 

In addition, the increased frequency of usage of the facilitative strategy in the present study may 
be due to the medium used to gather data. Since the news releases used in this study were distributed 
over the Internet, it is likely that some organizations use facilitative strategies–such as providing Web 
addresses–more here than they would in news releases distributed in print form. In fact, the Internet 
may provide an environment more conducive to facilitative strategies in general. Further research in 
this area is needed. 
 
Endnotes 

1. For a detailed review of Hazleton and Long’s public relations process model, see Werder (2005). 
2. Wilcox, Ault, Agee & Cameron (2000) note that, among the various definitions of public relations that have 

been posited, this definition best reflects today’s modern practice. It “represents the somewhat newer theory that 
public relations is more than persuasion. It should also foster open, two-way communication and mutual 
understanding with the idea that an organization also changes its attitudes and behaviors in the process—not just 
the target audience” (p. 4). 
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 The Critical Support Path: An Aid to Understanding Audiences 
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The scene:  An executive conference room in a mid-sized gas utility headquarters.  Seated around the 
table, the CEO; heads of finance, PR, HR, operations, legal; various operating managers; members of 
the outside PR firm.   
 
The subject:  crisis communications.  It seems that in changing out old, out-dated meters that use 
mercury, utility workmen had been sloppy and actually spilled the dangerous chemical in basements, 
kitchens, hallways, family rooms and other locations in hundreds of homes throughout the Chicago 
Metropolitan Area.  Lawsuits were already being filed, front pages were filled with blazing headlines, 
TV news was using the story as their lead-in on the 4, 6 and 10 pm news.  Every hour on the hour, 
radio stations were giving the most recent updates on the number of homes that had been 
contaminated. 
 
The response:  At one end of the spectrum was a theory that the company should respond by doing 
nothing public, just quietly go about it's cleanup efforts, ignore the media coverage and simply get the 
clean up done.  Say nothing, stick to your knitting was the philosophy of this camp.  At the other end 
of the spectrum was the theory that the company should mea culpa, hold press conferences, respond 
to every story, send the CEO to be interviewed and more.  Tell it now, tell it often, tell it all and tell it 
how was the mantra of this theory.   
 
 Which theory is right?  Which one offers the best way to minimize the damage?  What 
messages will most appeal to those who read the story, especially the most important stakeholders:  
shareholders, employees, customers and regulators? 
 
 None of these are easy questions to answer.  Any public relations practitioner who has had the 
"pleasure" of working in crisis communications knows that each camp has powerful logic working 
for them to support their theory.  Lawyers, of course, have the easiest and most often used answer of 
all:  No.  To speak out risks saying something that inflames the situation, brings more lawsuits to bear 
and just plain makes things worse.  Those of us who practice public relations know intuitively (and 
through our experiences) that to be quiet risks that the negative information will fill the vacuum; 
people will assume the worse not given any other choice. 
 
 Both are correct, of course.  And both are wrong, of course.  The answer lies somewhere in 
between.  The problem is how to figure out where between.  How far should the organization go in 
responding?  What are the risks?  And what messages will resonate with the stakeholder audiences.   
 
 Anyone who practices crisis communications knows that the reality of crisis is chaos.  Anger, 
frustration, hurt, shame, protectionism, turf battles, varying points of view, fear, concern about the 
breaking the law all combine to make it difficult to create consensus on how to respond.  Yet it is 
vital that a response be created that is fast, targeted and thoughtful.   
 
 Enter The Critical Support Path analysis.   
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 As a practitioner, the first question I want answered is, of course, the demographic one:  who 
and where is our audience?  Once I've determined that, I need to know some basic psychographics 
data, which will help me to understand lifestyle:  where information is obtained (and respected), 
societal trust and any preconceived notions of reputation, for example.  The next question I want to 
know the answer to when planning a response is a just as important:  What is the "emotional" state of 
the audience right now?  It is the answer to this question that will lead me to an appropriate, targeted 
response for the audience.   
 
 That is, where on a circle of support, beginning with ignorance/lack of any knowledge, and 
working through getting an audience's attention, listening, assimilation, arousal, sympathy, empathy, 
fanaticism, lost perception does my audience currently sit.  The graphic below captures the flow of 
emotions I want to understand.   
 

 
   

 By understanding where an audience resides, I can understand both the nature of a response 
necessary, as well as the type of response.  For example, if I do research that indicates an audience is 
sympathetic to my point of view but not very well informed, then I know the nature and type of the 
program will be to capitalize on that view, and that my messages should support that sympathy.  If 
my audience is empathetic, then I know that my response must provide tools for them to support their 
views, e.g. ways they can show their support through ways to reach activist organizations.  If my 
audiences are unaware of the issues then I need to wake them up to get their attention so that I can 
then convince them of my point of view.   
 
 I am creating a benchmark of group attitudes, and their understanding of an organizational 
issue.  Once I have this benchmark established, I will be able to ascertain the likelihood of success at 
getting their support…or at least their acquiescence.  I also will be able to determine what, if any, 
movement can be expected.  That is, knowing what the task ahead appears to be, I can set my 
objectives AND my budget appropriately. 
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 Let's look at the various attitudes I've identified for the Path: 
 
 Ignorance/apathy – This group is either unaware of the issues the organization would like 
them to understand/support, or are in a state of not caring. 
 Attention – Characteristics of the attentive audience include awareness, but not judgment.  
That is, something has gained their attention, but to what end? 
 Listening – Members of a listening audience are not only aware of the issue, but these 
audience members are actually interested.  We may not have convinced them of our point of view, 
but at least we're on the right track. 
 Assimilation – Audience members at the assimilation stage are actually in the process of 
judging/thinking/contemplating their view on an issue.   
 Arousal – At this point your audience has moved to the beginnings of action.  They have 
begun to care about the issue.  They have thought it through; now they are going to move forward; 
they may even begin to evince support (or rejection). 
 Sympathy – At this point, an audience actually cares about your issue; they are likely to be 
objective in their views.  They may even speak out in favor of your point of view.  They might not be 
active in their support, but they will quietly think the way you would like them to think.  And they 
certainly won't work against you. 
 Empathy – This is the critical phase.  It is here that an audience may go out of its way to 
support you, actively.  They may donate to a cause; they may write a letter, they may join an 
organization.  It is here that support can end; they can be sympathetic, but reject any further action.  
Or they may reject your logic or persuasion.  They are unconvinced.   
 Fanaticism – This is the beginning of lost perspective.  This place on the path is characterized 
by an inability to listen to opposing views. They will not easily trust alternatives. 
 Lost perspective/Ignorance – Two actual incidents in recent American history come to mind 
when talking this phase:  the Oklahoma City bombing and the Branch Davidians.  These are 
situations where your efforts to reason are wasted.  Any attempt to interfere is considered worthy of 
violence.  They are the lost souls of audiences. 
 
 Along the Critical Support Path, critical stages of understanding must be reached before 
audience members will accept a message, cooperate and support your objectives, and take the action 
of involvement.  The Critical Support Path is a continuum, but as with any important issue, gains can 
be made…and then lost due to circumstances that arise during a program.  The organization also risks 
rejection of their efforts if information is not framed or delivered in a manner suitable to the audience 
members and their stage of understanding. 
 
 Let's get back to our scenario: 
  
 After the crisis began, we conducted research of customers and non-customers, employees 
and important influentials (regulators, law enforcement, state legislators, etc.   
First we determined that the non-customers were paying no attention to the issue.  It wasn't their 
problem.  Influentials we found were waiting to hear from their constituencies; they understood, 
intellectually, what had happened, and knew that, as one put it:  "Shit happens." As for customers, we 
found that they were somewhere between the attention and arousal stages.  That is, they had heard 
some of the uproar, but they still trusted the utility.  They weren't ready to pass judgment.  They were 
waiting to hear from the company.  They were nowhere near as negative as the noise of the media 
coverage might have led the management to believe.   
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 Therefore, instead of responding with a bombastic panoply of tactics, the company mounted a 
carefully controlled information outreach.  They created ongoing private briefings for any interested 
reporter.  They created a dynamic website that gave regular updates on the situation, explained in 
detail what had happened and what was being done to fix it.  Employee meetings were held on a 
regular basis to in order to update them on the effort, and to encourage them.  All the while, the 
public affairs department was making regular, one-on-one contact with influentials to keep them 
informed.   
 
 A decision to hold a large press conference turned into an ugly three-ring circus, as tempers 
flared and nasty questions and heated answers bounced around the room.  This caused a setback as 
the next day stories and late evening news showed angry (and, some said, lying) executives heatedly 
telling their story.  
 
 The company got back on track, and continued its measured responses over the next six 
months.  We repeated the research every two weeks to track our progress and used the information 
elicited to make sure we were answering real questions in the minds of customers.   
 

Did it work?  For the most part, yes.  Although the company had suffered a serious blow that 
tested its relationship with customers, support levels gradually grew back to the pre-crisis days.  
Media, as they often do, found new "scandals," and faded into the woodwork. Six months later, when 
the utility made a reasonable offer to settle various lawsuits, only a very few customers did not 
accept.  Lawmakers and regulators never entered the picture, and law enforcement never filed any 
charges.  (Criminal negligence charges had been bandied about by opponents during the effort.)   
 
 In the final analysis, knowing where customers and other important audiences were on the 
Critical Support Path helped us to create an appropriate campaign with measurable objectives that 
protected the company's reputation, and cost them fewer dollars.   
 
 I have used this utility case as an example because it showed the power of measurement in a 
very difficult situation.  Nevertheless, I have used the same principle in many other campaigns:  
introduction of a benefits program for employees; the introduction of a new corporate vision; labor 
relations negotiations and many others.   
 
 I don't pretend that it is perfect.  This scenario is obviously an oversimplification of the actual 
story.  However, I would maintain that in the final analysis my critical support circle does two things:  
One it gives us real time, real life information that we can use to make hard decisions, and two, it 
provides us a legitimate, numbers-based, way to respond to those in management who say, "How do 
we know that will work?"   
 
 Managements today want proof of the value of their public relations efforts.  This is just one 
set of numbers, and one way, to provide them their numbers.   
 
 Let me leave you with a thought as expressed in a letter to the editor of Newsweek that I saw 
as I was preparing this paper:  "…Clint Eastwood made a classic statement:  'Extremism is so easy … 
when you go far enough to the right, you meet the same idiots coming around from the left.' What a 
great truth.  It applies to so many situations, particularly politics.  Conservatives and liberals have 
different agendas, but the people at each extreme are the same kind of idiots." 
 
 And that is very important-to-know information. 
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Although technology has had a huge impact on public relations and all of its functions, a number of 
recent developments suggest the relatively new phenomenon of world wide weblogging – and in 
particular employee blogging – already has changed many aspects of employee communication. The 
rise of the web blogosphere has significantly empowered employees and has provided a dynamic new 
medium many are using to communicate with a variety of internal and external audiences.   

The term “blogs” is an abbreviation of “weblogs” that Edelman and Intellissek (2005) say are 
“easily published, personal web sites that serve as sources of commentary, opinion and uncensored, 
unfiltered sources of information on a variety of topics.” (p. 4). According to Robert J. Key (2005), 
many weblogs began sporadically as vanity publishing because “anyone with an opinion about 
anything could create, in a matter of minutes, his or her own web site for publishing news, opinion, 
commentary and links to other sites” (p. 18). It is believed there were 34 million blogs in existence at 
the end of 2005 (Pew Internet and American Life Project, 2005). 

Dave Winer (2005), who runs the Scripting News weblog, one of the first and currently the 
longest-running blog on the internet, and also is a fellow at Harvard Law School’s Berkman Center 
for Internet & Society, says the phenomenon of employee blogging “is nothing less than 
revolutionary.”  Winer (2003) also points out that “Weblogs are unique in that only a weblog gives 
you a publication where your ideas can stand alone without interference. It gives the public writer a 
kind of relaxation not available in other forms.” 

 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

In spite of a great interest in weblogs by the trade press and some of the world’s largest public 
relations firms, the academic literature of public relations contains little, if any, research on this 
subject. Industry-related interests have led to the publication of several reports and white papers 
investigating the phenomenon of employee blogging, the credibility of blog messages, and how 
companies are reacting to this new form of consumer generated communication. However, there does 
not appear to have been any research examining ethical concerns associated with employee blogging.  

This paper explores several ethical issues about weblogs and employee communications 
through a web-based, international study of public relations practitioners.  The following research 
questions form the basis of this research: 

• Are employee blogs saying positive or negative things about the organizations their 
authors work for? 

• Is it ethical for employees to write and post on a web blog negative statements about 
the organizations they work for? 

• Is it ethical for representatives of organizations to monitor information their 
employees have written on weblogs? 

• Is it ethical for an organization to discipline an employee who writes negative 
statements about the organization on a weblog? 

• Is it ethical for an organization to conduct research or measurement studies that focus 
on information their employees are writing on weblogs? 
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BLOGGING AND PUBLIC RELATIONS 

Many aspects of technology currently are challenging how public relations is being practiced. 
As Robert J. Key (2005) explains, “Public relations in the digital age requires understanding how 
your key constituents are gathering and sharing information and then influencing them at key points. 
Doing so requires strategies that embrace the digital age” (p. 19). 

The potential impact of blogs on public relations and corporate communications is 
phenomenal. Steve Crescenzo, writing in The Ragan Report (October 24, 2005) says employee blogs 
have “massive, almost unlimited potential to share knowledge, foster dialogue, market goods and 
services, and open up two-way channels of communication” (p. 1). A recent study commissioned by 
Edelman Public Relations and Intelliseek (2005) claims, “The rise of the blogosphere has the 
potential to empower employees in ways not unlike the rise of labor unions in the late 19th and 20th 
centuries” (p. 3). The 2005 PR Week/Burson-Marsteller CEO Survey reports that “59 percent of 
CEOs rate blogs as a good, very good, or excellent corporate communications tool for internal 
audiences” (p. 1). 

In spite of the huge potential for blogs in both business and public relations, Anderson (2005) 
and Wired Magazine claim only 20 Fortune 500 companies currently are committed to blogging.  
 
WHY DO EMPLOYEES BLOG? 

Fredrik Wackå (2005), who manages the Guide to Corporate Blogging 
(www.corporateblogging.info) claims there are several reasons why employees are blogging. These 
include: 

• Becoming an Expert: Positioning the employee as a thought leader. 
• Testing Ideas: The conversational and informal nature of blogs, and the ability to 

encourage audience feedback, makes blogging a good way to toss out ideas and see if 
they generate interest. 

• Personalizing Relationships: Employees can use blogs to personalize relationships 
with other employees and members of other strategic publics (customers, 
stockholders, etc.). 

 
According to a Backbone Media (2005) survey the top five reasons why employees have 

created web blogs are to publish content and ideas (52%), build communities (47%), promote thought 
leadership (44%), get information to customers (36%) and get feedback from customers (23%). Steve 
Hirschfeld’s (2006) research on behalf of the Employment Law Alliance claims millions of American 
workers blog – as much as five percent of the work force.    

 
ARE EMPLOYEE BLOGS GOOD OR BAD? 

There are conflicting viewpoints regarding whether employee blogs are good or bad. 
According to a 2004 BusinessWeek article, companies such as Microsoft, Dell and Sun have 
encouraged their employees to blog citing benefits such as these: 

• “In a world of fragmented media, employees’ online diaries can be a seductive way to 
lure customers into conversations.” 

• “They’re sticky – readers check back several times a day. And posts get linked to 
other sites amplifying their impact.” 

• “They’re efficient. Employees can post questions about their work and get instant, 
mass feedback.” 

• “They’re free. Blogs can serve as a global focus group, letting employees know 
exactly what customers want.” 
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• “Done well, they can humanize faceless behemoths. The Evil Empire of Redmond can 
instead become the home of ‘The Scobleizer,’ Microsoft’s most famous blogger.” 

 
Michelle Conlin and Andrew Park (2004) point out that many corporate executives encourage 

employees to blog so they can create personal relationships with other employees and customers. 
David Weinberger (2002), the co-author of The Cluetrain Manifesto: The End of Business as Usual 
says employee blogs establish connections “through real human beings speaking like real human 
beings, which is something companies have forgotten how to do.”  

Although some companies encourage their employees to blog, others do not.  Anderson and 
Mayfield (2005) claim some of the companies currently encouraging blogging include Dell, Hewlett-
Packard, Honeywell International, IBM, Microsoft, Sun Microsystems, Viacom and Xerox. 
Anderson, the editor of Wired Magazine, and Mayfield, the author of Socialtext, are collaborating on 
a project that will create an index of business blogging.   The Ragan Report (February 20, 2006) 
claims some companies have large numbers of webloggers and says IBM has “more than 15,000 
registered employee bloggers” (p. 6). 

 Even though some organizations encourage employee blogging, many organizations do not 
because they fear employees might misuse employee blogs and either communicate negative 
information about the company or exchange confidential information. 

According to the Ragan Report (November 14, 2005) although employee blogs currently are a 
big phenomenon, many who work in employee communications do not like the idea of their 
employees blogging because the company is not able to control their messages. Communication 
consultant Allan Jenkins (2005) believes many public relations people fear employee blogs because 
they “are reluctant to let go of the communication reins.” Jenkins says “90% of this [concern is 
attributable to] loss of message control.” Conlin and Park (2004) claim many companies are willing 
to give up this message control because they now realize employee bloggers can develop meaningful 
relationships with customers. However, Dan Gillmor (2004) believes companies inevitably will try to 
co-opt blogs. 

 
ETHICS AND EMPLOYEE BLOGS 

Research on ethics began with Socrates (c. 470-399 BC) in ancient Greece. He said virtue 
could be identified and practiced. Plato (c. 428-384 BC), Socrates’ disciple, advocated moral conduct 
even when it might run counter to societal norms. Aristotle (384-322 BC), a student of Plato, 
theorized that moral virtue often required tough choices. 

The central core of the study of ethics focuses on what is good and what is bad while the main 
focus in the study of law is on what is right and what is wrong. Although laws can be bad, something 
ethically good always should be right. Societies make and change laws, but ethical principles, 
theoretically at least, remain constant over time. 

Classical ethical theory views ethical obligation in two different ways. Teleological ethics 
underscores the consequences of an act or decision while deontological ethics emphasized the nature 
of an act or a decision. As ethical theory and research developed in the traditional areas of 
scholarship – philosophy, the classics, and so forth – moral rules came to represent the fuel that 
powered the ethical system. These rules became guideposts for resolving ethical dilemmas and posed 
moral duties in individuals. In fulfilling moral duties people took into account all parties, including 
themselves, who may be touched by ethical decisions.  

For more than two decades one of this paper’s authors has advocated the importance of 
individuals and individual actions and opinions in public relations ethics (Wright, 1982, 1985, 1989 
& 1996), and few aspects of public relations ethics focus more upon the individual than those 
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surrounding employee blogs. Authors of weblogs have unlimited control over their content and as 
such can choose how ethical they want to be as they communicate via the web.  

Ethics deals with questions of moral behavior and is similar to a set of principles or a code of 
moral conduct (Fink, 1998). Ethics scholar Richard Johannesen (1983) claims ethical situations are 
multifaceted and it is inevitable that conflicts among competing values will emerge in this process. 

The study of ethics in contemporary public relations research and practice usually reflects 
some interpretation or judging of value systems and is representative of much contemporary research. 
As pointed out by Wilcox, Ault and Agee (1986), “a person determines what is right or wrong, fair or 
unfair, just or unjust. It is expressed through moral behavior in specific situations” (p. 108). 

Many early studies in public relations ethics focused on the basic human need to function in 
honest and ethical ways. Most of these articles also combined ethics and professionalism and some 
also focused accreditation and licensing. Writings of Appley (1948), Bateman (1957), Bernays 
(1979), and Harlow (1951, 1969) justify this claim. 

Contemporary ethics study in public relations is fairly young and as such reflects considerable 
interpretation. When it comes to the bottom line, the final arbiter in separating right from wrong or 
good from evil in public relations is the decision maker, all of which places a considerable amount of 
responsibility upon the many authors of employee weblogs. 

 
CORPORATE BLOGGING POLICIES 
 Even though millions of workers currently are blogging, Hirschfield’s (2006) recent study 
conducted on behalf of the Employment Law Alliance found that only 15% of US companies have 
specific policies addressing work-related blogging. Findings claim the majority of US workers 
believe employees who post embarrassing information about their organizations should be dismissed. 
This study found: 

• “59% of employees believe employers should be allowed to discipline or terminate workers 
who post confidential or proprietary information concerning the employer.” 

• “55% think employers should be allowed to discipline or terminate employees who post 
damaging, embarrassing, negative information about the employer.” 

• “23% support fellow workers being free to post criticism or satire about employers, co-
workers, supervisors, customers, or clients without fear of discipline.” 

 
The Ragan Report (article by Sarah McAdams, February 20, 2006) advises companies to “address 

blogging head-on with a written policy” and cites IBM for setting a good example with its document 
that “demonstrates the best way to balance open communication and legal protection” (p.6). This 
article quotes Ed Brill, IBM’s manager of competitive projects as sauomg ,pst IBM employees who 
blog do so to share information with each other. A full copy of IBM’s blogging guidelines is 
available on Brill’s blog (www.edbrill.com).  
 
METHOD 
 A sample of public relations practitioners from various parts of the world took part in this 
research. Invitations to participate in the study were extended via e-mail messages to random samples 
collected from organizations such as the Public Relations Society of America (PRSA), the Arthur W. 
Page Society, the International Association of Business Communicators (IABC) and the International 
Public Relations Association (IPRA); and from donor, task-force and commission membership lists 
of the Institute for Public Relations. The study’s measuring instrument contained 18 questions. 
 Respondents came from many different parts of the world and represented a good cross-
section of a wide variety of segments of the public relations industry. More (32%) worked with 
corporations than any other area but small consultancies (29%) and public relations firms (19%) also 
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were well represented. The education field accounted for eight percent of the respondents while six 
percent came from the not-for-profit area, four percent worked in government positions and three 
percent were research providers. 
 There was a fairly even split between male (53%) and female (47%) respondents. Given the 
study’s large international emphasis most (63%) were IPRA members while 22% belonged to PRSA, 
14% to IABC, five percent were members of the Page Society and 24% belonged to a national public 
relations society in a country other than the United States. Of the respondents, 44% were based in the 
United States and 56% were based in a foreign country. 

Usable responses were received from 294 subjects. Data were analyzed using the SPSS 
(Statistical Package for the Social Science) program. 

 
RESULTS 

Results reported in Table 1 indicate 45% of the respondents are aware of situations where 
employees of their organization (or a client’s organization) have openly communicated on world 
wide weblogs. 
 

Table 1 
Responses to the question: Are you aware of any situations where employees of your organization (or a client’s 
organization) have openly communicated on world wide weblogs?  
 Yes     45% 
 No     35% 
 Uncertain/ Don’t Know  20% 
  
  

As Table 2 shows employees who blog appear to be writing both positive and negative things 
about their organizations. However, results of this survey suggest more positive things are being 
written than negative things. 

 
Table 2 

Responses to the question: If you are aware of any such employee blog activity do you know if the employees had 
positive or negative things to say about the organization?  
 Very Positive         1% 
 Somewhat Positive      16% 
 Both Positive and Negative but Mainly Positive  30% 
 Neither Negative nor Positive     18% 
 Both Negative and Positive but Mainly Negative  22% 
 Somewhat Negative        4%  
 Very Negative         8% 
 
 When asked whether or not it was ethical for employees to write and post on a weblog 
negative statements about the organizations they work for, close to one half (49%) said doing this 
was ethical while about one-third (34%) disagreed and 18% answered “uncertain.” These results are 
detailed in Table 3. 
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Table 3 
Responses to the question: Do you agree or disagree that it is ethical for employees to write and post on a weblog 
negative statements about the organizations they work for?  
 
 Strongly Agree  29% 
 Agree   20%         49% 
 Uncertain  18% 
 Disagree   33% 
 Strongly Disagree   1%           34% 
    Mean Score: 3.4 
 

Results displayed in Table 4 indicate that most (79%) agree that it is ethical for organizations 
to monitor what their employees are writing on their blogs. Only ten percent believe it is 
inappropriate for companies to do this monitoring. The mean score of 4.0, reported in Table 4, like all 
of this study’s mean scores, is based on a five-point scale ranging from “1” for “strongly disagree” to 
“5” for “strongly agree.”   

 
 

Table 4 
Responses to the question: Do you agree or disagree that it is ethical for representatives or organizations to monitor 
information their employees have written on world wide weblogs?  
 
 Strongly Agree  32% 
 Agree   47%         79% 
 Uncertain  11% 
 Disagree   10% 
 Strongly Disagree   0%           10% 
    Mean Score: 4.0 
 
 As Table 5 shows, a majority (59%) say it is ethical for an organization to discipline an 
employee who writes negative statements about the organization on a blog. 
Only 19% disagreed and 21% were uncertain. 

 
 

Table 5 
Responses to the question: Do you agree or disagree that it is ethical for an organization to discipline an employee 
who writes negative statements about the organization on a world wide weblog?  
 
 Strongly Agree  21% 
 Agree   38%         59% 
 Uncertain  21% 
 Disagree   19% 
 Strongly Disagree   0%           19% 
    Mean Score: 3.6 
 

Given the increased use of blogging by representatives of certain labor unions, we also 
thought it important to ask subjects in this study whether or not they considered it was ethical for 
elected representatives of unions who, while acting on behalf of a union, wrote negative statements 
about the organizations they work for on a blog. 

Table 6 shows that about half (53%) of the study’s respondents thought this was ethical while 
about one quarter of them (27%) disagreed. The response of “uncertain” was received from 20%. 

 



IPRRC – 595 

 

Table 6 
Responses to the question: Do you agree or disagree that it is ethical for an elected representative of a union (acting 
on behalf of the union) to write negative statements about the organization he or she works for (the company not the 
union) on a world wide weblog?  
 
 Strongly Agree  24% 
 Agree   29%         53% 
 Uncertain  20% 
 Disagree   27% 
 Strongly Disagree   0%           27% 
    Mean Score: 3.5 

 
We also wanted to know if public relations practitioners thought it was appropriate for 

organizations to discipline these employees. As Table 7 indicates, more than half (54%) agreed that 
such discipline was ethical while 20% disagreed and 26% were uncertain. 

 
 

Table 7 
Responses to the question: Do you agree or disagree that it would be ethical (ethical – not legal) for an organization 
to discipline the employee described in the question above?  
 
 Strongly Agree  22% 
 Agree   32%         54% 
 Uncertain  26% 
 Disagree   20% 
 Strongly Disagree   0%           20% 
    Mean Score: 3.6 
 

Since research is such an integral part of the corporate public relations process, this study 
asked three questions specifically related to measurement and employee blogs. The first of these 
sought opinions as to whether or not it was ethical for an organization to conduct research that 
focused on information their employees are writing on blogs. Results in Table 8 show that a very 
large majority (89%) believe it is ethical to take such measures while only four percent say it would 
be unethical. 

 
Table 8 

Responses to the question: Do you agree or disagree that it is ethical for an organization to conduct research or 
measurement studies that focus on information their employees are writing on www blogs?  
 
 Strongly Agree  29% 
 Agree   60%         89% 
 Uncertain    7% 
 Disagree     4% 
 Strongly Disagree   0%             4% 
    Mean Score: 4.1 

 
However, as results displayed in Table 9 indicate, in spite of those results, only a very small 

number of organizations appear to have commissioned or conducted such research or measurement.   
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Table 9 
Responses to the question: To the best of your knowledge, has your organization ever commissioned or conducted a 
research or measurement study that focused on information employees communicated on www blogs?  
 Yes      3% 
 No    77% 
 Uncertain/ Don’t Know  20% 
  

Furthermore, fewer than half (46%) of the organizations who have not measured what their 
employees are writing on blogs believe their companies ever will commission or conduct research to 
study what is happening in this area. Results from Table 10 show that while only 14% of the study’s 
respondents do not think their organizations ever will measure what their employees are writing on 
blogs, a very large number (40%) are uncertain.    

 
 

Table 10 
Responses to the question: If you answered “NO” to the previous question, do you agree or disagree that your 
organization ever would commission or conduct a research or measurement study focused on information employees 
were writing on www blogs?  
 
 Strongly Agree    4% 
 Agree   42%         46% 
 Uncertain  40% 
 Disagree   11% 
 Strongly Disagree   3%           14% 
    Mean Score: 3.3 

 
 Subjects also were asked if their organization had a code of ethics – 86% did and 14% did not. 
Those from companies with an ethics code were asked if it specifically addressed whether or not it 
was ethical to monitor communications behavior of individual employees – 31% said theirs did, 39% 
said theirs did not, and 29% were uncertain. 

 
 
ADDITIONAL ANALYSES 
 The study’s questionnaire asked several demographic questions which permitted data analyses 
to include measures of central tendency comparing differences between mean scores of various 
respondent groups. T-tests were computed comparing men and women as well as international 
respondents vis-à-vis those from the United States. Analyses of variance measures (ANOVAs) were 
used to compare responses from subjects employed within different segments of the public relations 
industry. 
 Statistical significance was found more frequently when comparing American and foreign 
respondents than during any other of the study’s central tendency measures. ANOVAs comparing 
means of international and US responses were significant at <.05 on four of the study’s 12 measures. 
These included the question asking if subjects were aware of any situations where employees had 
blogged. As Table 11 indicates, American respondents were significantly more likely to be aware of 
these situations. 
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Table 11 
T-Test analysis comparing US and foreign responses to the question: Are you aware of any situations where 
employees of your organization (or a client’s organization) have openly communicated on world wide weblogs?  
 
     N       Mean SD   t DF p 
American Responses  128 1.71  .66 3.03  38 .003 
Foreign Responses  164 1.56  .81  
Mean scores analyses for Tables 11 through 14 involved onl responses of “yes” and “no” and are on a two-point scale 
where “1” = “no” and “2” = “yes.” Consequently, the higher the mean score the greater the agreement.  
 

In the three other situations – as shown by results in Tables 12, 13 and 14 – American 
respondents also had higher mean scores than their foreign counterparts. As such, US respondents 
were more likely to work with organizations that (a) had commissioned or conducted research that 
focused on employee blogging; (b) have a code of ethics; and (c) have a code of ethics that addresses 
whether or not it is ethical for the organization to monitor communications behavior of individual 
employees. 

 
 

Table 12 
T-Test analysis comparing US and foreign responses to the question: To the best of your knowledge, has your 
organization ever commissioned or conducted a research or measurement study that focused on information 
employees communicated on www blogs? 
 
     N       Mean SD   t DF p   
American Responses  126 1.34  .51 2.48  44 .014 
Foreign Responses  161 1.08  .39 
 

Table 13 
T-Test analysis comparing US and foreign responses to the question: Does your organization have a code of ethics?  
 
     N       Mean SD   t DF p 
American Responses  125 1.87  .40 1.78  67 .046 
Foreign Responses  162 1.63  .29  
 
 

Table 14 
T-Test analysis comparing US and foreign responses to the question: If your organization has a code of ethics, does 
this code address whether or not it’s ethical for your organization to monitor communications behavior of individual 
employees?  
 
     N       Mean SD   t DF p 
American Responses  112 1.62  .83 2.78  35 .006 
Foreign Responses  142 1.47  .71  
 
    Although results were not statistically significant, foreign respondents were more likely to 
agree that it was ethical for employees to write negative statements about the organizations they work 
for on a weblog, but they also were more likely to agree that it was ethical for organizations to 
discipline such employees. American respondents were more likely to agree that it was ethical for 
organizations to monitor information their employees write on weblogs. They also were more likely 
to agree with the study’s two questions concerning blogging by employees represented by labor 
unions.  

When ANOVAs were conducted and the independent variable was what segment of the 
public relations industry respondents worked in, results showed statistical significance on only one 
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question. As Table 15 shows, this happened when subjects were asked if they agreed that it was 
ethical for an organization to conduct research or measurement studies that focused on information 
their employees are writing on blogs. Research suppliers and educators were significantly more likely 
to approve of conducting such research, but corporate, agency and consultancy employees also 
strongly approved of it. 

 
Table 15 

Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) analysis the segment of the public relations industry respondents work in and 
responses to the question: Do you agree or disagree that it is ethical for an organization to conduct research or 
measurement studies that focus on information their employees are writing on www blogs?  
 
    N       Mean SD   t DF p 
Agency   128 4.22  .51 3.03   6 .046 
Consultancy  164 4.12  .67  
Corporate   4.07  .68 
Education   4.50  .62 
Government   3.60 1.52 
Not-for-Profit   3.89   .93 
Research Provider  4.80  .45 
  

Although statistical significance was not found in any of the t-tests comparing mean 
differences between male and female respondents, women were more likely than men to believe it 
was ethical for employees to post negative statements about their employers on weblogs. However, 
men were more likely to agree that it was ethical for organizations to discipline these employees. 
They also were more likely to approve of research measuring what employees are writing on their 
blogs.  
 
SUMMARY 

Results of this international survey of public relations practitioners found nearly half (45%) of 
those who responded are aware of situations where employees of their company (or of a client’s 
organization) have openly communicated on weblogs. Although employees who blog are writing 
both positive and negative things about their organizations, it appears that the positive outweighs the 
negative. Nearly half of the study’s respondents (49%) think it’s ethical for employees to write 
negative things about the organizations they work for on a weblog.  

A large percentage (79%) of the public relations practitioners who responded to this survey 
believe it is ethical for organizations to monitor information their employees have written on 
weblogs, and 59% say it is ethical to discipline employees who write negative statements.  

The greatest agreement on any of the study’s questions resulted from the question asking if it 
is ethical for an organization to conduct research or measurement studies that focus on information 
their employees are blogging. A huge majority (89%) said this was permissible and only four percent 
disagreed. However, in spite of this only three percent of the respondents said their companies had 
ever commissioned or conducted such research. Nearly half (46%) of those from organizations not 
currently measuring employee blogging believe their companies will do so eventually. 

Respondents were less likely to criticize, and more likely to disagree with disciplinary action, 
in cases where labor union represented employees, acting on behalf of the union, write negative 
statements about the organization they work for on a blog.  

Tests comparing various demographic groups found the greatest amount of statistically 
significant differences between American and foreign respondents. Less significance was found when 
comparing responses based upon gender or the segment of the public relations industry respondents 
were employed in. 
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Due to the process of feminization in the public relations field, the relationship 
between gender and leadership has become a current research issue.  However, most 
of the previous gender and leadership studies were conducted in the United States.  In 
order to extend the body of knowledge about gender and leadership in the international 
context, this study explored public relations practitioners’ perceptions about male and 
female leadership styles in Taiwan.  In order to get in-depth insights from participants, 
the researcher interviewed 7 public relations practitioners, 3 male and 4 female, in 
Taiwan.  Some participants mentioned that they preferred to work with male managers 
because female managers tend to pay too much attention to details.  This may 
demonstrate that there are some negative gender stereotypes toward female managers 
although there are many female managers and CEOs in the Taiwanese public relations 
field.  Some other participants do mention that whether a manager is viewed as 
effective or ineffective depends on their abilities, instead of their gender.  These 
participants do not have specific preferences for male or female managers.  The results 
of this study were significant because the interviewing results demonstrated that there 
was still room for improvement in terms of eliminating gender stereotypes in the 
Taiwanese public relations field.   

 
Due the process of feminization in the public relations field, gender impacts on leadership 
expectations and leadership styles have become current research issues.  For example, Aldoory 
(1998) argued that female leadership in public relations “deserves scholarly attention because of the 
concern with feminization, the growing number of women entering the field and the debate about the 
increase” (p. 73).  However, most of the previous gender and leadership studies in the public relations 
field were conducted in the United States (e.g., Aldoory, 1998; Aldoory and Toth, 2004).  Aldoory 
(1998) conducted a qualitative study to explore female public relations leaders’ language use.  
Aldoory and Toth (2004) conducted a quantitative study to explore gender impacts on expected 
transformational and transactional leadership styles in the American public relations filed.  The 
results of previous studies have brought significant insights about gender impacts on expected 
leadership styles in the American public relations filed.  However, no study published in mainstream 
public relations journals has focused on the relationships between gender stereotypes and leadership 
perceptions in the professional field although L. Grunig, Toth, and Hon (2001) did mention that 
“pervasive gender stereotypes” (p. 310) was a major impediment for women in the American public 
relations filed.  Furthermore, gender and cultural impacts on leadership styles in other cultures need 
further investigation.   According to Stewart, Cooper, Stewart, & Friedley (1996), “Gender refers to 
the social construction of masculinity and femininity within a culture” (p. 4).  Thus, gendered 
behaviors are affected by cultures.   

As yet, only one article (Sha, 2003) has discussed gender issues in a political party in Taiwan.  
Gender stereotype and leadership issues in the Taiwanese public relations field have not been well 
studied by scholars.  In order to extend the knowledge about gender, gender stereotypes, and 
leadership in the international context, this study explored Taiwanese public relations practitioners’ 
perceptions about male and female leadership styles.  Specifically, this study used a qualitative 
approach to discuss the relationship between gender and leadership in the Taiwanese public relations 
field.  The following section of this paper contains a review of literatures about gender and leadership 
and gender stereotypes. 
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Literature Review 

Gender and Leadership 
 In the past few decades, more women have entered the workplace.  Thus, gender issues in 
organizations have become topic for scholarly investigation.  Well-discussed gender-related issues in 
public relations and management literature include pay equality (e.g., Blau & Kahn, 2000; L. Grunig, 
Toth, & Hon, 2001), glass ceiling (e.g, Liff & Ward, 2001; Wrigley, 2002), perceptions about gender 
issues (Toth & Cline, 1991; Sha & Toth, 2005), sexual harassment (Serini, Toth, Wright & Emig, 
1998), gender stereotypes (e.g., Eagly & Karan, 2002; Ritter & Yoder, 2004), and gender impacts on 
leadership (e.g., Aldoory, 1998; Aldoory & Toth, 2004; Antonnakis, Avolio, & Sivasubramaniam, 
2003).  Among these research issues, gender stereotypes and gender impacts on leadership 
expectations/leadership styles were the most controversial research issues because there were 
contradicting results about whether there are gender impacts on leadership styles or not.  If there are 
gender differences, whether these differences are affected by gendered stereotypical roles or not is 
also a current research issue in the fields of management and communication.   
 Some researchers believed there were gender differences in leadership effectiveness and 
leadership styles as perceived by subordinates.  For example, Eagly, Makhijani, and Klonsky’s 
(1992) analysis of experimental study results demonstrated that female leaders were evaluated as 
slightly more negative than male leaders.  In particular, male participants tended to devaluate female 
leaders.  Some other research findings also demonstrated that there were gender impacts on 
transformational and transactional leadership styles.  For example, the results of Bass and Avolio’s 
(1994) study demonstrated that female leaders tended to display more transformational leadership 
style then male managers.  In addition female leaders who used a transformational leadership style 
were evaluated more positively than male leaders who display this leadership style.   

Some other researchers believe there was no gender difference in leadership styles.  For 
example, Komives’ (1991) study demonstrated that there was no gender difference in terms of 
transformational or transactional leadership ratings as perceived by resident hall staffs.  The results of 
Careless’ (1998) study also demonstrated that there was no difference in subordinates’ evaluations of 
transformational leadership style for male and female managers.    
 It is obvious that there were mixed and controversial results of previous gender and leadership 
studies.  Do gender differences actually exist in terms of leadership styles?  Or, some perceived 
differences are resulted in gender stereotypes?  The following section of this paper reviews the 
definition and scholarly research about gender stereotypes and Role Congruity Theory. 

Gender Stereotypes and Role Congruity Theory 
What are gender stereotypes?  Schein (1978) defined gender stereotypes as th “belief that a set 

of traits and abilities is more likely to be found among one sex than the other” (p. 259).  These beliefs 
include what is considered appropriate masculine or feminine behaviors.  The belief that masculine 
behavior is best in management is an example of gender stereotype of managers (Stewart et al., 
1996).  But, subordinates’ negative attitudes toward female managers would change depending on 
their organizational experiences.  Stewart et al. (1996) discussed the factors which affect people’s 
tendency to have gender stereotypes: 

As more people work with female managers, these attitudes are changing.  For example, men 
who work for women managers generally have a higher acceptance of women in management 
roles than men who do not work with women managers…Young people are also less likely to 
have stereotyped attitudes…In addition, the type of organization may influence attitudes 
toward women in leadership positions (p. 203). 

Gender stereotypes would create negative attitudes toward both male and female leaders.  However, 
there tends to be more negative stereotypes toward female leaders.  According to Cali and Eagly 
(1999), 
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Research on gender stereotypes reveals that people consider men to have more agentic 
qualities (e.g., more assertive, independent, competitive, daring, and courageous) and women 
more communal qualities (e.g., more gentle, kind, supportive, expressive, affectionate, and 
tactful)…These stereotypes extend to cognitive characteristics as well, with men perceived as 
more analytical, exact, and better at abstractions, reasoning and problem solving and women 
as more imaginative, intuitive, perceptive, verbally skilled, and creative (p. 209). 

Based on previous studies on gender stereotypes and perceptions about male and female leaders (e.g, 
Cali and Eagly, 1999), Eagly and Karau (2002) proposed Role Congruity Theory.  They explained 
how gender roles and leader roles come together and thus produce two types of prejudice toward 
female leaders.  Based on this theory, women are regarded as having more communal traits and 
having less agentic traits.  However, leaders in task-oriented groups are expected to be more agentic.  
Thus, the expectations for leader roles and gender roles are inconsistent for women, but not for men.  
This incongruence causes the evaluation process to be more critical of women than of men in 
leadership positions.  Men are perceived as more competent than women because the congruity 
between leader roles and male gender roles.   
 Previous gender and leadership studies and Eagly and Karau’s (2002) Role Congruity Theory 
provided a theoretical framework for this current study.  Research questions guiding this study are 
proposed: 

RQ1: What are the perceptions about male and female leaders in the Taiwanese public 
relations field?  Do male and female public relations leaders exhibit different leadership styles 
as perceived by subordinates?  Are male and female leaders perceived to be equally 
competent and equally easy to work with?  
RQ2: Do gender stereotypes toward female leaders exist in the Taiwanese public relations 
field.   

 
Research Methods 

 The researcher adopted a qualitative approach of interviewing in this study in order to get in-
depth understandings from the research results.  Antonakis et al. (2003) argued that leadership studies 
should extend the research methods beyond pure quantitative survey research and use more 
qualitative research methods, such as observations, interviews, and content analysis.  The 
interviewing method used in this study also followed Toth and Cline’s (1991) call for “listening to 
individuals more fully” (p. 174) in terms of studying gender issues.   

All interviews were conducted in a structured format with standard interviewing questions.  
The researcher interviewed 7 public relations practitioners (3 male and 4 female) in July, 2005.  Five 
of the public relations practitioners being interviewed in this study were in their 30s; 1 participant 
was in his 40s; 1 participant was in his early 50s.  They worked for both for-profit and not-for-profit 
organizations, including 2 governmental offices, 1 public art organization, 1 local public relations 
agency, 2 high-tech companies, and 1 private health service organization.  Both managers and 
subordinates were interviewed in this study.  Their titles in clued: CEO’s special assistant, director of 
election affairs, director of government and media relations, investor relations (IR) manager, 
PR/marketing managers, and PR/marketing specialist.   Four of them have a college degree; 3 of 
them have a master’s degree.  They have worked in the public relations field from 5 years to 20 years.   

All of the interviews were conducted in Chinese and lasted about 1 hour.  With the 
interviewees’ permission, the interviews were recorded and transcribed by the researcher.  Then, the 
researcher (an American professor and a native speaker of Chinese) translated the answers she would 
like to quote from Chinese into English.  The accuracy of translation was double-checked and assured 
by an American business manager (a native speaker of Chinese). 
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Results and Discussions 
Perceptions about Male and Female Leaders 

 The first research question in this study asks what the perceptions about male and female 
leaders are in the Taiwanese public relations field.  In order to answer this research question, the 
researcher asked participants three interviewing questions in each interview.  The first question is: Do 
male and female public relations leaders exhibit the same or different leadership styles?  The second 
question is: Are male and female public relations leaders equally competent based on your 
experiences?  The third question is: Do you have preferences working with male or female leaders.  
The results of the interviewing study were summarized as follows. 
Perceptions about Male and Female Leadership Styles 
 When the first interviewing question about perceived leadership styles was asked, participants 
had different answers.  Most of the participants believed that male and female leaders displayed 
different leadership styles.  However, some participants believed the answer to this question depends 
on individual differences, instead of gender differences. 
 Participants who believe there are distinct male and female leadership styles provided the 
following answers: 
 A female CEO’s special assistant/spokesperson of a high-tech company said: 

They are different.  Women tend to be more detail-oriented.  They pay attention to each detail 
and tell you each step for completing a task.  But, men only give you an overall direction.  
Women also pay more attention to interpersonal relationships.  If they have a business or 
entertainment travel in another country, they will bring all of the subordinates gifts from that 
foreign country.  For men, it depends.  Some of them do.  Some don’t. 

A female public relations/marketing manager in a local PR agency answered, “They are different.  
It’s easier to negotiate with male managers.  But, it’s more difficult to negotiate with female 
managers”.   

A male IR manager of a high-tech company said: 
They are different.  I seldom worked with female managers.  In my field, most of the IR 
managers are male.  But, I heard a story about a female spokesperson in another high-tech 
company.  She always wants to get media attention.  She liked to show off and talked a lot in 
media.  She even got more media attention than her boss did.  It’s the taboo for public 
relations practitioners.  You can’t get more attention than your boss did.  Therefore, she got 
fired. 

Participants who believe individual differences, instead of gender differences, in terms of leadership 
styles provided the answers: 
 A female PR/marketing specialist in a health examination organization said, “It depends.  
Each person has a personality.”   
 A male public relations director for a governmental office said, “It depends on individual.  I 
worked with several male managers before.  They are all male.  But, their leadership styles are 
different.  It’s difficult to say there is a male leadership style or a female leadership style.  All depend 
on individuals”. 
Perceptions about Male and Female Leadership Competence 
 When participants were asked whether male or female leaders are more competent, most of 
them (5 participants) believed that male and female leaders are equally competent.  But, one of the 
male participants believed male is more competent.  One female participant believed female leaders 
are more competent.  
 Participants who believed that male and female leaders are equally competent made the 
following statements: 
 A male PR director of a governmental office said: 
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They are equally competent.  I only worked with one female leader before.  She is nice and 
competent.  I did not have any problem with her.  There is now a Gender Equality in the 
Workplace Law.  The concept of gender equality is promoted by our government. 

A female PR/marketing manager of a PR agency said, “Both of them are competent.  To be promoted 
to certain position, you need enough ability”. 
 A female PR/marketing specialist in a health examination organization said: 

They are all competent.  When I was a college student, my major was PR.  I worked with both 
male and female professors.  They are all capable.  After I graduate, I work for a university 
and my current organization.  Both male and female managers are competent, too.   

Participants who believed either male or female leaders are more competent provided the following 
answers: 
 A male PR director in a governmental office said, “Women have husbands, kids, and in-laws.  
Their family may distract them”.  The participant did not directly answer this question.  But, the 
answer implied that female leaders are less competent because of the distractions from family. 
 Different from the male governmental PR director’s view, a female PR/marketing manager in 
an art organization stated: 

Based on my previous experience working in an international PR agency, I feel female leaders 
are smarter.  I used to work with a male VP.  He did not know anything.  He provided little 
instructions.  But, the female CEO is a fully devoted manager.  She stayed in the company 
until mid-night with us when there are special events.  Her husband and mother in-law are 
very supportive for her career. 

Perceptions about Workability with Male and Female Leaders 
 The answers of the interviewing question: Do you prefer to work with male or female leaders 
were interesting.  Comparing the answers of this question with the answers for the previous 
interviewing question, the author found some controversies. Most of the participants believed that 
male and female leaders are equally competent; however, four of them (both male and female) 
preferred to work with male leaders.  One participant preferred to work with female leaders.  Two 
participants did not have a specific preference.  In this interviewing study, participants’ prior 
experiences working with male and female managers seemed to be an important factor which 
affected their gender preferences for leaders. 
 Participants who preferred to work with male leaders explained the reason why they preferred 
male.  Based on these participants’ answers, two major reasons explained why some public relations 
practitioners did not prefer working with female managers.  The first reason was that some 
participants did not have many prior experiences working with female managers.  The second reason 
was that female managers were perceived to be too detail-oriented.    
 A male director of a government agency said, “I seldom work with female managers.  I prefer 
to work with male managers”. 
 A male IR manager of a high-tech company said, “Most managers in the high-tech field are 
male.  I am more used to work with them”. 

A female spokesperson as well as CEO’s special assistant of a high-tech company said, “It’s 
easier to work with male managers.  They give you an overall direction.  But, female managers pay a 
lot of attention to details.  I have several years working experience.  I don’t need these detailed 
instructions”. 
 A female PR/marketing manager for a PR agency said, “I like male managers better.  It’s 
easier to negotiate with them.  Female are too detail-oriented.  They tend to be picky and act like 
micro-managers”.   
 The only participant who preferred to work with female leaders seemed to have more 
experiences working with female leaders.  The result seemed to be consistent with Stewart’s (2001) 
argument that when subordinates have more experiences working with female leaders, they tend to 
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have higher acceptance level for female managers.  The participant, a female PR/marketing manager 
of an art organization made the following statement: 

I usually worked with female leaders when I worked for a PR agency before.  There are a lot 
of female leaders in PR agencies.  I am more used to working with female managers.  As I 
said, the only male manager I worked with before was not very smart.   

Interestingly, it seemed to be that there are also gender stereotypes toward male leaders from this 
participant’s answer.  Limited working experiences with male leaders seemed to be the factor which 
explained how the negative stereotype has been formed.  

Participants who did not have special gender preferences made the following statement:   
A male public relations director for a governmental office answered, “I am fine with both.  I 

can get along with most people”. 
 A female PR/marketing specialist for a health examination organization said, “It depends on 
individual.  The leaders whom I respect are the ones who have strong abilities.  I can learn a lot from 
them.  I don’t care they are male or female”. 
 In sum, the participants of this study described their perceptions about male and female 
leadership styles, leadership competencies, and workability with male and female leaders.  The 
following section of this paper explores the gender stereotype issues in the Taiwanese public relations 
field. 

Gender Stereotypes 
The second research question in this study asks whether gender stereotypes exist in the 

Taiwanese public relations filed or not.  The answer is “yes”.  The results of this study indicated that 
both male and female managers were viewed as effective leaders by most participants.  However, 
both male and female participants perceived that male and female public relations managers tend to 
display different leadership styles.  Some participants mentioned that they preferred to work with 
male managers because they believed that female managers tend to pay too much attention to details.  
Thus, female managers were labeled as “micro managers”.  The main reason that some participants 
did not want to work with female managers can be attributed to a lack of experience working with 
them and being influenced by negative stories about female leaders.  Specifically, the gender 
distribution in the high-tech industry is male-dominated.  Thus, participants (both male and female) 
tend to prefer male leaders.  But, there was one exception.  One female participant did not prefer 
working with male managers because of limited experiences working with male managers.  The 
results of this study demonstrated that there are still more negative gender stereotypes toward female 
managers than male managers in the Taiwanese public relations field although there are many female 
managers and CEOs in the Taiwanese public relations field.   

Since the results of this qualitative study demonstrated that several participants (both male 
and female) preferred to work with male managers, the results demonstrated that the traditional 
Taiwanese cultural values still influence contemporary Taiwanese society.  According to Stewart 
(1996), “There are cultural variations in social roles ascribed to men and women” (p. 111).  The 
results of this study are consistent with Sha’s (2003) study on gender issues in the Democratic 
Progress Party in Taiwan.  One of her interviewing participant argued that “the big male man attitude 
[da nan ren chu yi] is very strong” (p. 140).  Sha (2003) argued that “official support for women’s 
issues did not make the party less patriarchal or its members less sexist than in Taiwanese society at 
large” (p. 145).   

Obviously, contemporary Taiwanese society is still affected by traditional patriarchal and 
masculine values.  In addition, there is still gender segregation in the educational system.  In the 
traditional Taiwanese society, there is a saying that “Men and women should not be too close to each 
other [nan nui shou shou bu chin]”.  Thus, there is gender segregation in traditional Taiwanese 
society in the educational system.  In Taiwan, the best public high schools in each city are always 
girls’ high schools and boys’ high schools.  Thus, female students in girls’ high schools and male 
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students in boys’ high schools are educated in somewhat different ways.  For example, girls have to 
take cooking classes in high schools.  But, boys did not have to take cooking classes.  At girls’ high 
schools, most of the teachers are female.  They expect girls to be clean and neat.  In these schools, 
girls are also educated and expected to be detail-oriented.  Gender segregation in the Taiwanese 
education system explains why some female leaders were trained to be detail-oriented in order to 
confirm expected gendered roles in the Taiwanese society.  However, some experienced public 
relations practitioners preferred to have more freedom in the work and did not like detailed 
instructions.  Thus, it turned out that they did not prefer to work with female leaders.   

The results of this study supported the Gender Congruity Theory because there were 
inconsistencies between expected gendered behaviors and expected leadership behaviors for some 
female leaders in the Taiwanese public relations field.  However, there must be individual differences 
in terms of leadership behaviors.  When individual differences are neglected and gender differences 
were over-generalized, gender stereotypes occur.  According to Alder and Towne (2003), “When 
generalizations lost touch with reality, they lead to stereotyping—exaggerated generalizations 
associated with a categorizing system” (p. 98).  Stewart (1996) also argued that “stereotypes may 
have some basis in reality and may help us to understand our social world in some ways, but they are 
not accurate descriptions of particular individuals” (p. 111).  The overgeneralizations of female 
leadership styles and the negative labeling, micro management, do create negative stereotypes for 
female public relations leaders in Taiwan. 

 
Conclusion 

The results of this study were significant because the interviewing results demonstrated that 
there was still room for improvement in terms of eliminating gender stereotypes in the Taiwanese 
public relations field.   

In order to promote gender equality and eliminate gender discrimination in the workplace, the 
Taiwanese passed and enforced the Gender Equality in the Workplace Law in March 8, 2002.  The 
main purposes of the Gender Equality in the Workplace Law are promoting gender equality and 
eliminating gender discrimination.  It is clearly stated that employers should not have double 
standards for men and women in terms of hiring, promotion, in-job training, pay, and benefits.  Based 
on the Gender Equality in the workplace law, employees who suffer from gender discrimination in 
the workplace can take actions to protect their rights in the workplace.  Employers who violate the 
law can be fined (Labor Office of Taipei, 2004).   

Although gender equality in terms of pay and promotion was protected by the Gender 
Equality in the Workplace Law, a significant finding of this current study was that there are still 
gender stereotypes toward both female and male leaders in the Taiwanese public relations field.  
Specifically, there are more negative stereotypes toward female managers than male managers.  Thus, 
more efforts should be made to eliminate gender stereotypes in the work place.   

The author would suggest the Taiwanese government reform the educational system and 
eliminate gender segregation in the high school education system.  In addition, the media may also 
discuss the concept of gender stereotyping and make Taiwanese people aware that gender stereotype 
is also a gender inequality issue in the workplace in addition to pay inequality and unequal 
promotional channels.  Furthermore, Taiwanese universities may include a gender and 
communication class in their public relations curriculum.  The Foundation of Public Relations 
Research in Taiwan may also hold workshops to discuss gender issues in the public relations field.  
Otherwise, the issue of gender stereotyping is neglected.  And, gender stereotyping creates an unfair 
work environment for leaders in the public relations field.  Thus, the gender stereotyping issue should 
be addressed and the gender inequality problem should be solved.   

Due to the processes of globalization and internationalization, there are many international 
public relations agencies which have offices and divisions in different parts of the world.  Both male 
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and female managers in these international public relations agencies may have opportunities to 
interact with subordinates from both gender groups in different countries.  Consequently, the body of 
knowledge about gender issues in the global context should grow.  In this study, the researcher used a 
qualitative approach to explore the gender and leadership issue in the Taiwanese public relations 
field.  Thus, this study serves as a first step to understand gender issues in the specific culture.  Future 
studies may expand the sample size and use a quantitative research method to further investigate this 
research issue. 
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