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FOREWORD

As public relations practice matures as an academic field of study, practitioners and scholars have come to recognise and articulate its strategic role. Not only is it a strategic discipline within organizations dealing with their relational, reputational and cultural assets, but the communicatively competent organization performs very differently from those that are not.

This book is aimed at public relations practitioners who already have some organizational experience. Its intention is to help practitioners consider their practice through a managerial lens. It introduces a range of theories and perspectives that link directly to public relations knowledge and awareness of empirical practice. One of the biggest and persistent criticisms of the public relations profession is that even many senior practitioners do not fully appreciate the management and behavioural context in which they operate. This book helps to remedy that shortcoming.

By also providing relevant case studies, the book is a most useful contribution to the growing body of public relations literature. It is particularly useful to both in-house and agency practitioners or consultants who offer strategic public relations advice, services and support. Although presented as an introductory text, it is not a light read. It requires the reader to engage in focused, reflective consideration of key strategic public relations concepts, such as alignment and integration, policy and planning. Getting to grips with these management concepts benefit personal and professional PR development, business innovation and overall communication skill.

Professor Anne Gregory, Series Editor

 

 
	
PREFACE

This book offers a glimpse into the proliferation of strategic management theories and models that have emerged to underpin public relations strategy in the last few years of e-commerce and the internet. Global expansion for industry and commerce has not only brought public relations management into sharp focus again but is clarifying context and status relative to other corporate priorities at any given time.

At the practical level, most in-house specialists are aware that they can carry out the tactical requirements demanded of them, such as media relations, trade shows and publicity events, internal and external publication production, including video, audio and film production, the annual report and other activities. Yet many struggle with main board directorates who, singly or collectively, ask questions that assume knowledge and appreciation of business strategy before appropriate responses are given and corporate public relations decisions made.

The ongoing intense debate about the nature versus the nurture of strategic public relations gets recycled with every new generation of PR students, particularly in respect of business and government communication versus propaganda, often referred to by the media as ‘spin’. This inevitably puts added pressure on the public relations profession and the specialists who operate within it. However, all vocational disciplines have a private and public face to them and public relations, pivotal to corporate strategy, is no exception. Like management itself, the practice of strategic public relations is an art rather than a science. One thing is certain: e-commerce and the world wide web have changed not only the nature of a century’s accumulated public relations theory and empirically based practice, but also the nurturing necessary for the next generation of managing practitioners, whether in-house (internal) or outsourced (external).

The global public relations industry is at a juncture of change and development where there is much confusion about the behavioural boundaries associated with its activities. While the academic subject of public relations is generally understood to be a management discipline for study purposes, many university departments around the world choose either not to identify with it as such or relegate it to being a subsidiary component of marketing, film or media studies. Of course, higher education generally is having to adapt to the information age and the complexities that this brings to all such interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary subjects, so to some extent the knowledge era offers new opportunities.

One issue that used to tax the minds of academics was that of public relations’ comparability to other vocational disciplines such as accountancy or law in terms of its literature base and growing body of knowledge. Now, because universities have clear pathways with prescribed indicators to measure attainment in all disciplines, public relations education (knowledge) and training (skill) are assessed at each stage of the professional development process until specified learning outcomes are demonstrably achieved and any Chartered Institute of Public Relations (CIPR) accredited award can be given. In the acquisition of public relations management competencies, it is understood that today’s students have proven conceptual understanding and tactical ability at both strategic and operational levels.

Any textbook claiming to represent a brief overview of public relations at advanced strategic level ought, by definition, to be able to assume that fundamental management concepts and mechanisms are understood and need not be reiterated. Suffice to say, that throughout the text the term ‘public relations’ is used as a noun and ‘communication’ its verb. Students of public relations, for example, will have proceeded from the CIPR Foundation Diploma level before attempting the qualifying CIPR Diploma, some of which concentrates on public relations strategy. New publications such as PR Business are emerging to meet a need, but often the best public relations students from both profit and not-for-profit organizations are those with a management background or those prepared to struggle with the prolificacy of management texts and viewpoints. For example, a corporate communications manager may act as deputy to the public relations director for all areas in a typical public relations department. While attempting to harmonize all communication through one department may sound sensible, but difficult to realize in practice, coordination has to be centralized somewhere, somehow. Role theory and other HR models such as group theory, provide the organization with straightforward human structures and processes for communication coordination to be properly integrated as PR management. A public relations department is and must remain strategic by definition, whether it provides one-off PR campaigns or a matrix of communication plans, outsources activities through PR agencies or employs advertising agencies, or uses management consultancies.

How far techniques can be included in any book on strategic public relations management raises some interesting questions about critical analysis, not least the negative perceptions of public relations as mere opportunism or publicity stunts. This book includes cases to assess tactics through discussion of real-world campaign summaries provided at the end of each chapter. The campaigns were all submitted to IPRA’s Annual Golden World Award competition, and the outlines provided by those organizations offer an opportunity for deeper reflection to readers, students and practitioners alike. Typical issues for deeper consideration or discussion might include:


	key links between the chapter (theory) and the campaign (practice);

	any changes necessary to the campaigns to ensure ‘best practice’;

	what omissions appear to be revealed by the brief campaign narratives provided;

	what future research the campaigns indicate a need for, in 21st century public relations;

	within the bounds of the information provided, whether evaluation criteria appear to measure up empirically for quality assurance purposes;

	the way short-term event campaign results can potentially stabilize/destabilize longer-term strategic planning cycles via their impact on other priorities or stakeholder group interests;

	how any immediate beneficial outcomes should be managed for reputation and its ongoing sustainability.



Thus the book begins by introducing readers to my empirical framework illustrating how the profession is organized through the functional, operational activities that make up each of eight specialist strategic areas. To the first or second jobber, this provides a focus for career guidance and continuous professional development (CPD). Some areas, such as events management, increasingly operate autonomously, albeit not always to CIPR regulatory standards, such is the proliferating demand for such services. This is a challenge for the public relations profession, which may increasingly find itself required to expand its education and enforcement role to retain public confidence and respect. As a consequence, this third edition replaces the Glossary with the CIPR Code of Conduct, which reiterates the best practice need for sound judgement at all times in the process of challenging everything we hear, see, say and do through the art of excellent communication that is the bedrock of sound, ethical PR practice.
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NOT ‘JUST’ PUBLIC RELATIONS: PR strategy in a management context

When the Chartered Institute of Public Relations produced the results of its Delphi Survey a decade ago, the need for definition of the term ‘public relations’ (PR) was second to the measurement and evaluation of public relations in a hierarchy of research requirements as articulated by Institute members, both academic and practitioner. With any developing profession, reliable and valid research brings it to maturity. However, if definition is still a problem, theories, models, techniques and strategies remain abstract concepts. Or do they? Who can clearly define all types of accountancy, medicine or law in a single definitive statement?

Many organizations, though, are making a move away from the term ‘public relations’ towards ‘corporate communication management’ in the naming of their restructured public relations and public affairs departments. Like the term ‘management’, public relations may rely more for its meaning when things go wrong than when things go right. Practitioners are well aware of the function of public relations and the techniques applied to carry out its commercial role in a business context. This chapter demonstrates how strategic public relations aligns itself to corporate strategy by involving an organization’s full range of stakeholders. Before addressing this aspect, however, it is necessary to define what is meant by strategy.

What is strategy?

Over a decade ago J L Thompson (1995) defined strategy as a means to an end when he wrote, ‘The ends concern the purposes and objectives of the organization. There is a broad strategy for the whole organization and a competitive strategy for each activity. Functional strategies contribute directly to competitive strategies.’ Bennett (1996) described strategy as ‘the direction that the organization chooses to follow in order to fulfil its mission’.

However, globalization has changed the face of managerial texts on the subject. Mintzberg et al (1998) offered five uses of the word ‘strategy’:


	A plan as a consciously intended course of action.

	A ploy as a specific manoeuvre intended to outwit an opponent or competitors.

	A pattern representing a stream of actions.

	A position as a means of locating an organization in an environment.

	A perspective as an integrated way of perceiving the world.



Australian author Colin White (2004) offered a broad cognitive map by suggesting that three elements are prescriptive, namely strategy as design, planning and positioning, while 11 others describe what actually happens in strategy making. These become strategy as:


	entrepreneurship;

	the reflection of an organized culture or social web;

	a political process;

	a learning process;

	an episodic or transformative process;

	an expression of cognitive psychology;

	consisting in rhetoric or a language game;

	a reactive adaptation to environmental circumstances;

	an expression of ethics or as moral philosophy;

	the systematic application of rationality; and

	the use of simple rules.



White recognizes the central role that communication with stakeholders plays in strategic thinking and operations management. Today’s generic models of strategy highlight four approaches:


	classical (analyse, plan and command);

	evolutionary (keeping costs low and options open);

	processual (playing by the local rules);

	systemic.



These all shadow the history of public relations (see also p 8), from classical through evolutionary and processual to the systemic model espoused in this book and others. These four dimensions include variables of power and culture, which many of the traditional models lacked. Inevitably, this is important in assessing the nature of organizational reality. For example, there would be a different emphasis in an organization driven by its investment stakeholders such as financiers, compared with an organization driven more by the community and local government or customers and suppliers.

The reflective in-house public relations practitioner does this in the normal course of his or her professional control activity and will be aware that:


	major public relations decisions influence organizational aims and objectives over time;

	public relations decisions involve a major commitment of resources;

	public relations decisions involve complex situations at corporate, business unit or other stakeholder levels that may affect or be affected by many parts of the organization; and

	executive public relations decisions are inevitably based on best available intelligence and sound knowledge management at the time and outcomes are transmuted into the longer-term decision-making cycle.



Although it differs from organization to organization, it is common practice for strategy making to take place at three levels, the macro or corporate, the micro or business unit and the individual/team or operational level. In small to medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), the business unit often operates at corporate level, whereas in the public sector, the UK’s National Health Service (NHS) for example, strategic decisions are made from central government downwards, with operational strategies rolled out at local and regional level.

Whatever the structure, processes must be coherent and so communication strategies between various levels have to be consistent. There is often a lack of recognition of strategic decisions being made at different levels so the role of the public relations specialist is to ensure that consistency applies throughout; what UK politician Peter Mandelson referred to as being ‘on message’. This did not mean ‘common’ or ‘the same’, although perception of the phrase was consistently changed by journalists and ministerial rivals to suggest that it did mean that. A basic understanding of managerial systems theory is crucial to all practitioners but, generally, the most pertinent theories used in public relations management can be summarized as follows.

Theories of relationships


	Systems theory, which evaluates relationships and structure as they relate to the whole.

	Situational theory, whereby situations define relationships.

	Approaches to conflict resolution, which include separating people from the problem; focusing on interests, not positions; inventing options for mutual gain; and insisting on objective criteria.



Theories of cognition and behaviour


	Action assembly theory is an aid to understanding behaviour by understanding how people think.

	Social exchange theory aims to predict behaviour of groups and individuals based on perceived rewards and costs.

	Diffusion theory, whereby people adopt an important idea or innovation after going through five discrete steps: awareness, interest, evaluation, trial and adoption.

	Social learning theory, whereby people use information processing to explain and predict behaviour.

	An elaborated likelihood model, which suggests that decision making is influenced through repetition, rewards and credible spokespersons.



Theories of mass communication


	Uses and gratification – people are active users of media and select media based on their gratification for them.

	Agenda-setting theory – suggests that media content that people read, see and listen to sets the agenda for society’s discussion and interaction.



Probably the most common area of confusion by practitioners in respect of these theories is in the day-to-day management of brand image. Corporate brand image is as important as product brand image. Indeed, marketing uses many of the same channels of communication as those used in classic public relations and often the same media too. Both product branding and corporate image branding are concerned to move audiences from awareness to clearly defined perceptions that are seen to offer competitive or social advantage, but the underlying psychological tools and techniques will be different and subject to stakeholder analysis.

Power and influence

Because of its alignment with corporate strategy, strategic public relations incorporates power control models operating at the macro and micro levels, based around typical symmetrical models.

Most in-house practitioners know from experience that as advisers they rarely make final strategic business decisions or choices. This is usually made by the dominant coalition and thus, although all these factors may influence the choice of a model of strategic public relations, power control theory from organizational behaviour shows that the people who have power in an organization may choose the type of public relations programmes that they do for reasons best known to them. The traditional view of the in-house practitioner having a board appointment in order to better influence board decision making is only sustainable if the practitioner is highly skilled and experienced in environmental business management, organizational behaviour and interactive communication.

Diktat vs dialogue

Traditionally, diplomatic relations was seen as a branch of international relations for practising diplomats or other civil servants. In a contemporary, globalized world where industry and state are more closely bound than ever before, diplomacy becomes a critical skill in the public relations armoury of lobbying, negation, media relations, report writing, language and cultural analysis. Before the establishment of professional institutions such as the CIPR, diplomacy was ‘public relations’ – often unstated in university courses such as politics, philosophy and economics. The impact of globalization has added the term ‘public diplomacy’ to the worldwide lexicon in response to the way governments, countries and international organizations, such as businesses, charities and NGOs, communicate with each other. TV, the internet and telecommunication have captured people’s interest and concerns for open dialogue, along with reactive/proactive resistance to propaganda, what some academics call the conflict between ‘diktat and dialogue’.

The Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations lists Optional Protocols, and Article 2 clearly echoes the CIPR mission for ‘mutual understanding’ when it states that ‘the establishment of diplomatic relations (between sexes) and of permanent diplomatic missions, takes place by mutual consent’. The Convention upholds the belief that diplomacy contributes to the development of friendly relations (among nations) irrespective of their differing constitutional and social systems.

This concept is in the spirit of best practice PR and comes into its own in corporate brand management and image building of organizations everywhere. So it is a dominant quality in a skilled PR practitioner. Management’s conduct in exercising democratic power and influence can often come to depend on it.

Public relations and organizational culture

Organizational culture is created by the dominant coalition, especially by the founder or CEO of an organization, and public relations managers do not gain influence if their values and ideology differ substantially from that of the organization. Organizational culture is also affected by the larger societal culture and by the environment. It affects public relations in the long term by moulding the world view of the public relations function and thus influences the choice of a model of public relations within an organization; see Figure 1.1.
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Source: Grunig (1992)


Key

The box labelled ‘World view for PR in organization’ assumes that public relations is dominant in an organization but, as the arrows show, the world view for public relations is, ‘a product of the world view of the dominant coalition, the potential of the public relations department and the culture of the organization’ (Grunig, 1992: 24). The arrow from environmental interdependencies to power holders indicates that, ‘managers gain power when they have knowledge and skills that help organizations manage crucial environmental interdependencies’. The arrow from power holders to environmental interdependencies indicates that, ‘the environment is in part at least the subjective perception of the dominant coalition’. The arrow from the choice of public relations models as strategies to the environment, ‘depicts the critical relationship between strategic management of public relations and organizational effectiveness’. The final two boxes, ‘depict the relationship among societal culture, organizational culture and excellence in public relations’.



Figure 1.1Factors influencing choice of model

While such a model identifies many of the variables essential to communication management and control, it also shows that if a culture is essentially hierarchical, authoritarian and reactive, the dominant coalition will generally choose an asymmetrical model of public relations. Furthermore, it will choose not to be counselled by the public relations expert who traditionally was often not seen as having enough strategic awareness and therefore was of limited value. Many companies have changed their departmental names from ‘public relations’ to ‘corporate communication’ to reflect this development. With the future unknown, developmental debates centre on the dominant theoretical models I have identified; see Table 1.1.

Table 1.1Dominant theoretical models




	


	
Dominant theoretical models





	
Selected characteristics


	
Classical PR


	
Professional PR


	
Corporate communication





	
Boundaries


	
Locus of control


	
Divergent


	
Convergent





	
Orientation


	
Greeks, Romans

Pre-war USA


	
Post-war

US/UK/Europe


	
Global





	
Ideology


	
Paternalistic


	
Collectivistic


	
Individualistic





	
Role


	
Public control


	
Systems management


	
Stakeholder relations





	
Relationship with main board


	
Administrative


	
Advisory/executive


	
Strategic





	
Generic activity


	
Public affairs


	
Public relations


	
Divergent





	
Status of workforce


	
Staff


	
Employees


	
Professional class





	
Relations with media


	
Social


	
Legal


	
Psychological





	
Role of institutes/unions


	
Marginal


	
Adversarial


	
Collaborative





	
Change


	
Slow


	
Moderate


	
Continuous





	
Market position


	
Protected


	
Stable


	
Competitive





	
Attitude


	
Social stability


	
Essential cost


	
Mutual/Co-dependence







Source: Oliver (2001)

Key day-to-day executive skills and technical expertise come together in professional practice to support public relations strategy in-house or outsourced to blue chip management consultancies and public relations agencies. In my eight-factor PR integration model shown in Figure 1.2, professional expertise is organized at micro (in-house relations) and macro (external relations) levels. Integrated communication tools and techniques can be broadly classified into eight strategic areas forming an integrated communication network. These have been defined as having a significant body of peer-reviewed knowledge underpinning them, based on academic theory and empirical research.
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Source: Oliver (2008, 2006) A representation of the PR industry’s eight key areas of academic specialisms and their associated professional clusters of activity.

Figure 1.2The eight-factor PR integration model

Corporate communication academic models

The study of corporate communication is perhaps one of the broadest multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary subjects available in universities today. Topics will be studied from:


	politics;

	economics;

	philosophy;

	languages, semiology and semantics;

	cultural studies;

	psychology;

	sociology;

	IT and computer studies;

	research methods;

	information studies including library/archival sourcing;

	journalism including technical writing;

	media studies including mass communication;

	advertising;

	marketing;

	business studies including transaction theory;

	management studies including change strategies;

	entrepreneurship;

	human resource management including organizational behaviour;

	civil and industrial law;

	ethics.



Universities still have difficulty in deciding whether to classify and invest in the study of this discipline as a ‘media arts’ subject area or a ‘business and management’ subject area. Media and creative arts faculty people approach public relations through journalism, film, radio and photography production (for events/publicity, etc) while business faculty people approach public relations through a management orientation based on planning and control in line with business strategy. Hands-on skills are learnt through workshops, sometimes provided by trainers/visitors, usually through the professional bodies such as the CIPR and IPRA, just as they are on continuous professional development (CPD) courses in accountancy, marketing or IT through their relevant bodies. However, the methodological principles for development of public relations as an academic discipline are based on accepted research methods, albeit depending on the purpose of a particular piece of research or analysis, as shown in Table 1.2.

Table 1.2Key methods of data collection and methodological principles




	
Method


	
Main purpose


	
Data collection


	
Sample


	
Analysis





	
Phenomenology

Derived from philosophy


	
Study of the ‘lived experience’


	
In-depth audiotaped interviews


	
Small purposive sample (usually between 6 and 20, though occasionally fewer), depending on the variety of experiences sampled


	
Exhaustive description; thematic analysis





	
Grounded theory

Developed by sociologists to understand social issues


	
Generate theory from all available sources in a social setting


	
Semi-structured audiotaped interviews/focus groups, with or without observation/documentary analysis


	
Usually between 20 and 40, but may be larger or smaller depending on the homogeneity of observations. Purposive sampling is followed by theoretical sampling until saturation of the data is achieved


	
Constant comparison – data analysis proceeds with data collection, sampling and development of the interview guide. Leads to emergent concepts and categories





	
Ethnography

Developed within anthropology


	
Gain a perspective of a culture, for example an organizational setting


	
Participant observation including interviews with ‘key informants’/documentary sources, field notes/video recording


	
Focuses on fieldwork with ‘immersion’ in the setting. Numbers not relevant


	
Thick description – describes detailed pattern of social interactions and meanings





	
Narrative analysis/life history

Based on biographical studies


	
Detailed study of people’s lives and experiences, based on the stories they tell


	
Audiotaped unstructured interviews that encourage storytelling. Often last up to 3 hours


	
Few participants (often 6 to 10), often interviewed on more than one occasion


	
Narrative analysis – focuses on thematic content, structure and coherence





	
Discourse analysis

From linguistic studies


	
Study of the ways that social realities and understandings are constructed through language


	
Audiotaped or videotaped conversations, often in naturalistic settings


	
May be as small as 2, as in a professional–patient interaction


	
Detailed interpretive analysis of text, with a focus on the use of language and verbal expression





	
Conversation analysis

From ethno-methodology


	
Detailed study of ‘tacit’ means of communication


	
Non-participant videotaped observations of everyday activities


	
May be as small as 2, as in professional–patient interaction


	
Detailed analysis of non-verbal and verbal interaction, including turn-taking





	
Case study

Management studies


	
Non-participant investigation using a variety of qualitative and quantitative research methods to investigate a ‘case’. The case may be an individual, a group of people with a common area of concern, or an organizational unit or setting





	
Action research


	
Similar to a case study, but the researcher is usually an active participant within the setting and may act as a change agent. The focus of investigation is determined with the work-based team, findings shared, change negotiated, results evaluated, and further areas of investigation jointly determined







Source: Adapted from Walker et al (2005)

Three main areas of popular academic research continue to be:


	business and political communication strategy, which includes public or government affairs and corporate reputation;

	governance and leadership communication strategy, involving employees, managers, directors and shareholders;

	integrated marketing communication strategy.



As the three most research-based areas, they best support the public relations profession, both in Europe and the United States, at this stage in its history. The importance of the analytical approach for practitioners cannot be overestimated, given the critical role of monitoring and evaluation of campaign policy and planning in today’s ever-changing multimedia, new technology context.

Semantics

A long-standing CIPR definition of public relations is ‘the planned and sustained effort to establish and maintain goodwill and mutual understanding between an organization and its publics’. Here, the definition implies strategic management by the inclusion of the words ‘planned’ and ‘sustained’, and the use of the word ‘publics’ for stakeholders, interested parties and other influential groups. A more recent CIPR approach is to refer to public relations as being ‘about reputation – the result of what you do, what you say and what others say about you’, and ‘the discipline which looks after reputation – with the aim of earning understanding and support, and influencing opinion and behaviour’.

Alternative practitioner definitions nearly always identify a strategic role for public relations when they are heard saying that public relations is the management of all communication within the organization and between the organization and its outside audiences. The purpose is to create better understanding of the organization among its audiences. Circumstances determine which audiences or sub-audiences are most important and need priority attention at any time.

Public relations practice involves management of an organization’s reputation by identifying perceptions that are held of the organization and working to inform all relevant audiences about organizational performance. It is concerned with developing a deserved reputation for an organization, one that is based on solid performance not hollow hype. Reputation will not necessarily be favourable and may only be as favourable as the organization deserves. This becomes increasingly complex in the light of new technologies. Many CIPR members reject the notion of a change of name from ‘public relations department’ to ‘corporate communication department’ and argue that the impact of the internet on public relations is simply that it offers new electronic operational tools which don’t alter essential practices. However, given that technology has so changed strategic operations for all forms of business and organizational communication, and given that human communication is the key measurable variable, the term ‘corporate communication’ better represents the theory and practice of this discipline in large organizations.

Underpinning these changes and developments is the convergence of traditional telecommunications industries. ‘Time-to-market’ for some communications technology firms often narrowed from 20 years to six months during the 1990s. This convergence has led to some of the most lucrative consultancy in the corporate communication profession as industry tried to cope with the rapid rate of change in company and commercial cultures. Thus we see that corporate communication is both divergent and convergent in theory and practice, requiring special, advanced multi-skilling and powers of strategic thinking and operational practice.

While the public relations industry owes a debt of gratitude to the marketing industry for its development of numerous research tools and techniques, it has led to considerable semantic confusion. For example, one group of marketeers defined public relations as ‘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 rumours, stories and events’ (Kotler et al, 1999). Such academic marketeers view public relations as a mass promotion technique and suggest that the old name for ‘marketing public relations’ was merely ‘publicity’, and ‘seen simply as activities to promote a company or its products by planting news about it in media not paid for by the sponsor’.

Today, recognizing that public relations reaches beyond customers, the Chartered Institute of Marketing (CIM) concurs with the public relations industry that many marketing tactics such as media relations, press relations and product publicity are derived from the public relations industry. From a strategic point of view, this is important in terms of quality assurance. In global companies, a public relations or corporate communication department is never subjugated to the marketing department even though marketing strategy may be linked to corporate business strategy, because it fails to address the holistic links of strategic public relations with overall corporate strategy (see Figure 5.1 on page 104). Strategy is essentially longer-term planning while bottom line sales tactics, in spite of loyalty schemes, often demand short-term, if not immediate, results. Of course both can influence strategic decision making under changing circumstances.

Strategic public relations is concerned with managing the relationships between an organization and a much wider variety of stakeholders or audiences and range of priorities at any given time. The development of macroeconomics and environmental management studies has put pressure on the public relations industry to focus public relations strategy on the dimension of the enterprise or organization that goes beyond the bottom line of profit and shareholder price to include measures of corporate success based on social accountability. As well as an organization’s role in the economic life of its country and its position in the global or national marketplace, public relations counsel and activities form an important part of an organization’s policy in defining the environmental factors that affect its corporate business activities. These include social stratification, social welfare and national policy, technology, and the political, legal and regulatory processes appropriate to a particular organization or the industry in which it operates. All these factors need understanding of the attitudes and cultural norms that influence an organization’s reputation and public acceptability.

Operational strategy

Public relations is practised in organizations ranging from SMEs to transnational, multinational corporations with budgets bigger than many countries’ governments. Baskin et al (1997) say:

Public relations practitioners communicate with all relevant internal and external publics to develop positive relationships and to create consistency between organizational goals and societal expectations. Public relations practitioners develop, execute and evaluate organizational programmes that promote the exchange of influence and understanding among an organization’s constituent parts and publics.

Classic models of strategic management try to balance the internal and external perspectives by correlating corporate mission with external environmental factors over time. Adapting Pearce and Robinson (1982) cited in Grunig (1992), the public relations operations manager must:


	communicate the mission of the company, including broad statements;

	develop a company profile that reflects its internal condition and capability;

	assess the company’s external environment, in terms of both competitive and general contextual factors;

	analyse possible options uncovered in the matching of the company profile with the external environment;

	identify desired options uncovered when the set of possibilities is considered in light of the company mission;

	communicate to all prioritized stakeholder groups the long-term objectives and grand strategies needed to achieve the desired options;

	develop annual objectives and short-term strategies that are compatible with the long-term objectives and grand strategies;

	implement strategic choice decisions using budgeted resources by matching tasks, people, structures, technologies and reward systems;

	review and evaluate the success or otherwise of strategic campaign processes to serve as a basis of control and as benchmarks for future decision making;

	incorporate ethical considerations into the decision-making cycle.



Inevitably, crucial factors in such an exercise are relations with the media and identifying the purpose, nature and nurture required of any desired communication, as indicated by Grunig and Hunt’s summary in Table 1.3. Grunig (1992) identified half of US companies as using the public information model, 20 per cent using the two-way asymmetric model and only 15 per cent using one or other of the press agency/publicity model or the two-way symmetric model. Of course, no one model is mutually exclusive and all four models may be applied within a single programme, not necessarily simultaneously but as appropriate for specific requirements. Grunig and his researchers at the IABC asserted that quality assurance is best achieved through the two-way symmetrical model, which relies heavily on the analysis of feedback.

Table 1.3Four traditional public relations models




	
Characteristic


	
Model





	
	
Press agency/ publicity


	
Public information


	
Two-way asymmetric


	
Two-way symmetric





	
Purpose


	
Propaganda


	
Dissemination of information


	
Scientific persuasion


	
Mutual understanding





	
Nature of communication


	
One-way; complete truth not essential


	
One-way; truth important


	
Two-way; imbalanced effects


	
Two-way; balanced effects





	
Communication model


	
Source → Receiver


	
Source → Receiver


	
Source ↔ Receiver ↔ Feedback


	
Group ↔ Group





	
Nature of research


	
Little; ‘counting house’


	
Little; readability, readership


	
Formative; evaluation of attitudes


	
Formative; evaluation of understanding





	
Leading historical figures


	
P T Barnum


	
Ivy Lee


	
Edward L Bernays


	
Grunig et al, educators, professional leaders





	
Where practised today


	
Sports; theatre; product promotion; celebrity


	
Government; non-profit associations; business


	
Competitive business; PR agencies; consultancies


	
Regulated business; PR agencies; consultancies







Source: Adapted from Grunig and Hunt (1984)

However, before looking at the role of feedback in best practice, it is necessary to revisit the concept of stakeholder theory and the responsibilities an organization carries in respect of its dealings with different groups, as shown in Table 1.4.

Table 1.4Stakeholders’ responsibilities




	
Stakeholders


	
Responsibilities


	





	1.

	
Customers


	
Economic issues:


	
profitability competitive products survival of the company product quality





	
Ethical issues:


	
honesty the best possible products and services satisfy customer needs





	
Voluntary issues:


	
long-term business function development





	2.

	
Employees


	
Economic issues:


	
work and income





	
Legal issues:


	
cooperation following the regulations in dismissal situations





	
Ethical issues:


	
good working conditions stability and security developing possibilities honesty





	
Voluntary issues:


	
education supporting activities and interests







	3.

	
Competitors


	
Ethical issues:


	
truthful information fair marketing and pricing practices no use of questionable practices consistency and stability playing the game by the rules





	
Voluntary issues:


	
good relations cooperation in industry-related issues







	4.

	
Owners


	
Economic issues:


	
return on assets/investments securing investments maximizing cash flow solvency profits





	
Ethical issues:


	
Adequate information





	5.

	
Suppliers


	
Economic issues:


	
volumes profitability





	
Ethical issues:


	
honesty





	
Voluntary issues:


	
sustainable and reliable long-term relations





	6.

	
Community


	
Economic issues:


	
taxes employment





	
Legal issues:


	
influence on trade balance





	
Ethical issues:


	
following laws and regulations





	
Voluntary issues:


	
behaving with integrity supporting local activities





	7.

	
Government


	
Economic issues:


	
taxes employment influence on trade balance





	
Legal issues:


	
following laws and regulations





	
Ethical issues:


	
behaving with integrity





	
Voluntary issues:


	
supporting local activities





	8.

	
Financial groups


	
Economic issues:


	
profitability security of investment





	
Ethical issues:


	
adequate information





	9.

	
The environment, eg pressure groups


	
Legal issues:


	
compliance with environmental regulations





	
Ethical issues:


	
environmental friendliness protecting the environment product recycling





	
Voluntary issues:


	
proactive environmental management





	10.

	
Old and new media, eg press, TV, web


	
Legal issues:


	
compliance with the law, eg invasion of privacy in celebrity PR





	
General issues:


	
compliance with guidelines, codes of conduct and ethics statements





	
Voluntary issues:


	
internal web pages and chat rooms







Source: Adapted from Aurila (1993), in Oliver (1997)

The role of public opinion in the behaviour of organizations continues to increase via the internet and, while the public relations profession has always been aware of its obligations to all stakeholder groups, a global economy is making for increasingly onerous relations. Edward Bernays said in 1923 that ‘it is in the creation of a public conscience that the counsel on public relations is destined, I believe, to fulfil its highest usefulness to the society in which we live’. The CIPR today endorses this thinking, over 80 years later, in its code of conduct, as does the IPRA.

It has already been stated that communicating consistently between stakeholders or audiences does not mean communicating the same message. Rather, a fundamental requirement in public relations is to develop a consistent corporate message (and tone) that appropriately reflects the organization in the way that the organization wishes to be reflected, even as events, crises and issues are occurring. At the same time, messages must be capable of being adapted creatively to be understood by the different audiences targeted.

Ind (1997) wrote:

Communication strategies should always start from the need to have specifically and ideally quantifiable communication objectives. The over-arching goal should be to achieve a specific positioning that will transcend the objectives for different audiences. The positioning itself should be derived from analysis.

Ind also suggests that public relations functions are to increase awareness and improve favourability:

Public relations loses out to advertising in its controllability, but it has the advantage over advertising in its ability to communicate more complex messages and in its credibility. The press coverage achieved through media relations activity has the appearance of neutrality. Also the ability to target specific media and audiences is enhanced by the flexibility public relations offers. (p 80)

This requires that a public relations strategy has to consider the ways that all its activities can be integrated, and the most practical and definitive way currently is to base public relations programmes on audience or stakeholder analysis. Just as it is critical to understand the theory and practice of customer relations in order to sell anything, so it is critical to understand what the different audiences or stakeholders need to know, where they are coming from in response to a message or organization’s reputation, so that the principles of mutual understanding, not necessarily agreement, can be applied. As Ind says:

a communication(s) strategy can then be evolved which specifies within an overall positioning the communication requirements for each specific audience. This should not encourage communication anarchy with messages to shareholders contradicting those to consumers, but relevance. Working from audiences inwards encourages an organization to think of its communication mechanisms appropriately.

The feedback cycle

Given the close psychological connection between perception and communication, critical feedback data will include identifying the cyclical responses to a message from receivers over periods of time. The traditional emphasis on feedback as knowledge and intelligence is as important as ever, but is changing in scale as a result of computer software.

Webster’s definition of ‘feedback’ is ‘the return to the point of origin, evaluative or corrective action, about an action or a process’. What this means in operational public relations terms is that it is possible to provide computer-tabulated information for managers about a firm’s stakeholder practices and behaviour. Because this information is based on day-to-day perceptions, it is a powerful tool for communication analysis, reflection and adjustment.

Feedback can be derived from two sources: those identified for a generic programme to help corporate communication managers focus on key behaviour of their audiences, and those identified on a custom basis where a number of activities or a particular group of stakeholders for the company are identified. Feedback questionnaires and reports usually cover two areas: frequency and importance. Frequency is the extent to which the corporate communication manager uses a particular activity as perceived by the group or behaviours being evaluated. Importance is the extent to which the corporate communication manager feels a particular activity, message or behaviour is important. A typical feedback report will cover a section-by-section summary giving specific scores for each activity and a listing of the ‘top 10’ activities in order of importance with scores for each.

Feedback provides three principal areas of application. First, it can be used in organizational surveys to determine the extent to which a company is following practices that reflect or help to change the organization’s reputation or culture. Secondly, it can be used on a one-to-one counselling basis where the process provides bottom-up or lateral feedback to supplement the top-down view usually proposed in dealing with journalists and/or employees. Thirdly, it can be used as a basis for highly focused continuous professional training and development where managers are helped to improve their communication performance in areas where deficiencies are evidenced.

A typical research plan would always take into account both positive and negative feedback in its research brief, the work plan, data collection, analysis and evaluation. Given that stakeholder groups and subgroups may have cultural differences of language, religion, values and attitudes, aesthetics, education and social organization, feedback and the analytical tools applied to them are a specialist public relations activity.

Control vs co-dependency

Nowhere does the importance of feedback inform the public relations controller more than during a crisis, where the business continuity plan depends heavily on its quality control during and after a disaster. Taking control while being co-dependent during a crisis taxes the public relations skills of the most experienced practitioner. With the central command role of communication, he or she must manage the crisis centre overall in collaboration with other key personnel responsible for health and safety, HR, marketing and operations, as well as manage any number of media enquiries.

Luftman (2004) examined 245 companies with continuity plans and surveyed 350 business technology managers. Even allowing for multiple responses, he showed the significance of the PR role during a crisis, which I later developed in my action stations framework. The Luftman data, shown in Figure 1.3, was published in Information Week, with the public relations roles emphasized to include human resources, because there would usually be much internal public relations activity during a crisis.


[image: ]


Source: Luftman (2004)

Figure 1.3Communication and the business continuity plan (BCP)


CAMPAIGN: NESTLÉ

The campaign came about following research by Nestl into the problems faced by young people. With a dwindling number of youth clubs, there were insufficient places for young people to go after school. Further research showed that after-school activities were funded at an average 17p per day per young person – limiting local authorities’ ability to offer activity and support to teenagers. ‘Make Space’ was created in 2002 by the leading children’s charity, 4Children, in conjunction with its long-time supporter Nestl UK, for which adding value to the societies in which it operates is one of its core worldwide strategies.

Challenge vs opportunity

The Make Space campaign set out in 2007 to create a model for contemporary ‘places to go’ for young people, to promote this model – often via local authorities, which administer the majority of clubs – and to lobby for more funding and support from the British government whose Comprehensive Spending Review was imminent.

‘Youth Matters’, a Green Paper published in 2005 for consultation by the government, focused on ‘opportunity cards’ and while these undoubtedly would have potential, Make Space did not believe that they offered a long-term solution to the problem of where young people could go after school.

Research

Nestl’s 2002 research was updated via a road show visiting nine centres, which explored 16,000 young people’s thoughts and attitudes via consultations and focus groups in schools, youth clubs and groups.

The efficacy of the Make Space model of integrated provision was independently evaluated by the Institute of Education in a six-month study using a selection of clubs and centres.

A survey of the awareness and attitudes towards Make Space and youth provision was carried out amongst parliamentarians and a range of opinion leaders within the youth sector in order to inform communication planning/key messages.

Strategic plan


	Highlight the limitations of proposed policy.

	Show that Make Space represented a significant constituency – 1,300 clubs representing nearly 300,000 young people at the start of 2007.

	Show that the Make Space model of integrated provision created better outcomes for young people.

	Listen to young people and make their voices heard in the call for change.

	Create a campaign momentum culminating in high-profile interest to demand attention.



The campaign would be judged by its ability to generate substantial new funding from central government to develop youth centres through the country and to support other measures called for by young people (as determined by the research amongst the 16,000 mentioned above) and voiced by the Make Space Youth Review.

Core targets were The Treasury, the DfES; young people of secondary school age (11–16); local authorities, in particular youth services personnel; and the general public (as a means of demonstrating that the issue was of wide public interest). The key messages to be conveyed were:


	Investment in Britain’s young people was required urgently.

	Boredom leads to anti-social behaviour.

	Youth centres (adopting the Make Space integrated model) were a solution called for by young people.



The strategy was to engage with government whilst lobbying for desired outcomes via:


	creating a Youth Review (expect members comprising academics, politicians, youth services specialists and young people) to evaluate the current youth offer and make recommendations;

	feeding in the findings of the youth consultation (road show) to the Review;

	engaging with and working in tandem with the government’s own Treasury/DfES review;

	engaging with the Treasury via frequent meetings, interchanging ideas and findings, and by ensuring that the road show visited the constituencies of every Treasury minister;

	creating an impactful media campaign around the launch of the Youth Review findings and recommendations.



The campaign was guided by a working group chaired by the Make Space Manager with support from his team and Nestl specialists, whose expertise was invaluable in complementing that of the charity.

Operational strategy

Late 2006/quarter one 2007: the Make Space Youth Review, under political campaigner Oona King, undertook a comprehensive consultation with 16,000 young people via a road show.

Quarter two 2007: an interim report was published, backed up by a mass youth lobby of parliament and the findings were presented to Gordon Brown at Number 11 by young people. The lobby, in which young people were dressed as ‘hoodies’ with the slogan ‘Tell Us Where to Go’ was extensively covered across national media. The night before, as part of a striking 24-hour press trailer, an image of a ‘hoodie’ with the message ‘Look Behind the Hoodie’ was projected onto London landmarks including Marble Arch and the Houses of Parliament.

The decision to produce an interim report was taken as a precaution, in case the government completed its own deliberations before the Make Space final report was complete. The report was mailed to a list of over 1,000 opinion formers to create public support for the findings and recommendations of the Youth Review before the government began to finalize its own recommendations.

Quarter three: a second publicity drive was staged featuring youth icon Lily Allen – she had been approached by the campaign team on the basis of her previous pronouncements on the need for more support for young people and her obvious appeal to youth and the media. The Make Space entourage led by Ms Allen was invited to Number 10 and the Prime Minister received the final report. Extensive media coverage followed.

Subsequently, Make Space received a request from the Prime Minister to attend another meeting in Number 10, involving three of his Cabinet to discuss the findings and recommendations of the Make Space report and, in response, to launch a government 10-year Youth Strategy. An hour-long meeting took place in the Cabinet Room with young people in Make Space T-shirts. Gordon Brown stayed for 45 minutes and the proceedings were covered in national and specialist media.

Following the publicity, members of the Make Space Youth Cabinet were filmed assessing the new strategy with the Children’s Commissioner, for BBC TV.

Campaign outcomes

The 220 media reports comprised:


	16 national newspaper reports;

	86 regional newspaper reports;

	22 trade magazine reports;

	56 World Wide Web reports;

	40 broadcast reports.



One or more key messages were included in 74 per cent of media reports.

The Make Space lobby resulted in the announcement within the government’s Youth Strategy of £100 million new investment in youth services, 70 per cent to be spent on youth clubs.

Several other Make Space recommendations were incorporated in the Strategy, including the pledge that 25 per cent of the spending of new funds would be decided by young people.




REFLECTION

Based on the information provided:


	With reference to the broad theories of relationships described in the chapter, what type or types of relationship did Nestl develop with its key stakeholder groups?

	What factors influenced the campaign strategy?

	How might the local decision outcomes impact on the company’s global reputation?

	By applying the eight-factor PR integration model, identify which technical activities contributed to the success of the campaign and thus which of the eight strategic areas took precedence.

	Using the BCP plan, suggest how the nature and quality of feedback will support the organization in the longer term.





 

 


End of sample
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