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Abstract
This dissertation presents research into the public relations field in Australia,
including its background, design, results and recommendations. Research
investigated areas of convergence and divergence of ideas about public relations
practice between Australian practitioners and academics. The project was inspired
by a significant gap in the Australia-specific public relations literature, as there is
limited or no in-depth empirical investigation into notions of meaning, dimensions of
practice, professionalism, organisational power, and education, in the public relations
field in Australia.
While research has been conducted into how those outside the profession view
public relations, few have asked those within the industry (practitioners and
academics) about their understanding of public relations in Australia, nor compared
these findings to locate and analyse spaces of convergence and divergence of
meaning.
Inquiry was facilitated through the administration of two online questionnaires; one
targeted to those identifying as public relations practitioners, and the other for those
who identified as public relations academics. Each questionnaire comprised six
sections, and sought a mixture of in-depth qualitative and quantitative data on the
following areas:
o Meaning, scope and agreement of the term ‘public relations’
o The dimensions of public relations
o Perceptions of public relations practice
o Perceptions of public relations scholarship
o Perceptions of public relations education
o Respondent demographics
As non-probability sampling was applied to this study, it is not possible to report a
response rate. That said, a total of 40 academic and 107 practitioner responses
were received and comprise the data set. Administration of the questionnaires
generated a significant amount of both qualitative and quantitative data.
The results were diverse and intriguing, leading to a number of specific
recommendations and suggestions for further research. For example, the study
found that:
o There exists a gap between respondent definitions of the term ‘public
relations’ and respondent reports of public relations practice;
o Both public relations academics and practitioners underestimate the
professional practice of their practitioner colleagues;
o While most practitioners see academics as adding value to the public
relations field, a considerable proportion do not, yet findings indicate that
academics may not be as out of touch as practitioners imagine;
o Both public relations academics and practitioners conceive notions of
professionalism in the same manner; and
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o Both groups identify writing and interpersonal skills as the most valuable skills
for a public relations practitioner to possess, and both groups also prioritise
knowledge of public relations specific theory and principles. Practitioners
also prioritise the need for greater attention to general business practices in
public relations education, while academics determine a need for greater
emphasis of ethical standards and research competence.
This research project closes with a number of direct recommendations and areas for
further inquiry. Among these, it is suggested, for example, that academics become
mindful of underestimating professional practice as doing so may perpetuate
negative images of the field. Rather, academics should be encouraged to seek out
opportunities for collaboration with practitioners. Dialogue between academics and
practitioners can enhance accurate understanding of, not only the dimensions of
practice, but also the value of academia, in the field. Via these, and the other key
lessons and recommendations, the findings and results of this research project have
dramatically furthered efforts to map the landscape of public relations in Australia.
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Introduction
This dissertation is focused on areas of convergence and divergence among
academic and practitioner perspectives of public relations in Australia. The project
outlined in the ensuing chapters was inspired by a gap in the literature regarding indepth empirical investigation into notions of meaning, dimensions of practice,
professionalism, organisational power, and education, in the public relations field in
Australia.
Not only were these ideas relatively unexplored empirically in an Australian context,
but to date a significant proportion of research in the field centring on perceptions of
public relations has focused on the perspectives of those outside the immediate field
and/or discipline, for example CEOs or journalists, instead of considering the views
of those inside the field. Where empirical research into the field has been
conducted, researchers have tended to focus solely on the views of the practitioner.
In contrast, this research project investigates the views of both Australian
practitioners and academics about their conceptions of public relations in Australia,
and compares these findings to locate and analyse spaces of convergence and
divergence of meaning. Comparative research between academics and practitioners
in business-related disciplines is justified due to the potential tensions that can arise
between these sub-cultures.
No one denies the immense growth of the public relations field in recent years. Yet it
is apparent that “benchmark research into the profession has not been undertaken at
a desirable frequency”, and that there exists a need for “a full, coherent, and updated
national picture of public relations in Australia” (Singh & Smyth 2000: 388 - 397). As
the review of the literature contained in this dissertation will attest, various scholars,
and spokespeople from the Public Relations Institute of Australia (the peak industry
body), and other industry spokespeople, have been making calls for research of this
kind for some time.
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In response to these calls, this dissertation reports on inquiry into a range of aspects
surrounding the public relations field in Australia. Research findings presented and
discussed in this dissertation include, but are not limited to:
o The dimensions of public relations practice;
o Meanings associated with the term ‘public relations’;
o Practitioner perspectives of academia;
o Conceptions of professionalism and the professionalisation of the field; and
o Priority learning outcomes for public relations students now and in the future.
With a view to summarising the area of research inquiry for this study, this
dissertation asserts the following thesis statement:
Public relations in Australia has not reached an accepted definition of itself in
terms of its purpose, scope, and underlying principles. As such, areas of
convergence and divergence exist between academic and industry
understanding and expectations of public relations in Australia.

Structure of this dissertation
In Chapter 1, research on various aspects of public relations is reviewed in some
detail. This chapter comprises three sections. The first presents the rationale for
this research project, identifying public relations practitioner and academic
subcultures in Australia as worthy of investigation. Public relations theorising and
empirical research relevant to the current study is described and recent Australasian
scholarship about public relations is reviewed with a view to illustrating the current
research climate. In addition, the final section of this chapter outlines the evolution
of public relations in Australia and recent demographic research about the industry to
present known aspects of contemporary public relations practice in Australia.
Chapter 2 describes the research methodology employed in this study, and is made
up of four sections. To begin with, the study’s overarching constructivist and
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constructionist epistemological perspectives are articulated, firmly situating the
study’s interpretivist assumptions. With a view to emphasising the primarily
qualitative intent of this research project, a case study approach, along with survey
research, is positioned as this study’s methodological strategy. The next section
details the research project design, including methods of data gathering and modes
of analysis. The final section of this chapter presents the research instrument(s),
and rationalises each question contained therein.
Administration of the research instrument(s) resulted in a significant amount of
quantitative and qualitative data. In Chapter 3 this data is presented in two parts.
The first section focuses on both qualitative and quantitative results yielded from the
practitioner survey, and the second section articulates academic responses.
Discussion of key findings is in Chapter 4. This chapter is split into five sections,
with each section considering themes relevant to this dissertation’s thesis statement
and research questions in light of this study’s findings. The first section describes
contemporary public relations practice in terms of various dimensions such as usual
emphasis and orientation of public relations activities. The next section focuses on
matters of definition and considers definitional data in the context of earlier work by,
among others, Gordon (1997) and Hutton (1999). Consideration of the perceived
value of public relations academics and academia by public relations academics and
practitioners in Australia is the topic under scrutiny in the next section of this chapter.
This is followed by a discussion of the underlying principles relating to notions of
professionalism evident in both academic and practitioner data yielded from this
study. Using van Ruler’s (2005) typology to facilitate inquiry, these data are used to
determine a useful model of professionalism for public relations in Australia. The
final section in this chapter deals with issues surrounding public relations education
by considering learning outcomes prioritised by academics and practitioners, and
determines the utility of these priorities through reflection of research findings
operationalising degrees of practitioner organisational power.
The final chapter of this dissertation – Chapter 5 – summarises the major lessons
and recommendations resulting from this research project. Conclusions take two
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forms: those directly applicable to enhancing theorising about, and practice of, public
relations in Australia; and those designed to guide future research aimed at
enhancing the body of knowledge on public relations. These conclusions are
presented along with my final remarks.

A note on terminology
The term ‘practitioner’, rather than ‘professional’, or some other term, is used
throughout this dissertation to denote individuals working in the public relations
industry in Australia. Use of this term does not imply that the author does not
recognise those working in the field of public relations in Australia as
professionals. Rather, the term ‘practitioner’ was selected a) in line with common
convention present in most of the literature reviewed for this dissertation, and b)
to support clarity of the written dissertation, particularly when discussing findings
in relation to notions of professional standing, professionalisation of the field,
professionalism, and professional practice more generally.
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Review of the Literature
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1.0 Introduction to the Review of the Literature Chapter
This review of the literature is segmented into three sections. The study’s rationale is
presented in the first section, with public relations practitioner and academic subcultures
in Australia identified as worthy of investigation. This section includes literature drawn
from outside of public relations on topics including business disciplines; comparative
research; and tensions, influence and gaps between academics and practitioners. The
findings of this research will provide an updated national picture of public relations in
Australia and support exploration of a variety of topics in the field, including meaning,
education, power and professionalism.
The review of literature is broadened in the second section to incorporate non-Australian
public relations specific and other theorising and empirical research outside of the field
(such as ideas about power and professionalism) relevant to the current study. This
section presents a description of themes and theory evident in current Public Relations
Institute of Australia endorsed public relations curricula. It is important to remain mindful
that while this information is relevant to the context of the study, it is not necessarily the
focus of this study, nor research to be critiqued. Rather, as this material is included in
undergraduate curricula, it is reasonable to assume that many public relations
academics and practitioners in Australia would be familiar with these ideas and theories.
Thus this section works to present an overview of public relations concepts that would be
familiar to most public relations academics and practitioners in Australia. Critiques of
key ideas relevant to the current study are presented later throughout this dissertation’s
discussion chapter.
The final section reviews recent Australasian scholarship about public relations in an
attempt to depict the current research climate. As this study primarily values empirical
work in the field, the literature review does not necessarily include very recent theoretical
scholarship published in Australia nor contributions to local and international literature
from Australian authors that does not cite novel empirical data (or empirical data
considered in a new way). In addition, the final section summarises the evolution of
public relations practice in Australia, and reports on recent demographic research into
the industry with a view to painting a picture of contemporary public relations practice in
Australia.
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1.1 Rationale
This section establishes the rationale for the current study. Comparative research
between academics and practitioners in business-related fields/disciplines is justified
due to the potential tensions that can arise between these subcultures. The need for
an updated national benchmark of public relations in Australia is validated in various
ways. In particular, concerns regarding clarity, identification, and agreement of the
central dimensions, definition and scope of public relations in general are highlighted
and positioned as worthy of academic scrutiny.
The primary intent of this research is to investigate areas of convergence and
divergence between meaning and perceptions of public relations practice between
Australian practitioners and academics.
The findings of this research will allow for exploration of ideas and theories that have
been put forward by various authors surrounding notions of (among other topics):
o Definitions of public relations as perceived by both practitioners and
academics in the field
o The value of public relations as a scholarly undertaking
o Professionalism within the field
In addition to the central concerns of this study, findings will also provide an updated
and national benchmark of the public relations field in Australia. This is in itself a
worthy undertaking as there exists a need for an empirical and comprehensive
national picture of the field in Australia.
A rigorous review of literature published to date indicates that there has been no
empirical inquiry of this kind conducted in Australia or elsewhere.
Research comparing and/or contrasting academic and practitioner perceptions has
been conducted in other fields, most notably in business-related disciplines. Morgan
(1997) considered practitioner and academic perceptions of communication skills
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required by accounting graduates. Roehling, Cavanaugh, Moynihan, and Boswell
(2000) conducted research into the nature of employment relationships by
considering both academic and practitioner perspectives. Shepherd and Mathews
(2000) examined the extent to which academic perspectives were comparable with
the views of practitioners in the context of employee commitment, with a view to
suggesting how each party might learn more about the topic from each other.
Barley, Meyer and Gash (1988) considered the degree to which practitioners and
academics influenced one another’s discourses on organisational culture by
analysing acculturation through pragmatics. Kelemen and Bansal (2002) have
considered the conventions of management research and the relevance of these to
management practice. More recently, Australian scholars Grimsey and Lewis (2005)
questioned the value of public/private partnerships in accounting contexts by
comparing the views of academics and practitioners.
Public relations scholarship can be compared to other business disciplines, in that
the fields of study came about to serve contemporary business practice. Authors
such as Hatherell and Bartlett (2005), situate public relations as a business
discipline:
…public relations has been constructed […] as a business
discipline, that is as a body of theory and pedagogical practice
whose primary rationale is to serve (whether by developing new
practitioners, or providing research or other professional
services of utility to existing practitioners) a business practice
that lies outside the academy and is historically anterior to its
incorporation as a university subject … the whole raison d’etre of
these disciplines, and the source of whatever academic prestige
and popularity they may have arises from the fact that they do
intervene in the world rather than merely pretend to describe it
objectively (Hatherell & Bartlett 2005: 2-3).

The conduct of comparative research assumes that differences and/or similarities
between cultures may be found (the notion of ‘culture’ is further discussed at page
98 of this dissertation). Inquiry into the subcultures of practitioner and academic in
business-related fields/disciplines such as public relations is particularly interesting
due to tensions that can arise between practitioner and academic paradigms. This is
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especially evident on the part of public relations academics who, in many ways,
serve two masters.
While business disciplines derive legitimacy from their ability to train practitioners for
particular roles in the business workplace, so too must academics of these
disciplines “pay at least lip service to specifically academic traditions and rituals such
as intellectual independence […], collegial governance, intellectually grounded rather
than purely vocational pedagogy, and a commitment to generating knowledge that is
significant according to disciplinary protocols rather than necessarily useful to
particular constituencies” (Hatherell & Bartlett 2005: 3).
These tensions must be carefully balanced as business disciplines (including public
relations) attempt to be at once instrumental and academic. Harman (1989) echoes
these sentiments when discussing the conflicts between professional and academic
values in Australian university professional schools:
The dual and oft conflicting cultures of academia and the
practising professions create tensions for many academics in
university professional schools. On the one hand, they share
the traditional university culture with it’s commitment to
scholarship, academic norms and intellectual life, while on the
other hand, they are necessarily involved with the transmission
of distinctly vocational skills and attitudes for professional
practice (Harman 1989: 491).

Harman notes the significant presence of large professional schools reflects a
“vocational-utilitarian bias” that supports the instrumental goals that permeate
Australian universities, but that “those who teach and research in professional
schools are balanced precariously between these opposing [practitioner and
academic] subcultures, a position which creates for them a culturally ambivalent
bind” (1989: 492).
Hatherell and Bartlett (2005) are mindful that an instrumental focus does not
necessarily undermine disciplinary status, however they note that public relations
scholars may not be able to fully embrace certain academic traditions “while the
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underlying rationale of the discipline remains to legitimate, and serve the interests of,
a particular business practice” (p.5).
With this in mind, the authors question the potential legitimacy of public relations as
a discrete discipline from other related disciplines such as sociology and cultural
studies, particularly if public relations scholars were to embrace academic
independence by defining themselves as “disinterested social scientists studying
public relations” (2005: 4).
In contrast to this way of thinking, Dozier and Lauzen (2000) advocate liberation of
the intellectual domain of public relations from the practice. They argue that, for
public relations to mature as an academic discipline, “a conscious uncoupling of the
intellectual agenda from the day-to-day thoughts, actions, and pre-occupations of
practitioners” (p.4) is required. Indeed, the authors see this academic preoccupation
with practitioner thinking and action as “an earmark of intellectual immaturity” (p.20).
Dozier and Lauzen offer two distinct definitions for public relations as 1) a
professional activity; and 2) an intellectual domain.
As a professional activity, public relations is the management of
communication to build mutually beneficial, reciprocal
relationships with publics. The concern here is to define a
discrete organizational function and broadly suggest what public
relations practitioners do in and for organizations. As an
intellectual domain, public relations is the study of action,
communication, and relationships between organizations and
publics, as well as the study of the intended and unintended
consequences of those relationships for individuals and society
as a whole (2005: 4).

Borrowing from Paisley (1972), Dozier and Lauzen put forward a heuristic for
positioning public relations in relation to other behavioural or social sciences. The
figure represents intellectual domains as horizontal layers and focal variable fields as
vertical domains. They argue that scholars from focal variable fields are able to
borrow from any or all level fields (intellectual domains), as the social institution or
context provides the unifying focus for scholarship within the domain. Paisley (1972)
posited that this capacity to consider and explain phenomena from a variety of levels
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and types of intellectual domains is a particular strength of focal variable fields such
as public relations. This figure is recreated below.
LEVEL FIELDS

FOCAL VARIABLE FIELDS
Fundamental

Complex

Anthropology
Social Anthropology

Sociology
Social Psychology

Psychology
Physiological
Psychology

Physiology

Cybernetics

Political Science

Systems Research

Economics

Communication

Business
Public Relations
Journalism

Figure 1: Focal variable fields (Dozier & Lauzen 2000: 5)

Dozier and Lauzen (2000) argue that present day public relations scholarship (as a
social institution) is too tightly coupled with sociology (as an intellectual domain) and
that the close link between professional practice and scholarship has generated only
certain types of research questions and theory construction, indicating a
preoccupation with the practitioner perspective.
Dozier and Lauzen put forward the notion of ‘invisible clients’ in support of the
development of this preoccupation with only one perspective.
Invisible clients are organizations with sufficient financial
resources to hire public relations practitioners. The perspectives
of these invisible clients influence the research questions that
public relations scholars ask, the theories they build, the
methods they use, and ultimately, the interests they serve (2000:
6).

The authors highlight several reasons why public relations scholars might develop
perspectives congruent with those of invisible clients. Most notably, the vast majority

28

of public relations scholars teach and advise future public relations practitioners. As
teachers want their students to become competent in the organisational roles they
will play, “over time, the scholar of public relations begins looking over the shoulders
of practitioners rather than examining the practice from a multitude of perspectives”
(Dozier & Lauzen 2000: 7). In this way, the perspectives of invisible clients can exert
an agenda-setting effect on the research interests of scholars.
Barley et al’s (1988) research into the degree to which academics and practitioners
have influenced each other’s interpretation of discourse about organisational culture
is an empirical example of this phenomenon. Through seeking evidence of
acculturation by examining 192 articles written between 1975 and 1984, the
researchers concluded that practitioners and academics initially conceptualised
organisational culture differently. However, the researchers also noted that over
time “academics appear to have moved toward the practitioner’s point of view, while
the latter appear to have been little influenced by the former” (1988: 24).
Focal variable fields typically owe their existence to the social institutions they study
and also train students for employment in these institutions. Dozier and Lauzen see
this training imperative during the early stages of the field’s development as serving
to focus both the education and research agendas. The authors argue however that
as an academic discipline matures, “the professional agenda should play a declining
role in defining and setting the agenda for the intellectual domain” (2000: 20). They
posit that the public relations practitioner does not have appropriate training or
perspective to dictate the scholarly agenda for public relations as an intellectual
domain.
Hatherell and Bartlett (2005: 4) accept a need for disciplinary demarcation at the
undergraduate level (“if […] public relations is a practice quite distinct from marketing
and journalism, then there must be an academic discipline of public relations quite
distinct from the disciplines of marketing and journalism”), but speculate that beyond
this level such an approach may be counterproductive, “especially in producing the
kind of intellectual capital required to underpin doctorial programs and substantial
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research and scholarship, particularly that likely to get recognition beyond narrow
disciplinary boundaries” (p.4).
Several scholars (Pelz 1978; Beyer & Trice 1982) have examined ways in which
academics may influence practitioners, but do not consider practitioner influence
over scholars. Barley et al (1988) discuss the ways in which academics and
practitioners may influence each other. They identify three analytically distinct ways
in which this influence could manifest: in practice; symbolically; and conceptually.
1. Academics and practitioners may directly affect each other’s practices. For
example, practitioners can shape research agendas by granting funds or
access to certain sites, or an organisation can implement a program resulting
from academic theories or recommendations from a particular study.
2. Members of one social world may adopt the symbols of the other to make
their objectives more appealing. The authors suggest symbolic influence may
be evidenced by academics consciously employing terms or forms of
argument prevalent among practitioners when “negotiating for sites, soliciting
funds, submitting manuscripts for publication, or describing the relevance of
their work” (Barley et al 1988: 26). Likewise, practitioners may invoke
academic theories or findings to legitimate their actions.
3. Academics and practitioners may shape each other’s definitions of situations
by altering each others conceptualisations.
Conceptual influence differs from symbolic influence in that the
former requires one actor to accept another’s point of view as
legitimate, while the latter implies conscious use of another’s
framework as a means to an end. In cases of conceptual
influence, members of one world may so thoroughly appropriate
the other’s perspective that they come to wield it as if it were
their own” (Barley et al 1988: 26).

Both conceptual and symbolic influence can be jointly distinguished from influence
over practice as they influence language use, and thus forms of thought, as opposed
to a course of action.
Considering opportunities for influence and cross-pollination between academics and
practitioners in the field in Australia, the Public Relations Institute of Australia (PRIA)
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promotes a range of national and international forums offering many opportunities for
academics and practitioners to network, thus providing avenues for each group to
influence the other’s social world views about the field.
In 2004 and 2005 tertiary institutions in Canberra and Brisbane hosted the PRIA
Academic Forum as part of the PRIA’s annual conference. While not widely
publicised, the forum attracted both academics and practitioners from public relations
and the wider communication disciplines across Australia. At the 2005 Forum,
academics presented papers on various (yet notably practitioner-focused) topics
including practitioner attitudes and practices regarding evaluation (Simmons &
Watson); practitioner understanding and use of public relations (Xavier, Johnston &
Patel); and how two-way symmetric public relations can be represented in practice
(Lane).
In addition to this forum, in 2006 the PRIA publicised a variety of seminars and
conferences supporting opportunities for practitioner and academic networking and
dialogue, including:
o The RMIT/PRIA public relations continuing professional education program;
o The 3rd Annual Strategic Communication Management Summit;
o Beyond Borders, the national conference of the Canadian Public Relations
Society;
o IIR’s 17th Annual PRism Conference;
o The Global Alliance for Public Relations and Communications Managers
World Public Relations Festival; and
o A range of one-off seminars with industry leaders (such as Peter Lazar,
Candy Tymson, Hugh Mackay, and Walter Second) (PRIA 2006: online).
It is clear that the two subcultures of practitioners and academics, as well as their
perceptions of the public relations field, are worthy of investigation.
Research and commentary into the academic/practitioner divide continues to engage
scholars across business disciplines. In management, various authors such as
Porter and McKibbon (1988), Abrahamson (1996), Mowday (1997), and Rynes,
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Bartunek and Daft (2001), discuss the differences and divide between academics
and practitioners. Bolton and Stoicis (2003) raise issues surrounding the
‘disconnect’ between academics and practitioners in public administration. Senge
(1988) notes that a gap exists between teaching and practice in the field of
management accounting. Lee, Koh, Yen and Tang (2002) write about the
academic/practitioner divide in information systems. Hunt (2002: 305) notes that
“throughout its 100-plus year history, one of the most recurring themes has been that
there is a ‘gap’ or ‘divide’ between marketing academe and marketing practice”.
As the literature on academic-practitioner relationships to public relations-specific
contexts is limited, the following section reviews a variety of relevant perspectives
across business disciplines such as advertising, marketing, management, public
administration, organisational psychology, and information technology.
Cheng and de Gregorio (2007) are one of the few to consider the interface between
practitioners and academics in public relations. They asked public relations scholars
about their views on the perceived gap and relevance of research to practitioners.
The researchers found that, overall, academic respondents did identify a gap
between these groups as well as a desire to forge closer ties with practitioners.
Many authors and social commentators alike have made the case for academia’s
limited relevance to practitioners. Starkey and Madan (2001) question the ongoing
relevance of academics in management research. Hodgkinson, Herriot and
Anderson (2001) alert us to academia’s likely significantly reduced role in the future
in terms of the knowledge production process in organisational psychology. Brennan
and Ankers (2004) considered the relevance of academic research to management
practice in business-to-business marketing. They found that academics saw
potential value and relevance in their work for managers; meanwhile practitioners
claimed that they were not interested in academic research and were more inclined
to value the work of consultants.
Ho (2000:6), when discussing the academic/practitioner gap in information
technology, posits “much academic research on information technology, systems,
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and management has been branded by practitioners in business as unusable,
irrelevant, and unreadable”. Anderson (1998) describes managers’ views of
academic research in the field of organisational behaviour as “unreadable, banal and
inconsequential” (cited in November 2004:39).
In their brief article, Gibson and Mohr (1977: 612) point out three foundational
assumptions linked to the relationship between practitioners and academics.
Assumption 1. There is a gulf between the academic and
practitioner worlds.
Assumption 2. Each world has something to contribute to the
other.
Assumption 3. Each world will learn from the other if, and only
if, the two are brought into contact with each other on a
continuing basis.

While Gibson & Mohr made these assertions particularly in the context of their
unique research project, a review of the literature indicates that these assumptions
underpin most academic literature on the topic.
The literature presents almost universal consensus that a divide between academics
and practitioners exists. Highlighting this, Brennan, when Guest Editor for a special
issue of the journal Marketing Intelligence & Planning entitled ‘The
Academic/Practitioner Divide In Marketing: Myth or Reality?”, noted that “nobody
chose to submit a paper supporting the ‘myth’ side of the argument” (2004: 492).
Rather, authors across the board present reasons for the divide and discuss
recommendations for improvement. Commentators offer different explanations for
this gap and, as a result, different potential solutions. Interestingly, the vast majority
attribute the problematised gap to academics themselves.
The AMA Task Force on the Development of Marketing Thought posits that
academic researchers do not communicate well, “most importantly with practitioners”
(1988:4). Tapp (2004) argues that academics must take responsibility for directly
communicating their work to practitioners, and without action academic research will
become obsolete.
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Others point to the sociological context of academia, whereby “academic incentive
and reward systems are not conducive to research that is of direct use for
practitioners” (Nyilasy & Reid 2007: 431) when explaining the gap. November
(2004:41) writes about reasons why practitioners should ignore academic research,
including the inadequate structure of academic knowledge building:
The reality is that, while we do seem to have an agreed standard
as to what a brick is, there is no agreement as to which bricks
need to be made first, no foundations, no architect of the final
wall, and no idea as to what the wall is expected to do when, if
ever, it is built.

November (2004: 47) goes on to suggest that the abstruse academic writing style “is
actually an advantage since it is less likely that practitioners will read the work”.
Others too blame the denseness of most published academic research for the
academic/practitioner divide (Brennan 2004; Ottesen & Gronhaug 2004; Crosier
2004). Indeed, as Brennan (2004: 495) asserts “It seems to be the case that the
type of research output that is viewed by academics as being of the highest quality,
is the type of research that is viewed by managers as being of the least interest”.
All of the arguments noted above place the blame for the perceived academic/
practitioner divide squarely on the shoulders of academics. That said, some authors
such as Brennan and Ankers (2004), McKenzie, Wright, Ball and Baron (2002),
Holbrook (1985, 1987), Ottesen and Gronhaug (2004) and Cohen and Levinthal
(1990) clearly implicate in part the practitioner – mainly in terms of a lack of interest
or receptivity towards, or limited capacity to comprehend, academic information.
Meanwhile, Nyilasy and Reid (2007: 437) explain the gap by suggesting that
practitioners may have “their own autonomous knowledge forms […] which in both
content and form are independent of academic knowledge”.
A final explanation offered by authors for the academic/practitioner divide relates to
negative attitudes held by practitioners, whereby academia is positioned as
irrelevant. Holbrook (1985, 1987) discusses this anti-intellectualism on the part of
business people broadly. Meanwhile, Rotfeld, Tinkham and Reid (1983) advise that
practitioners tend to consider academics as having minimal if any industry
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experience and thus limited understanding of the field. With this in mind, practitioner
attitudes toward academics and academic output are of particular interest to the
current study.
While research has been conducted into how those outside the profession view
public relations (such as Jo’s 2003 research into meanings and connotations of PR
in news stories), very few have asked those within the industry (practitioners and
academics) about their understanding of public relations in Australia, nor compared
these findings to locate and analyse spaces of convergence and divergence of
meaning.
Where empirical research into the field has been conducted, researchers have
tended to solely focus on the views of the practitioner. (Findings of much of this
research will be summarised in the final section of this chapter.)
In his 1999 article, Hutton asserts that public relations has “suffered from an identity
crisis – largely of its own making” and that “in terms of both theory and practice,
public relations has failed to arrive at a broadly accepted definition of itself in terms
of its fundamental purpose, its dominant metaphor, its scope, or its underlying
dimensions” (1999: 199).
In addition to public relations scholarship’s interest in the ‘day-to-day thoughts’ and
actions of practitioners, it is clear that many scholars remain engaged in defining the
discipline, its boundaries, and central themes (such as ‘publics’, ‘relationships’, and
‘organisations’).
Lages and Simkin (2003: 298) identify public relations as an “emerging social
science discipline currently lacking paradigmatic and topic diversity and strongly
influenced by practice”. They go on to posit that a paradigm struggle exists due “to
the lack of any consensus as to what constitutes public relations, stemming from the
diversity of the practice itself and from its constant adaptation to society’s
evolutionary change” (p.298).
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Ehling (in Grunig 1992: 458) echoes this sentiment as he discusses the problematic
nature of defining public relations:
…even serious attempts to give public relations content that has
intellectual substance, which can be defended ethically and
made administratively viable, often have led to more difficulties
than solutions. Efforts at defining public relations have not yet
fully succeeded. Attempts to conceptualize public relations as
some kind of socially oriented function frequently have resulted
only in producing an outpouring of simple definitions that hardly
get beyond that of slogans.

With over a quarter of a billion dollars spent on public relations services in Australia
annually (Tymson, Lazar & Lazar 2002: 20), it is clear that the field of public relations
is big business and deserving of scrutiny.
Asserting that the visibility of public relations was rapidly increasing in Australia,
Singh and Smyth (2000) reported on interviews conducted with former national
presidents of the Public Relations Institute of Australia (PRIA). The authors noted
that while “there is a strong growth in practice and teaching, benchmark research
into the profession has not been undertaken at a desirable frequency” (2000: 388).
Singh and Smyth cite various studies or surveys of public relations in Australia
including:

The Chanmac Group (1985) on professional practice, the
Quarles and Potts (1990) national study on public relations
education, the McGregor Marketing Report (1993) (South
Australia), the Cullen Egan Dell Survey (1997/1998) on
practice in North [sic] South Wales (NSW), and the more
recent ongoing and tracking research by Crowe
Communication (1994-2000) (2000: 388).
While acknowledging the important contributions these studies have made in
advancing the knowledge of public relations in Australia, there exists a need to widen
these usually state-centred studies to empirically define public relations from a
national focus. In addition, investigation of the status of Australia’s evolving public
relations climate requires more than mere demographic description, but rather
inquiry into meaning within the industry and comprehensive analysis supporting the
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creation of benchmarks (hopefully leading to shared meaning, or at least information
facilitating understanding of differing perspectives within the industry) for Australian
public relations.
Singh and Smyth advise that Jim Macnamara, the then National President of PRIA,
“expressed a desire to commission another national benchmark study of the
profession, practice, and academia that would include a sample of both members
and non-members of the PRIA” (2000: 389). To date, this study has not occurred.
Singh and Smyth conclude that while other studies into public relations are being
undertaken, “they are not the type of national benchmark studies that the […]
national president recommends and which are now due” (2000: 391). Indeed, they
go on to note that “a full, coherent, and updated national picture of public relations in
Australia is lacking” (2000: 397).
Australian public relations textbooks contain little, if any, reference to empirical
research. Tymson, Lazar and Lazar’s (2002) frequently cited The New Australian
and New Zealand Public Relations Manual has been compared to American ‘how to’
books and has “little input by academics as distinct from practitioners” (McKie &
Munshi 2004: 280), let alone primary research. Similarly, Johnston and Zawawi’s
second edition of Public Relations Theory and Practice “did have potential but
doesn’t quite live up to it” (McKie & Munshi 2004: 284). While involving many of
Australia’s public relations academics, the text does not contain empirical research.
Anderson (1999: 128) identified four vital aspects for growth and professionalisation
of public relations in Australia:
the commitment and strategic endeavours of the peak national
professional body, the PRIA; the development and promotion of
academic programs at tertiary levels; collaboration between the
education sector, the professional body and the industry; and
the commitment of practitioners to sound, ethical, and strategic
practice.
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The third point, “collaboration between the education sector, the professional body
and the industry”, is a particularly significant component when working towards
increased professionalisation and shared meaning or clarification of the industry.
The current study will facilitate greater understanding between academics and
practitioners, and as such increase opportunities for collaboration.
While detailed analysis of public relations curricula has been conducted in the United
States (see Neff, Walker, Smith & Creedon 1999; The United States Commission on
Public Relations Education 1999; Aldoory & Toth 2000), “there has been very little
academic analysis of the state of Australian public relations education (Alexander
2004: 4). Walker, an Australian academic and co-author of the Neff et al report,
analysed the 1998 report in an Asia Pacific context and argued that the research
was relevant to the Pacific Rim “to produce the outcomes we want in our own future
practitioners” (2000: 45).
The PRIA, through their National Education Committee, requires all PRIA-accredited
public relations university courses to be re-accredited every five years. To date,
there has been no published comparative inquiry between the PRIA-endorsed
accreditation guidelines and the expectations of the Australian public relations
industry and academia.
Without a clear picture of the status of public relations in Australia it is difficult to
compare Australian and other country-specific practice of the profession.
McKie and Munshi, both New Zealand based academics, attempted a “comparison
of approaches to the study and practice of [public relations] by scholars in the United
States and Australia/New Zealand” (2004: 278). The authors acknowledge that they
“found that a comparison between American and Australian scholarship was fraught
with more analytical problems than a comparison between apples and oranges”
(2004: 279). Their comparison focused almost exclusively on theoretical
perspectives of public relations (Motion & Leitch 2000; Leitch & Nielson 1997; Motion
1997; McKie 1997) and not practices.
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The findings of this study will facilitate future comparative country-specific research.
While not a task intended as part of the immediate research project, this is significant
because international public relations has been cited as the fastest growing public
relations specialisation today (Culbertson & Chen 1996: ix). As noted by Coombs,
Holladay, Hasenauer, and Signitzer (1994: 24):
Practitioners and scholars realize the importance of international
public relations. Authors of textbooks are expanding their
treatment of the topic, while practitioners and academic journals
are devoting more time to international public relations.

It is evident that there is a significant need for an empirical and comprehensive
national picture of public relations in Australia. In addition to providing an updated
framework for public relations academics and practitioners to guide their planning
and practice, such a study allows for analysis of public relations curricula in Australia
and future comparison of Australian-specific practice with other countries.
Research into how ‘insiders’ understand the term ‘public relations’ – and thus the
practice – can provide insights into the various faces of public relations in Australia,
and help build an agreed understanding of its purpose, scope, and underlying
principles.
In addition, this study will provide a starting point to create an evidence-based
definition of public relations in Australia and further educate academics about
industry and vice versa. As such, this study can provide public relations practitioners
and academics with grounds for better relationship-building.
This section has set up the rationale for the current study. In addition to positioning
the perspectives of practitioner and academic subcultures as worthy of investigation,
it is evident that a gap exists in the literature regarding definition and meaning of
public relations as understood in Australia.
The next section provides further context to the study by summarising recent
Australian public relations scholarship and the evolution of public relations in
Australia.
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1.2 General public relations scholarship
This section details public relations scholarship in line with the dominant paradigm in
terms of the content of current PRIA endorsed curricula. Scholars’ attempts to
define public relations are considered and research into various elements of the field,
such as professionalism, practitioner roles, and power, are discussed. Systems
theory is identified as a useful conceptual basis of public relations for the purposes of
this study. This section includes some important definitions of terms used within the
public relations field. These definitions are drawn from the available literature, most
notably from Australian and other widely cited student texts.
To be clear, the following section does not necessarily seek to critique the
scholarship referred to here, but rather to present it as description of ideas present in
current undergraduate curricula in Australian PRIA endorsed public relations
courses. Due to inclusion of this material in undergraduate curricula, it is reasonable
to assume that many public relations academics and practitioners in Australia would
be familiar with these ideas and theories. Critiques of key ideas relevant to the
current study are presented later throughout this dissertation’s discussion chapter.

1.2.1 Defining Public Relations
Much ambiguity surrounds the term ‘public relations’. Tymson and Sherman (1996:
3) suggest that public relations is difficult to define due to the diversity of
philosophies and techniques it encompasses. It is perhaps for this reason that the
vast majority of definitions highlight a functional perspective of public relations.
Grunig (2001: 2) supports this observation when stating that public relations is
“defined more by its techniques than by its theory”.
Johnston and Zawawi (2000: 6) exemplify this position when defining public relations
as:
the organisational function that, by recognising the importance of
internal and external publics to the functioning of an
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organisation, provides the means for these publics to be best
managed.

Key themes within the above definition are supported by McElreath
(1996: 3) when he situates public relations as “a management function that uses
communications to facilitate relationships and understanding between an
organisation and its many publics”. And other scholars, Dozier, Grunig and Grunig
(1995: ix) refer to public relations as “the management of communication between an
organization and its publics”.
It is evident that each of these contemporary definitions is underpinned by several
shared premises. In particular, modern public relations is widely considered to be a
management function, involving communication with publics, and having the central
aim of developing effective relationships with these publics.
More recently, Hutton, Goodman, Alexander and Genest (2001: 248) cite a number
of public relations definitions and metaphors that have been put forth including:
‘lawyer in the court of public opinion’, ‘engineer of public
consent’, ‘developer of goodwill’, ‘builder of public opinion’,
motivator, persuader, clarifier, lubricant, catalyst, interpreter,
devil’s advocate, educator, ‘creator or manipulator of symbols’,
‘news engineer’, ‘publicity doctor’, ‘perception manager’,
middleperson, advocate, relationship manager, and reputation
manager.

Hutton et al (2001: 248) see the ongoing introduction of new terms, such as
reputation management, as merely further complicating a field already suffering “a
serious identity crisis, in terms of public relations’ ability or willingness to define itself
in a consistent manner”.
Hutton (1999) developed a three-dimensional model with which to analyse various
definitions of public relations. He identified six distinct orientations of public relations
practice: “persuasion, advocacy, public information, cause-related public relations,
image/reputation management, and relationship management” (1999: 203). He
linked alternative metaphors of public relations to each of these orientations: “(1)
persuader, (2) advocate, (3) educator or dispenser of information, (4) crusader, (5)
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image-maker or reputation manager, or (6) relationship builder/manager” (1999:
204), and argued that only the “relationship management” orientation had “the power
to both define and serve as a paradigm (organizing philosophy or model) for the
field” (1999: 204).
Hutton (1999) argues that the lack of research exploring the fundamental
“dimensions” of public relations is a barrier to reconciling a definition of public
relations.
The PRIA defines public relations as “the deliberate, planned and sustained effort to
establish and maintain mutual understanding between an organisation (or individual)
and its (or their) publics” (PRIA 2006: online).
As evidence of the ongoing definitional problems surrounding the field in Australia,
the PRIA then goes on to offer three more definitions of public relations:
… the management function which evaluates public attitudes,
identifies the policies and procedures of an individual or an
organisation with the public interest, and plans and executes a
programme of action to earn public understanding and
acceptance.
… helping an organisation and its publics adapt mutually to each
other.
… the management function concerned with effective
communication. It includes research to understand issues and
public attitudes which have an impact on an organisation;
planning and implementing communication activities to effect
change; and evaluating outcomes (PRIA 2006: online).

It is interesting to note that while the PRIA positions public relations as “the key to
effective communication” (PRIA 2006: online), of the four above noted definitions,
only the last actually contains the word ‘communication’.
In her 1997 article, Gordon reviewed popular definitions of public relations as
presented in eight public relations texts, and discussed “shared elements and
assumptions inherent in these definitions” (1997: 57). In particular, Gordon found
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that three elements (management, organisation, and publics) were repeated in the
definitions, with “public relations […] either presented as a management function or
the management of communication” (1997: 59).
Interestingly, Gordon also identified that the term ‘persuasion’ was absent from all
definitions reviewed. From this omission, Gordon suggests the normative assertion
that forms of public relations that “attempt persuasion of others while disallowing
reciprocal persuasion of the self” (1997: 60) are unethical.

1.2.2 Publics
In public relations, the term ‘public’ comes to refer to any group of people who share
one or more interests or concerns (Johnston & Zawawi 2000: 4). Grunig and Hunt
(1984) identified three types of publics: latent, aware, and active. Later, when
conducting research into the variety of problems organisations believe may produce
publics, Grunig and Repper (in Grunig 1992: 139) identified a further four theoretical
publics: all-issue, apathetic, single-issue, and hot-issue publics.
Vasquez and Taylor (in Heath 2001) rightly point out that “the term public is one of
the more ambiguous concepts in the field’s vocabulary” (p. 130). This ambiguity is
perhaps due to their “dynamic, communicatively constructed” (p. 154) nature, and
further work demystifying the term would greatly serve both the field’s and the
public’s interest.

1.2.3 Relationships
The concept of relationships is central to the theory and practice of public relations.
That said, many authors (Center & Jackson 1995; Cutlip, Center & Broom 1994;
Grunig, Grunig & Ehling in Grunig 1992; Broom & Dozier 1990) appear to assume
knowledge and agreement of the concept without actually defining it.
Broom, Casey and Ritchey (1997) attempted to explicate the nature and attributes of
relationships. While unable to propose conceptual or operational definitions of
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organisation-public relationships they put forward a variety of tentative propositions,
including:
The formation of relationships occurs when parties have
perceptions and expectation of each other, when one or both
parties need resources from the other, when one or both parties
perceive mutual threats from an uncertain environment, and
when there is either a legal or voluntary necessity to associate.
Relationships consist of patterns of linkages through which the
parties in relationships pursue and service their interdependent
needs.
Relationships are the dynamic results of the exchanges and
reciprocity that manifest themselves as the relationships develop
and evolve, but they can be described at a given point in time.
Relationship formation and maintenance represents a process of
mutual adaptation and contingent responses (Broom et al 1997:
95).

The authors conclude that the absence of a fully explicated definition of relationships
significantly limits theory building in public relations.

1.2.4 Functions
In a speech delivered in Taiwan in 2001, Grunig observed several trends within
public relations. In particular, Grunig asserted that “public relations practitioners are
becoming strategic counsellors who are less preoccupied with publicity in the mass
media than their predecessors”, and that “public relations is becoming a profession
with a scholarly body of knowledge” (2001: 1). This developing body of knowledge
borrows heavily from a diverse range of disciplines, including psychology, sociology,
and political science. Tymson and Sherman (1996: 7) cite a model, designed by
Carol Clark, of the areas, functions and tools of practice, knowledge, and related
fields of the contemporary public relations practitioner. This model is reproduced
below.
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Functions
Research
Counselling
Communications
Promotion
Publicity
Human relations

Tools
Writing
Editing
Speaking

Production
Organising
Interpersonal
skills
Technical

PUBLIC RELATIONS
PRACTITIONER
Area of work
Government
Politics
Lobbying
Business
Industry
Non-profit
Welfare
Consultancy
International

Knowledge/Content
Communication theory
Communication arts
Arts
Psychology
Sociology
Political science
Economics
History
Business management
Personnel management
Literature/art/music
Industrial relations

Related Fields
Media/journalism
Marketing
Advertising
Personnel
Industrial/employee relations

Conduct
Ethics
Beliefs
Attitudes
Opinions

Figure 2: A model of the public relations practitioner (Tymson & Sherman 1996: 7)

This figure clearly indicates that modern day public relations requires qualified and
experienced people to perform varied functions. It is evident that public relations is
no longer a technician role, but rather an important element of organisational
management.
A review of empirical public relations research would not be complete without due
consideration of the International Association of Business Communications (IABC)
Research Foundation funded project Excellence in Public Relations and
Communication Management (known as the Excellence Project).
The research team, consisting of James Grunig, Larissa Grunig, Dozier, Ehling,
White and Repper, conducted an extensive literature review that resulted in the
publication of a 666-page book, Excellence in Public Relations and Communication
Management (Grunig 1992). The researchers went on to administer three different
survey questionnaires to heads of the public relations function, Chief Executive
Officers, and employees of 327 organisations spanning the United States, Canada,
and the United Kingdom. In addition to this quantitative inquiry, the research team
undertook in-depth qualitative research on 25 organisations that had achieved the
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highest and lowest scores based on a scale of excellence resulting from the initial
quantitative research (L.Grunig 2002: 3).
The Excellence Project sought to address two overarching questions that have come
to be known as ‘The Effectiveness Question’ and ‘The Excellence Question’:
How does public relations make an organization more effective,
and how much is that contribution worth economically? [The
Effectiveness Question]
What are the characteristics of a public relations function that
are more likely to make an organization effective? [The
Excellence Question] (L.Grunig 2002: 4-5)

In response to ‘The Effectiveness Question’, Grunig, Grunig and Ehling (in Grunig
1992: 86) propose that
Public relations contributes to organizational effectiveness when
it helps reconcile the organization’s goals with the expectations
of its strategic constituencies. This contribution has monetary
value to the organization. Public relations contributes to
effectiveness by building quality, long-term relationships with
strategic constituencies. Public relations is most likely to
contribute to effectiveness when the senior public relations
manager is a member of the dominant coalition where he or she
is able to shape the organization’s goals and to help determine
which external publics are most strategic.

In this way, the Excellence Project identifies “building relationships – managing
interdependence – [as] the essence of public relations” (L.Grunig 2002: 10).
When responding to ‘The Excellence Question’, the Excellence Project put forward a
comprehensive theory of excellent public relations, as briefly summarised in the
following table.
Characteristics of Excellent Public Relations Programs
I. Program Level.
1. Managed strategically.
II. Departmental Level.
2. A single or integrated public relations department.
3. Separate function from marketing.
4. Direct reporting relationship to senior management.
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5. Two-way symmetrical model.
6. Senior public relations person in the managerial role.
7. Potential for excellent public relations, as indicated by:
a. Knowledge of symmetrical model.
b. Knowledge of managerial role.
c. Academic training in public relations.
d. Professionalism.
8. Equal opportunity for men and women in public relations.
III. Organizational Level.
9. Worldview for public relations in the organization reflects the two-way symmetrical model.
10. Public relations director has power in or with the dominant coalition.
11. Participative rather than authoritarian organizational culture.
12. Symmetrical system of internal communication.
13. Organic rather than mechanical organizational structure.
14. Turbulent, complex environment with pressure from activist groups.
IV. Effects of Excellent Public Relations.
15. Programs meet communication objectives.
16. Reduces costs of regulation, pressure, and litigation.
17. Job satisfaction is high among employees.
Table 1: Characteristics of Excellent Public Relations Programs (L.A. Grunig 2002: 9)

The findings of this research project will be included as they relate to areas of
interest to the current study throughout this section. Indeed, the following section
relies heavily on the work of academics involved in the Excellence Project, such as
J. Grunig, L. Grunig, Dozier, and Ehling. As an overarching statement, it is worth
noting that the Excellence Project posits that indicators of excellence in public
relations appeared generic to the three countries and four types of organisations
sampled. In addition, they found indicators remained the same regardless of
organisation size and that excellent communicators came from all age groups and
both sexes (L.Grunig 2002).

1.2.5 Professionalism
A profession is an occupation requiring extended education, training, and intellectual
capacity (Guralnik 1984). The status of public relations as a profession has long
been debated (see Jackson 1988; Bivins 1993; Sallot, Cameron & Weaver Lariscy
1998). Scholars (Ryan & Martinson 1990; Saunders & Perrigo 1998) have argued
that certain criteria must be met by any occupation in order to gain professional
status. These criteria include elements such as the development and maintenance
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of a code of ethics; ensuring professional practitioners have specialised technical
skills; establishment of a growing body of esoteric knowledge; specialised and
consistent education for those wishing to enter the profession; and membership of
professional organisations.
Watkins (1999) asserts that professions can be distinguished from other groups due
to their specialised skill set, the requirement for lengthy formalised intellectual and
practical training, and the existence of a professional association which maintains
the profession’s integrity. These ideas are echoed by Wylie (1994), whose
guidelines for a profession include a defined body of scholarly knowledge;
completion of a prescribed course of study; examination by a state; and oversight by
a state agency tasked with disciplinary powers. Among other criteria, Cameron,
Sallot and Weaver Larriscy (1996) note the professional requirements of
intellectualism and “broad autonomy”. Nelson (1994) presented five characteristics
of professionalism. These are professional values; membership of professional
organisations; professional norms; an intellectual tradition; and development of
technical skills.
In his widely cited article Wilenski (1964) developed a model of professionalisation
and determined a step-through process towards professionalism. This model
emphasises the existence of a body of expert and systematic knowledge gained
primarily through “long prescribed training” and the ‘service ideal’; that is “devotion to
the client’s interests more than personal or commercial profit should guide decisions
when the two are in conflict”, as central to the process of professionalisation (1964:
140). In addition, Wilenski (1964: 138) asserts that
Any occupation wishing to exercise professional authority must
find a technical basis for it, assert an exclusive jurisdiction, link
both skill and jurisdiction to standards of training, and convince
the public that its services are uniquely trustworthy.

Wilenski goes on to present a development process of professionalisation, which
begins when people “start doing full time the thing that needs doing” (1964: 142).
Following this, issues surrounding training arise, which in turn leads to the
establishment of schools. These schools, if not initially created within universities,
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swiftly seek academic contact. Academic affiliation leads to higher and common
standards, longer training programs, forced earlier commitment to the industry, and a
group of people who teach rather than practice. Professional associations are then
formed; “this underscores the importance of the cultivation of a knowledge base and
the strategic innovative role of universities and the early teachers in linking
knowledge to practice and creating a rationale for exclusive jurisdiction” (Wilenskil
1964: 144). Establishment of the association leads to a more active professional life,
which in turn results in the potential for self-reflection, industry name changes, and a
“campaign to separate the competent from the incompetent” (p. 144). This period of
reflection and definition may lead to the profession delegating routine work to
paraprofessionals. As more newcomers enter the field a period of internal conflict
develops between the officially trained new generation and the on-the-job trained
elders. Conflict is not limited to internal issues, with the field competing with
neighbouring occupations for exclusive jurisdiction during these later stages of
professionalisation. Wilenski’s process of professionalisation next identifies an
attempt to summon legal protection “of the job territory and its sustaining code of
ethics” (1964: 145); however, he notes that this does not always occur, and is not
integral to professions. Eventually the industry rules emerging from this process,
such as rules removing internal competition, rules eliminating “the unqualified and
unscrupulous”, and rules protecting clients, will be embodied in a formal code of
ethics.
In addition to these criteria basic to all professions, Grunig (2000) posits that public
relations should establish a set of values for the profession to further support the
professionalisation of public relations, if it seeks to enjoy the public respect and
relative autonomy granted to traditional professions (such as medicine and law). He
notes that “society must agree that these values are important; and the skills and
knowledge needed to implement these values must define public relations as a
unique profession” (2000: 24). Furthermore, Grunig identifies these values, in
concert with the specialist skills and knowledge required to implement them, as at
the core of professionalism (2000: 26).
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Wilenski determines the degree to which a range of occupations have achieved
professional standing, including public relations, which he asserts that, due to its
overwhelming ‘market orientation’ finds that, claims of professionalism “are honoured
by no one but themselves” (1964: 142).
The status of public relations as a profession has long been contested (see Jackson
1988; Bivins 1993; Sallot et al 1998). Much of the public relations-specific literature
in this arena focuses on particular aspects of professionalisation and
professionalism. Sallot and her colleagues (Cameron, Sallot & Weaver Larriscy
1996; Sallot, Cameron & Weaver Lariscy 1997; 1998) have looked into practitioner
and educator perspectives of professional standards in public relations. Several
authors (such as Bernays 1992; Baxter 1986) have argued for and against licensing
of public relations practitioners. Others, such as Wylie 1994, discuss the need for
education and formal accreditation systems. Codes of ethics and social
responsibility, as well as the need for clearer standards, have been considered by
many scholars (Bivins 1992; Judd 1989). Furthermore, some academics have
asserted a relationship between Grunig’s two-way models and professionalism
(Grunig & Grunig 1992: 20). And finally, several scholars (such as van Ruler, Vercic,
Bűtschi & Flodin 2004) have initiated definition of country/ region-specific
professional practice and values.
Van Ruler (2005) argues that practitioners do not seek support from public relations
scholars because “in defining what professionalism is all about, practitioners and
scholars live in different worlds” (2005: 159). Indeed, van Ruler goes on to assert
that “coherence in views on professionalism can be seen as a prerequisite for
development of practice” (2005: 159). Van Ruler identifies four historical models of
professionalism: the knowledge model; the status model; the competition model; and
the personality model. She goes on to offer a comparison of the models with regard
to the relationship with the client, the role of theory, of education, and of professional
associations (see table below).

Model

Variables
Relationship
with client

Role of theory

Role of
education

Role of
association
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Knowledge
model

Directive; expert
decides what to
do how

Generates predefined BOK

Generates predefined expertise

Status model

Directive; expert
decides what to
do how

Generates status
and autonomy

Generates status
and autonomy

Competition
model

Interactive;
expert and client
interact on what
to do how
Interactive;
expert and client
interact on what
to do how

Generates broad
reservoir of new
knowledge

Generates broad
palette of
knowledge
options
Generates
analytical and
creative power

Personality
model

Mentality is more
important

Infrastructure for
development of
identity and
expertise
Infrastructure for
licensing and
promotion of
interest
Infrastructure for
knowledge
options
Infrastructure for
experiences

Table 2: Four professionalism models compared on relationship with client, the role of theory, of
education, and of professional associations (van Ruler 2005: 164)

Based on this comparative typology, van Ruler identifies two partitions delineating
these approaches to professionalism. The first partition is based on “who decides
what kind of knowledge is needed to do the job” (2005: 164), with decisions either
expert-led (“directive”) or negotiated between the client and individual practitioner
(“interactive”). The second partition identifies differences between “what kind of
knowledge is needed to become a professional” (2005: 164), with the knowledge and
competition models emphasising “expert, verifiable knowledge”, and the status and
personality models valuing “devotion, personality, effort, and enthusiasm” (2005:
164).
With this in mind, van Ruler puts forward a two-dimensional model of
professionalism based on these two partitions, as illustrated in the following figure.

Rational intelligence
Knowledge model
Directive
Status model

Competition model
Interactive
Personality model
Emotional intelligence

Figure 3: Typology of professionalism models based on who decides what knowledge is needed and
what kind of knowledge is needed (van Ruler 2005: 165)

The notion of multiple models of professionalism is particularly interesting when
linked to power of the practitioner.
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Serini (1993) studied how a firm defined professionalism and how public relations
practitioners functioned in that environment. She concluded that most of the
practitioners observed had limited autonomy to make decisions and had to
constantly negotiate with management to undertake what they thought was best for
the firm. Serini also noted that those practitioners who were perceived as more
professional by management were more likely to be successful in negotiations with
non-public relations superiors. This research suggests that professionalism can
increase practitioner power in negotiations and decision-making.

1.2.6 Practitioner Roles
Dozier (in Grunig 1992: 327) identifies roles as the “abstractions of behavior patterns
of individuals in organizations”, and goes on to note that “roles guide actions of
individuals, such that actions mesh with repetitive activities of others to yield
predictable outcomes”. In their initial theorising, Broom and Smith (1978, 1979)
identified four conceptual public relations roles: the expert prescriber; the
communications facilitator; the problem-solving process facilitator; and the
communication technician. Later, Broom (1982) found that all four roles were highly
intercorrelated, and that all roles were regularly practised by the same practitioner.
Dozier (1984) analysed Broom’s (1979) data and identified four empirical roles, two
major and two minor. They are: public relations manager (major); public relations
technician (major); media specialist (minor); and communication liaison (minor). He
later argued that the media specialist and communication liaison roles were
technician specialisations, but that the “manager and technician roles emerge
empirically time and again in studies of different practitioners” (Dozier in Grunig
1992: 334). Dozier went on to posit that “the manager-technician typology provides
a parsimonious way to operationalise roles and test relations with antecedent and
consequential constructs” (1992: 334). Moreover, Dozier states that, in addition to
describing what practitioners do in organisations, roles are “powerful theoretical and
empirical links between various concepts in a model of the public relations function”
(1992: 334).
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1.2.7 Power of the Practitioner
Given that public relations is popularly defined as a ‘management function’
(McElreath 1996; Dozier, Grunig and Grunig 1995), it is unsurprising that many
authors see public relations’ inclusion in the dominant coalition as critical to the field
(Berger 2005; Plowman 1998). Broom and Dozier (1986: 8) see this as “perhaps
more important to the profession of public relations than any other measure of
professional growth”. Grunig and Hunt (1984) go even further, arguing that without
involvement in the dominant coalition, there is little justification for the practice of
public relations. Grunig and Grunig (in Grunig 1992) argue that the key
organisational benefit gained from including public relations managers in the
dominant coalition is their possession of conflict resolution skills; skills that are
critical for an increasingly complex organisational world (Roloff 1987).
Grunig, Grunig and Dozier (2002: 141) borrow from Stevenson, Pearce and Porter
(1985: 251) when conceptualising the dominant coalition as “an interacting group of
individuals, deliberately constructed, independent of the formal structure, lacking its
own internal formal structure, consisting of mutually perceived membership, issue
oriented, focused on a goal or goals external to the coalition, and requiring concerted
member action”. Grunig et al (2002: 141) go on to summarise this definition of the
dominant coalition as “the top managers who ‘run’ the organization”.
Academic attention has been given to the possibility of involving public relations
managers in the dominant coalition due to the power of this group, and thus the
subsequent organisational power of the public relations function. Power is
conceived variously. For example, Salancik and Pfeffer (1978) defined power as the
ability to get things done; Dahl (1957) posited that power is a relationship among
people. In contrast to the idea of organisational power linked to notions of control
over others, Grunig, Grunig and Dozier (2002: 142) promote the idea of
empowerment, where public relations’ inclusion in the dominant coalition is sought
“not because that would allow public relations to help dictate organizational decisions
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but because empowerment allows the organization to benefit from the expertise of
the public relations profession”.
Membership of this influential group can be as difficult as it is desirable. Plowman
conducted research into aspects affecting public relations involvement in the
dominant coalition. He found that all 30 organisational representatives interviewed
agreed that public relations practitioners gain entry to the dominant coalition as
public relations managers “obtain education, experience, and expertise in public
relations and the business practices of an organisation” (1998: 244) and went on to
assert:
As public relations managers increase their level of expertise in
the field, they will gain power in the organization. Commanding
a field of specialized knowledge, practitioners will become more
indispensable to the organization. All of these three aspects –
education, increased business knowledge, and expertise in the
field – will result in additional power for the practitioner (1998:
244).

Education is one way that public relations managers can gain power and move into
the dominant coalition. L.A.Grunig stated that “the ability to make valid decisions in
public relations depends partly on the knowledge of communication theory and
research methods that comes with a university education in the field” (1992: 498).
Supporting this thinking, Ehling (in Grunig 1992: 463) notes that “professionalism is
dependent on a high level of sophistication presented through formal education”.
Following a study again in 1992, Grunig and Grunig (in Grunig 1992) discovered
significant correlations between membership of the dominant coalition and both
public relations education and experience. As Plowman (1998: 243) notes, “the
existing literature on education in public relations shows that increased knowledge of
the field adds to the practitioners’ ability and expertise”.
In his 1992 thesis, Sriramesh noted that:
The role that is assigned to public relations departments and
practitioners determines the nature of their activities. If the
power holders of an organization view public relations as a
technical, publicity function, they are most likely to hire
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technicians who will fulfill these basic requirements. On the other
hand, if the power holders view public relations as a strategic
managerial function, they are more likely to hire communication
experts who will contribute to organizational policy making at
much higher levels (1992: 56).

Grunig (1992) asserted several different ways power may be bestowed on the public
relations practitioner. He noted that “the value the dominant coalition attaches to the
public relations function” within an organisation is central to the degree of power
public relations may have. In particular, Grunig states as an important contingent
“the relationship between placement in the hierarchy and the organization’s degree
of centralization”, as “public relations departments in centralized structures would
lack power unless they were located at the top of the hierarchy because rigid
structures preclude decision making at lower levels” (1992: 485).
L. Grunig (1990) linked the concepts of authority and clearance process when
studying the degree of power a public relations department may have within an
organisation. Authority is conceptualised as the degree of autonomy a public
relations practitioner has when organising the work of the department, and can be
evidenced by the degree of freedom a practitioner has when deciding how to allocate
the department’s budget (L. Grunig 1990). The notion of clearance process refers to
“the process by which news releases, feature articles, and other information from the
organization are okayed for dissemination” (L. Grunig 1990: 133). In highly
formalised organisations, where the public relations department may have less
power, clearance processes may be bureaucratic and time-consuming.

1.2.8 Models of Public Relations
Grunig and Hunt’s frequently cited process models of public relations practice is one
of very few specific public relations theories, and as such is worth summarising.
In 1984 Grunig and Hunt put forward four models of public relations, each
differentiated by the function they serve in the organisations that conduct public
relations activities. Public relations is employed as propaganda in the press agentry
model; dissemination of information in the public information model; scientific
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persuasion methods function most frequently within the two-way asymmetrical public
relations model; and the practitioner as mediator between the organisation and its
publics is central to the two-way symmetrical model (Grunig & Hunt 1984: 21-2).
These four abstractions are further characterised in a table devised by Grunig and
Hunt:
Characteristic

Press Agentry /
Publicity
Propaganda

Purpose
Nature of
Communication
Communication
Model
Nature of
Research

One-way; complete
truth not essential
Source → Rec.

Leading
Historical Figures

P.T. Barnum

Where Practised
Today

Sports, theatre,
product promotion

Estimated
Percentage of
Organizations
Practising Today

15%

Little; “counting
house”

Model
Two-Way
Asymmetric
Scientific
persuasion
Two-way;
imbalanced effects
Source → Rec.
←
Little; readability,
Formative;
readership
evaluative of
attitudes
Ivy Lee
Edward L. Bernays
Public
Information
Dissemination of
information
One-way; truth
important
Source → Rec.

Government, nonprofit associations,
business
50%

Competitive
business, agencies

Two-Way
Symmetric
Mutual
understanding
Two-way; balanced
effects
Group → Group
←
Formative;
evaluative of
understanding
Bernays,
educators,
professional
leaders
Regulated
business, agencies

20%

15%

Table 3: Characteristics of four models of public relations (Grunig & Hunt 1984: 22)

In addition to these models working to identify the evolution of public relations in a
historical context, Grunig and Hunt (1984) argue that all of the above models
continue to be practised today. While these models have come under much
academic scrutiny (see Clasky 1987), “the four models of public relations do provide
us with a way of describing and explaining how and why contemporary public
relations is practised as it is” (Grunig & Grunig 1992: 290).
Grunig (2000: 24) asserts that his model of two-way symmetrical public relations is
normative and that:
Normative theory cannot be falsified by positive research
showing that public relations often is not actually practiced in the
way normative theory specifies. In other words, the fact that
public relations often is practiced differently from the normative
theory does not mean it cannot be practiced in that way.

57

Grunig and Grunig (1992) conducted research into the existence of these theoretical
models in the actual practise of public relations. This research concluded that actual
public relations deviates from the two-way symmetrical model (commonly hailed as
the way effective and ethical public relations should be practised). Instead,
‘excellent public relations’ was identified “as a combination of the two-way
asymmetrical and symmetrical models – mixed method public relations” (Grunig &
Grunig 1992: 285).
Hutton (1999) cites Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) “four models” typology, which focuses
on only two dimensions of 1) direction of communication, and 2) balance of intended
effects, as discriminatory of many other public relations theories and practice
philosophies (1999: 202). Hutton supports Cancel et al’s (1997) questioning of the
discrete nature of the four models put forward by Grunig and Hunt, and suggests
“that a continuum is a more appropriate framework” (1999: 202). Hutton presents a
three-dimensional framework of “interest, initiative, and image”, but also notes
several other candidate dimensions to “represent the underlying critical dimensions
of public relations theory and practice” (1999: 202). These are: “perception vs.
reality, short-term vs. long-term goals, degree of honesty, amount of research,
number of stakeholders (and the specific stakeholders selected), internal vs. external
orientation, image vs. substance, level of effect (awareness vs. attitude vs.
behavior), and level of initiative (reactive vs. proactive)” (1999: 202).
In 2000, Grunig himself noted that his research interests had moved “toward the
development and maintenance of relationships as the central goal of public relations”
(p.34). With this shift came consideration of the underlying dimensions of Grunig’s
much cited four models of public relations. The dimensions identified by Grunig
(2000: 34) include “(a) symmetrical and asymmetrical, (b) one-way and two-way, (c)
mediated and interpersonal, and (d) ethical and unethical public relations strategies”.
Research using these four dimensions in place of Grunig’s four models has been
successful in describing and evaluating country specific-public relations practices in
Taiwan and Korea (see Huang 1997; Rhee 1999; Sha 1999). Interestingly, Rhee’s
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(1999) research indicated that while one-way and two-way variables fit into a single
continuum, symmetrical and asymmetrical practices did not – thus indicating that
they are not mutually exclusive. This finding also supports Murphy’s (1991) mixed
motive model, which purports that advocacy (asymmetry) and collaboration
(symmetry) can effectively work in parallel.

1.2.9 The Dominant Paradigm: General Systems Theory
While public relations as a domain of scholarly inquiry “is held together not so much
by agreement on theories as by agreement on the problems that theories used in the
domain should solve” (Grunig 1992: 7), general systems theory is presented here as
the most useful theoretical underpinning of contemporary public relations for the
purposes of this study.
General systems theory, while simplistic, provides an overview of system concepts.
Although Chester Barnard first proposed the notion of organisations as systems in
the 1930s, general recognition of this view took another 30 years (Robbins,
Bergman, Stagg & Coutler 2000). General systems theory is based on the notion
that organisations are comparable to living, self-regulating, biological entities that
adapt in accordance with their environments, and that all organisations are
composed of interdependent subsystems (Johnston & Zawawi 2000). As noted by
Grunig and Hunt (1984: 94), “systems theorists use the concepts of input, output,
throughput, and feedback to describe the behaviour of a system”. Cutlip, Centre and
Broom (1994: 207) further define the concept of a system, identifying it as “a set of
interacting units that endures through time within an established boundary by
responding and adjusting to change pressures from the environment to achieve and
maintain goal states”.
An ‘open’ system is aware of the interdependency of itself and its environment, and
regularly conducts environmental scans to identify variances within its environment.
An ‘open’ system may then adapt and adjust to these variances through
counteraction or accommodation (Cutlip et al 1994). In contrast, a ‘closed’ system
rarely interacts with its environment and receives little feedback (Bartol, Martin, Tein
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& Matthews 1999). As such, more ‘closed’ systems may not identify variations within
the environment until they become major concerns (Cutlip et al 1994).
Boundary spanners are organisational roles that interface with significant
environmental elements. Effective boundary spanning is an important component of
maintaining an effective ‘open’ system organisation. Bartol et al (1999: 110) state
that effective boundary spanning fulfils two noteworthy roles. The first is to perform
“information-processing functions by collecting environmental information, filtering it
for importance, and transmitting relevant information to those inside the organisation
who can act on it”. Secondly, boundary spanners perform “external representation
functions by presenting organisational information to outsiders”. Thompson (1967)
suggests that boundary spanning units are employed by organisations to reduce
uncertainty. In this way, boundary spanners act as a ‘buffer’ between the
organisation and its environment. Thompson (1967) and others (Fennell &
Alexander 1987, Aldrich & Herker 1977) further distinguish boundary spanners as
serving ‘bridging’ roles, and thus assisting organisations to adapt to changes in the
environment.

McElreath (1996: 14) identifies public relations as boundary spanning

and emphasises the significance of this role by positing that a system is defined by
its relationships.

1.2.10 Autopoiesis
Niklas Luhmann’s thesis of autopoiesis1 more deeply considers systems theory,
allowing us to situate public relations within a meta-theoretical perspective of
contemporary society.
Luhmann has extended systems theory into a theory of “self-referential social
systems”, with systems “created upon their own logic” (Holström 1998: H). Central
to his thesis is Luhmann’s assertion that “the structures and processes of a system
are only possible in relation to an environment, and they can only be understood if

1

Autopoiesis (Greek): self-creation.
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considered in this relationship” (Luhmann 1982: 257). In this way, social relation
only becomes possible through social systems.
In her dissertation An Intersubjective and a Social Systemic Public Relations
Paradigm, Holström (1998: H) summarises the process of system creation when
noting:
A social system emerges whenever two or more persons’
actions are connected, first as an informal interactive system
which then may develop into a formalised organisational system
– an organisation, a corporation. A social system is an
abstraction; in its primary meaning, which isolates itself from
other meaning, takes on its own ‘life’, motivates and justifies
itself in selective communication processes. In this way, social
systems reduce the overwhelming world complexity by
establishing a difference between the system and its
environment. The identity of an organisational system is defined
or limited not by office, factory buildings, products or employees
– but by what makes sense and what does not [Holström’s
italics].

In this way, social systems are only able to consider information from a position of
their own logic and perspective.
Luhmann goes on to posit that social systems cluster around functional systems, and
that each of these functional systems has its own symbolic communications medium
– such as ‘information’ in the mass media system, ‘power’ in the political system, and
‘law’ in the legal system (Luhmann 2000).
Luhmann’s thesis abandons a view of society as unity, and instead emphasises
difference (Luhmann 1989: 6). In such a functionally differentiated society, meaning
is constructed within each social system and thus there is no single body that can
transcend all systems/environments. That said, as systems grow and become more
specialised, so too grows interdependence between functional systems, as “society
cannot specialize itself to one function alone” (Luhmann 1989: 108).
Holström extends Luhmann’s schema and argues that, within this paradigm, a new
pattern of interaction is emerging, which she refers to as ‘context regulation’. She
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defines this pattern as “a social order where social systems continuously adjust to
each other by means of negotiation and interaction with each other” (Holström 1998:
I). Indeed, context regulation is understood as ‘social responsibility’, a symbolic
medium of the functional system identified as the public communications system
(Holström 1998). As such, public communication is underpinned by the concept of
social responsibility.
With this in mind, public relations may be perceived as the specific corporate activity
of supporting relationships by using the symbolic medium of social responsibility.
Holström is worth quoting when linking public relations practice to social
responsibility and the public communications system:
In the social systemic paradigm, functional public relations
practice becomes a question of reflecting on conflicts between
differing systemic logics by means of the co-medium of social
responsibility. The objective is mutual self-regulation and
adjustment in a society of continuous conflicts and
disagreement. By reflecting on social responsibility, social
systems gain public trust as a safety strategy to ensure
autonomy as well as interaction. The practitioner acts as the
system’s representative in the particular interest
(Holström 1998: L).

1.2.11 Relevance of communication theories
The multifaceted nature and ever-changing environment of public relations makes
developing specific public relations theories challenging. Theories relating to
organisational behaviour, persuasion and motivation, and communication (largely
borrowed from disciplines such as sociology and linguistics) are relevant to public
relations practitioners. Communication theories are representations of
communication processes that seek to explain central features of communication.
Communication theories help us to understand how meaning is transferred between
people and how “the general activities of our culture have us thinking in certain ways
at different times” (Johnston & Zawawi 2000: 49). Public relations practitioners need
to be aware of relevant theories and be able to apply them when planning effective
communication campaigns.
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Tymson and Lazar (2004: 25) identify several key assumptions supporting the notion
of public relations:





That in a modern society every organisation, from the national
government to the corner store, survives ultimately only by
public consent
That the consent of the public cannot exist in a communication
vacuum
That this consent can be withdrawn by community action
For all kinds of organisations, especially large public companies
and government departments […], public relations is an
important function of management. The best public relations
policy reflects the culture of all components of the organisation.

In addition to the dominant underpinning systems theory perspective of public
relations, many other communication theories may be drawn upon by public relations
practitioners when undertaking their organisational roles. Communications theories
and models with potential application to the field are too numerous to list
exhaustively here; however, the following table provides an indication of their
breadth.

Agenda setting

Myth

Rhetoric

Dialogue

Semiotics

Hot & cool media

Narrative

Social learning

Risk theories

Discourse

Critical theories

Exchange theory

Hierarchy of effects

Uses & gratification
theory

Co-orientation model

Ideology

Stimulus responses
theory

Elaborated likelihood
model

Cognitive dissonance

Transmission models
of communication

Table 4: An overview of communication theories relevant to public relations

This section has drawn on a variety of research, and particularly on widely cited
student texts on public relations, with a view to describing dominant thinking about
public relations. Public relations has been situated as a contemporary business
phenomenon that is difficult to define due to the multifaceted and evolving nature of
the field. A variety of different dimensions with which to consider public relations
have been put forward, and several central themes have been highlighted. Systems
theory is identified as the dominant underpinning theory of public relations, and other
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communication theories relevant to the field have been summarised. This section
provides a broader overview of public relations scholarship based on the dominant
paradigm as evidenced by the content of current PRIA endorsed public relations
curricula, with a view to later comparing findings of the current study with variables
addressed in other relevant research in subsequent chapters of this dissertation.
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1.3 Australasian2 specific scholarship and practice
This final section of the literature review offers an overview of the current
Australasian research climate. In addition, this section briefly outlines the evolution
of public relations practice in Australia and summarises recent demographic
research about the industry. In this way, a picture of contemporary Australian public
relations scholarship and practice can be obtained, and this then sets the context for
the current study.

1.3.1 Australasian scholarship
1.3.1.1 Theory Building
The current study is focused on identifying and analysing spaces of convergence
and divergence between academic and practitioner concepts and practice of public
relations in Australia. With that in mind, it is worth reviewing recent Australasian
scholarship and research in the field with a view to illustrating the environment in
which this research will be undertaken.
Unlike American scholarship, specialist Australasian communication scholarship
“struggles to break into a niche ‘market’ let alone warrant an assembly line of books”
(McKie & Munshi 2004: 279). Only six public relations-specific books have been
published in recent years, and four of these are updated editions of textbooks, with
the others focused on methods for evaluating public relations (see Johnston &
Zawawi 2004; Tymson, Lazar, and Lazar 2002; Macnamara 2005; Harrison 2003;
Watson & Noble 2007; Mahoney 2008). As such, any discussion of Australasian
public relations scholarship is heavily reliant on consideration of journal articles.
In 1984, Ferguson investigated the status of theory building by public relations
scholars by analysing almost 10 years’ worth of article abstracts published in the
2

Note: This section of the literature review includes reference to recently published Australian
and New Zealand scholarship, as New Zealand’s University of Waikato houses several public
relations academics active in research who have close ties and networks within the Australian
academic community.
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fields’ then sole academic journal, Public Relations Review. In her widely cited, yet
unpublished paper, Ferguson concluded that there had been limited productive
theory development (only 4% of reviewed articles). With this in mind, she argued
that public relations had “the most opportunity for a paradigm focus to speed the
development of theory in this field” (Ferguson 1984: August).
A more recent study conducted by Sallot, Lyon, Acosta-Alzuru and Jones (2003: 27)
replicated and extended Ferguson’s original inquiry and found that nearly 20% of
articles analysed in their sample contributed to theory development in public
relations.
It seems that much published Australasian scholarship supports this growing trend
by putting forward various paradigms through which public relations may be
considered. It is immediately apparent through a cursory overview of the literature
that Australasian public relations scholarship is active in theory development, with
the work of many academics distinctly positioning themselves outside the dominant
North American paradigm. As explication, a selection of this type of work is briefly
summarised below.
In her 1997 article, Motion uses Michel Foucault’s work on the subject to present a
conceptual framework for creating and communicating a public identity. Influenced
by Foucault’s post-structuralist approach, Motion puts forward discursive positioning,
commodification, and aesthetics, as three “technologies of the self” (1997: 1).
In McKie’s frequently cited Shifting Paradigms article (1997: 81-96), he promotes
consideration of more contemporary perspectives of public relations, such as the
catastrophe, chaos, and complexity theories. McKie argues that the field of public
relations is not advancing in line with other arts and social science related fields due
to a continued attachment to positivist-based research.
Leitch and Neilson (1997: 17-32) reconstruct the concepts of ‘publics’, ‘relations’,
and ‘organisations’, by supplementing dominant public relations perspectives with
“social theories of the public sphere […]; Habermas’s (1987) distinction between
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system and lifeworld; and Fairclough’s (1992, 1995) discourse theory” (1997: 21).
Using these post-Maxist influences, Leitch and Neilson discuss power differentials
between publics and organisations.
In a 1997 article written while a visiting scholar at the Department of Management
Communication at the University of Waikato, New Zealand, Heath builds on his
tradition of rhetoric while considering truth as the rationale for public relations.
Munshi and McKie (2001) emphasise the importance of the cultural ‘Other’ in public
relations when critiquing the limiting effect of Western filters in organisational
settings. They draw on ideas from biodiversity, megatrends, postcolonial criticism,
and subaltern studies to identify and discuss these ethnocentric frames.
Australian academics Hearn, Graham and Rooney (2002) link change and
communication in organisations by debating the “extent to which ‘reality’ is socially
contructed” (2002: 59), and suggest a reflexive view of language and materiality that
identifies organisations as complex evolving systems.
More recently, other Australian academics have put forward a variety of perspectives
supporting theory development in public relations. When discussing the relationship
between media and strategic public relations, Bartlett (2004) draws on ecological
perspectives of public relations to position it as a means of legitimacy seeking.
Mackey (2005) uses the notion of public relations to discuss rhetorical, semiotic and
pragmatism approaches to the ‘problematic’ of understanding and truth. Maras
(2005) puts forward the notion of critical thinking and practice as a means by which
communications academics can open up “professional practice to broader social and
conceptual issues” (p.2). The critical approach is seen as useful due to its close
linking to questions about the relationship between theory and practice, and indeed
the theorisation of practice.
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1.3.1.2 Empirical Research
In contrast to this active theory-building work, it seems there is comparatively limited
real world testing or empirical research being published by Australasian academics,
or indeed about Australian specific public relations. Published research that does
exist appears mostly as isolated areas of research interest and tends not to be built
upon or frequently cited. Examples of this work include:
o Schulz’ (2004) case study of the use of public relations to engage the South
Australian community in Parliamentary and Constitutional reform;
o Johnston’s (2001) tracking of the development of the role of public relations in
Australian courts;
o Motion and Leitch’s (2000) inquiry into the relationship between “public
relations practitioner, their [New Zealand] women politician clients, and the
media they seek to influence in order to create and popularise particular
truths” (2001: 65);
o Gregory’s (1998) examination of how professional communicators develop
publications;
o More’s (1995) research into the preparedness of Australian management to
deal with crisis situations; and
o McCarthy and Hatcher’s (2004) exploration of public communication styles of
Carly Fiorina (CEO of Hewlett Packard) and Rupert Murdoch (Chairman and
Chief Executive of News Corporation).
Other empirical research more relevant to the current study has also been
undertaken by Australian academics about Australian public relations, and this will
be referred to throughout this chapter.
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Of particular interest to the current study is Steiner and Black’s (2000) inquiry into
the role of public relations professionals in corporate strategic planning, which paints
a picture of the organisational climate within which Australian public relations
functions. A telephone survey was administered to 64 randomly selected Chief
Executive Officers (CEOs) in Melbourne and Sydney. The survey consisted of 47
statements that respondents could answer by selecting a number from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Many of the statements included in the survey were
drawn from the Dozier et al (1995) Excellence Study.
The findings of this study indicated that:
1. Australian CEOs understand the value of communication to an organisation,
but may question the value of their own communicators.
2. Surveyed CEOs saw the role of public relations as mostly outward focused
rather than one of inward strategic advisor.
3. While public relations professionals participated in corporate strategic
planning activities, they were not seen to be making a significant contribution
to it. (The authors hypothesise that a perceived inability to significantly
provide insight into strategic planning may account for unwillingness on the
part of CEOs to let public relations practitioners manage organisational
responses to issues.)
4. Australian CEOs were unfamiliar with the principles of symmetric
communication (although most appeared to understand and support the
notion of two-way communication).
5. The surveyed CEOs appeared ethically comfortable with the concepts of
persuasion and manipulation.
Overall, Steiner and Black (2000: 70) posit that public relations practitioners did not
significantly engage with corporate strategic planning, and that
Public relations professionals continue to serve primarily as
communicators of corporate views and actions rather than as
shapers of those views and actions. They may be responsible
for communication strategies, but with communication only
narrowly understood as getting the word out effectively or
scientifically (asymmetrically).
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The authors suggest that Australian CEOs expect public relations professionals to
predominately practise asymmetric communication; “public relations professionals
are to be the messengers of the organisation” (2000: 69).
Steiner and Black go on to suggest that this reluctance to “embrace symmetric public
relations practice in pursuit of communication excellence” (2000: 69) may be a
product of public relations education in Australia.
Their research indicates that many CEOs are prepared to grant public relations
practitioners access to the dominant coalition during the corporate strategy
development process, but that practitioners “are not capitalising on that opportunity
or are not capable of capitalising on that opportunity” (2000: 70).
Steiner and Black question if public relations education is unduly influenced by the
more common technical roles, and thus preventing public relations professionals
from undertaking more strategically significant roles in their organisations. They
champion the notion that public relations education must endow future public
relations practitioners with “greater familiarity with the realities and values of
business and a more positive, or at least a more tolerant, attitude toward business
aims and values” (2000: 71).
While some authors advise against situating public relations programs in business
schools (Kruckeberg 1998; Falb 1992), Steiner and Black refute these arguments
and implore public relations academics to lobby for an explicitly business-oriented
approach to public relations education:
[…]. some [academics] seem prepared, probably on some
ideological grounds, to deny or distort access to the social and
cultural reality in which most PR graduates will find themselves,
and often to deny the legitimacy of business values and
perspectives essential to success in business. When employers
criticise PR education for a lack of a “real world” orientation […]
or reject communication graduates or offer them low salaries
[…], they are reacting to graduate unfamiliarity with or even
rejection of the business paradigm. In this way, PR education
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fails to practise what it preaches – tolerance of different
perspectives – and, in the process, diminishes graduates’ status
by preparing them only for low-value PR technician jobs
(2000:71-2).

If symmetrical communication and undertaking a significant role in corporate
strategic planning is the goal, Steiner and Black argue, public relations education
must value diversity, difference, individuality, and the pursuit of co-existence. They
argue that only then will public relations students be able to develop the appropriate
business orientation, intellectual confidence, and critical skills and ethics to fully
participate in corporate strategic planning efforts (2000: 76).
Also of interest to the current study is Tixier’s (2000) brief article summarising the
findings of her research into the differences between Australian ‘public affairs’ and
“corporate communication in Europe, including public relations” (2000: 152). Tixier
interviewed a variety of Sydney and Melbourne-based ‘public affairs top executives’,
and reviewed public relations campaigns submitted to the PRIA for their Annual
Golden Target Awards competition in 1995, 1996 and 1997. She concluded that
Australian public affairs functions incorporated environmental communication,
corporate giving, issues management, and community relations. The findings of her
research will be further drawn upon later in this chapter when considering recent
demographic research conducted into the Australian public relations industry.

1.3.2 Australian practice
1.3.2.1 Evolution of public relations in Australia
Zawawi (in Johnston & Zawawi 2004) chronicles the early development of public
relations in Australia. She begins by identifying three developments between 1840
and 1890 that impact the industry in Australia:
o The Education Act 1872 – leading to widespread literacy skills in Australia by
1890, and as such, enlarged newspaper audiences.
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o Creation of technology supporting the production of daily newspapers, and
thus establishment of the requirement “to satisfy advertisers’ demands for
regular publication” (Zawawi 2004: 24).
o The depoliticisation of newspapers, leading to increased financial reliance on
advertisers. This in turn, saw newspapers printing more objective stories with
a view to developing readership and offering advertisers the broadest
possible audience.
Puff pieces, “promotional material barely disguised as editorial copy” (Zawawi 2004:
25), were used extensively in newspapers during this time. As awareness of the
need to fill editorial space grew, so too did publicity. Zawawi (2004) identifies this as
the earliest form of public relations in Australia. She goes on to state that “the aim of
much modern public relations effort is to influence the news” (2004: 28), and that
proof of such activity occurring in Australia first became apparent in the 1930s with
news and editorial opinion blurring, instead of being kept separate as it had in the
past.
The phrase ‘public relations’ was introduced to Australia by General Douglas
MacArthur during World War II, who maintained a staff of 35 to promote his image
and war policy (Tymson & Lazar 2002: 35). Having been exposed to the U.S. Office
of War Information and the allied War Advertising Council, MacArthur understood
that organisations (and especially the Army) could not afford to ignore public opinion
(Zawawi 2004: 29).
As World War II drew to a close, many commercial undertakings began to see a
need to better communicate with stakeholders, and many journalists moved to the
new vocation of public relations. As such, the public relations profession in Australia
began in earnest with journalists conducting media relations on behalf of particular
organisations/clients (Motion, Leitch & Cliffe 2003: 123).
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The late George Fitzpatrick has been credited as the first Australian public relations
practitioner, listing himself in the 1952 Sydney telephone book as “Registered
practitioner in public persuasion, propaganda, publicity” (Tymson & Lazar 2002: 35).
Zawawi notes that much early development of the profession came about within
government departments (2004: 30). A number of public relations officers were
appointed to various departments in 1949 by the New South Wales Public Service
Board. During this time the government also began to train future practitioners to
ensure a pool of future resources.
Many commercial organisations followed suit; though public relations consultancies
were slower to develop with only three consultancies in Sydney in 1950.
Consultancies soon flourished; by 1957 there were around 30 in Sydney and the
same number in Melbourne (Zawawi 2004: 30).
Eric White, originally a journalist before his appointment as Press Secretary to
Australia’s then Prime Minister Robert Menzies, has been hailed as significantly
impacting the growth of the profession (Tymson & Lazar 2002). In addition to his
long consulting career, and instigation of the political newsletter Inside Canberra,
White established Australia’s then largest chain of public relations consultancies,
Eric White Associates (EWA). EWA had branches throughout Australia and New
Zealand, and by the 1960s had opened offices in Asia and England. For several
decades, EWA staff (and ex-staffers) met annually in Sydney “to commemorate their
career development and the role of Eric White in what was affectionately called The
off-White Club” (Tymson & Lazar 2002: 36).
As the industry grew, so too did the need for a forum for practitioners to exchange
ideas and establish a code of conduct.
The first professional institute, the Australian Institute of Public Relations, was
formed in 1949 in New South Wales, with Victoria following in 1952. The other
states of South Australia, Queensland, Tasmania, and Western Australia each
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established institutes of public relations in 1972, with the Australian Capital Territory
and the Northern Territory soon following suit (in 1980 and 1982 respectively).
The early state institutes formed a national body – the Public Relations Institute of
Australia – in 1959 to “standardise the code of ethics, membership gradings,
educational standards and international liaison” (Tymson & Lazar 2002: 37). The
PRIA is now a strong national body with representative state councils (Singh &
Smyth 2000: 388). The primary goal of the PRIA is to enhance “the stature of public
relations professionals throughout the country” (PRIA 2006: online).
In the early years of the profession, the vast majority of public relations practitioners
began their careers as journalists (Motion et al 2003: 123). It is interesting then that
Tymson and Lazar (2002: 37) identify “simply gaining acceptance by the media” as a
significant challenge for early public relations practitioners in Australia.
The introduction of television to Australia in 1956 posed new challenges for early
practitioners, who were required to develop new skills to place and manage stories
that appeared in news programs. In particular, the need to schedule events
appropriately for news coverage required practitioners to seriously consider which
audiences and media were most important for their message (Zawawi 2004: 31).
Tymson and Lazar (2002: 37) raise other challenges faced during early development
of the industry in Australia, notably acceptance of public relations by the dominant
coalition and the notion of public relations as a management function.
Alternative titles for public relations practitioners, such as public affairs manager and
community relations manager, proliferated in the late 1970s in Australia as a result of
the phrase ‘public relations’ being used by the media “to describe political whitewash
jobs” and indeed anyone who had dealings with the public – “from salespeople to
prostitutes!” (Tymson & Lazar 2002: 37).
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While the industry appears to be returning to the term ‘public relations’3 (Tymson &
Lazar 2002), some, such as the Centre for Corporate Public Affairs in Melbourne,
continue to argue that the term public affairs incorporates public relations skills as
just one component of a broader function:
Public affairs is the professional practice within organisations
concerned with the analysis and management of external social
and political issues affecting the organisation, encompassing
public policy, government relations, stakeholder and issues
management, and strategic communications, including the
media and corporate image […] public affairs may extend to
include investor relations and employee communications.
Where these activities are managed separately or within other
functions, then public affairs has an important complementary
role. (Centre for Corporate Public Affairs 2006: online)

In 1961, the Australian Financial Review reported that an estimated £3 million was
spent on public relations consultants annually in Australia with “a much greater
amount spent on internal consultants employed inside industry” (cited by Zawawi
2004: 30). Not surprisingly, this figure has continued to increase exponentially. By
the 1990s, major public relations consultancies in Australia were reporting a 25%
increase in turnover each year (Tymson & Lazar 2002: 38).

1.3.2.2 Public relations education
Establishment of the first tertiary public relations courses in the 1970s (at Mitchell
College in Bathurst and the Queensland Institute of Technology in Brisbane), “not
only allowed businesses to employ trained junior staff but helped open the
profession to women” (Zawawi 2004: 31). Other tertiary institutions followed these
pioneering programs with Bachelor of Communication degrees majoring in public
relations now available throughout Australia. Motion et al (2003: 125) credit the
introduction of public relations education and training programs as one of the most
significant developments affecting professionalisation of the industry in the past two
decades.

3

It is important to note that the term ‘public relations’ is used in this dissertation to encompass
other terms such as public affairs, corporate communication or communication management.
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Following a 1989-90 academic study conducted on behalf of the PRIA, the national
body developed guidelines for the accreditation of communication and public
relations courses at Australian tertiary institutions. The PRIA established the
National Education Committee (NEC) to review and accredit public relations courses
in line with these guidelines, and from 1991 various undergraduate and postgraduate
courses at universities around Australia received PRIA accreditation (Tymson &
Lazar 2002).
Accreditation is an ongoing process, with institutions seeking to maintain
accreditation needing to reapply to the NEC every five years.
The guidelines stipulate that accreditation is not used to promote similarities among
courses, but rather diversity of course content and design is encouraged, “within an
acceptable framework” (PRIA 2005: 2). This framework explicitly seeks a balance
between theory and practice in public relations education. The PRIA requires
undergraduate course content to address two concerns: “first, the development of
intellectual faculties and strategic, analytical and problem-solving, or ‘advisory’,
resources to be put to use as the graduate moves through his/her career, and:
second, the necessary technical skills to enable graduate [sic] to adequately perform
their initial jobs” (2005: 2). The PRIA recommends that approximately 25% of
undergraduate courses be dedicated to core public relations subjects (such as public
relations theory; historical development of public relations; functional elements of
public relations; writing and editing skills; and presentation skills), and the rest of the
course to cover areas that support that professional core. The PRIA recommends
business subjects, with arts and social science subjects also mentioned as suitable
optional support studies (PRIA 2005: 5).
The then chairperson of the PRIA NEC, Majorie Anderson, believes that
since the PRIA first introduced Accreditation Guidelines ten
years ago, there has been a significant increase in the standard
of public relations education. Today, students are supported by
well-qualified educators, an ever growing body of knowledge
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and strong relationships between tertiary institutions and the
industry. Cooperation between practitioners and educators
ensures students are well prepared to meet the needs of an
increasingly complex and challenging work environment (cited in
Singh & Smyth 2000: 399).

Today, 16 Australian tertiary institutions run courses that are accredited by the PRIA:
University of Canberra, ACT
University of Technology Sydney, NSW
Charles Sturt University, NSW
University of Western Sydney, Nepean, NSW
Bond University, QLD
The University of Queensland, QLD
Queensland University of Technology, QLD
University of Central Queensland, QLD
University of Southern Queensland, QLD
University of South Australia, SA
Deakin University, VIC
Monash University, VIC
RMIT University, VIC
Victoria University, VIC
Curtin University, WA
Edith Cowan University, WA (PRIA 2006: online)

1.3.2.3 PRIA Code of Ethics
The PRIA operates a Code of Ethics that binds all members. An introductory
statement to the Code asserts
The Public Relations Institute of Australia is a professional body
which exists to advance standards of practice in public relations
and the competence and professionalism of practitioners. In
serving and representing its members, the Institute is mindful of
the responsibility which public relations professionals owe to the
community as well as to their clients and employers. The
Institute requires members to adhere to the highest standards of
ethical practice and professional competence. All members are
duty-bound to act responsibly and to be accountable for their
actions (PRIA 2003: 3).

The Code then goes on to identify 15 standards including general standards; a
broad framework for client relations; and fee and income guidelines within which a
consultancy should work.
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While there is no legal requirement for any Australian consultancy to affiliate with
the PRIA or adhere to its Code of Ethics, those that do are listed on registers
maintained by the PRIA in each state.

1.3.2.4 Demographics
In 2000, Singh and Smyth reported on demographic research conducted by Cullen
Egan Dell and Crowe Communication Research Reports between 1994 and 1999
about the public relations industry in New South Wales.
They found that the majority of practitioners were aged between 25 and 30, and
suggested that this indicated entry into the industry following graduation from tertiary
institutions. Approximately 60% of practitioners are women – a dramatic shift from
the 1950s, when most practitioners were men (Motion et al 2003: 125). Singh and
Smyth have referred to this change as “the feminization of public relations” (2000:
396).
Eighty-seven percent of survey respondents were tertiary-qualified, and 71% were
members of the PRIA. The remuneration range for practitioners was broad from
entry to senior level ($30,000 - $250,000), with the corporate and finance sectors
offering the highest wages (Singh & Smyth 2000). This finding is echoed by the 4th
Annual PRIA public relations industry benchmark study, which reported that average
practitioner salaries ranged from $37,000 for account associates/graduates to
$126,000 for company directors/principal consultants.
Singh and Smyth (2000) also reported that the survey indicated that the highest
percentage of practitioners was employed in the corporate/finance,
engineering/construction, professional services, and leisure/travel/tourism sectors.
Over 70% of respondents identified media relations as their area of specialisation,
with internal communications, sponsorship and event management, and community
relations also featuring as frequent areas of specialisation (Singh& Smyth 2000: 392395).
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Mercer’s Communication in Focus 2003-2004 report surveyed more than 170
Australian communication professionals in an attempt to profile the communication
field in Australia. They found that 73% of practitioners were aged between 25 and
44, and that women comprised more than three quarters (76%) of practitioners in the
industry. Half (50%) of the practitioners surveyed worked in New South Wales, a
third (30%) in Victoria, and the rest were spread throughout Australia. Mercer noted
that the Australian Capital Territory had greater representation than anticipated (8%),
and that this reflected practitioners working in or for government. Seventy four
percent of respondents were members of the PRIA (Mercer 2004).
Seventy percent of practitioners surveyed combined both internal and external
communication functions, indicating that most organisations require practitioners to
have a wide range of skills (Mercer 2004). Echoing the findings of earlier research,
Mercer also found that 26% of surveyed practitioners worked in the corporate and/or
financial services with state government also a significant employer (13%).
Eighty seven percent of practitioners had tertiary qualification, with almost half (47%)
having post-bachelor qualifications. When considering recruitment of new
communication professionals, communication experience and a degree in
communication or a related discipline were the most important selection criteria
(Mercer 2004).
The majority of respondents (77%) had management responsibilities, with one
quarter (25%) reporting directly to the CEO, MD or Chairman, and 29% reporting
directly to the Head of Corporate Communications or Public Affairs. The Mercer
report also surveyed 18 CEOs from leading organisations in Australia to identify their
perceptions of the role and impact of communication on the organisation and its
performance. Mercer (2004: 5) found that
CEOs […] are yet to see the link between effective
communication and the achievement of business outcomes.
This confirms the ongoing challenge facing communication
professionals, namely the need to demonstrate the return on
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investment of communication as only the minority of CEOs
believed that their organisation knew the return of its
communication investment.

Evaluation of public relations’ value in terms of return on investment has long been
considered by some authors (Pavlik 1987; Grunig 1983). A recent study, conducted
on behalf of global firm Hill & Knowlton, on corporate reputation asserted that
“external image has a direct impact on bottom line shareholder value” and that
For any company, promoting a positive image to the outside
world helps recruit and retain the best staff, increase sales and
build successful strategic relationships. But for listed companies
reputation has an even more direct impact on performance
through the financial community that grades, rates and invests in
them (2006: introduction).

The findings of this study identified that 93% of financial analysts consider clear,
consistent communication with stakeholders as one of three core non-financial
aspects of performance when assessing a company’s value (Hill & Knowton 2006: 23).
In their online survey of 227 Australian public relations practitioners, Simmons and
Watson (2005: 6) asked respondents to identify the budget size they normally work
with. The responses to this question are reproduced in the following table:
Size of budgets – What size PR communication budget do you normally work with?
$0-$20,000

67%

$20,000-$50,000

27%

$50,000-$100,000

51%

$100,000-$500,000

57%

$500,000 plus

22%
Table 5: Size of public relations budget (Simmons & Watson 2005: 6)

In 2005, Simmons and Watson extended earlier research findings as they mapped
contemporary Australian evaluation practice in the field. The researchers put
forward a description of a contemporary Australian public relations evaluator:
…a mid to senior level manager employed in a medium sized
organisation, most probably a consultancy, who is working under
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tight financial limits. She is university educated in
communications or public relations, in her mid-30s and earns
around $80,000 a year. Despite budgets of $50,000 to $70,000
for programmes, there is little available or earmarked to fund the
evaluation of public relations activity. So the emphasis is on inhouse measurement of media relations, as the measurable
material is easy to gather and gives a nice “thud” when reports
are delivered to senior management who aren’t sure what “PR”
is (Simmons & Watson 2005: 10).

Using a cluster analysis technique, the researchers concluded that media coverage
monitoring and media content analysis were the most popular practitioner research
methods. Indeed, the researchers found that the majority of practitioners sampled
often or always used media coverage monitoring to plan (82%), monitor (88%) and
evaluate (87%) public relations communication (2005: 4). Simmons and Watson
also noted a rise in the use of media coverage monitoring since Walker’s 1994 study
(which is further discussed later in this section at page 86).

1.3.2.5 Range of roles and functions
Public relations practitioners in Australia may undertake a wide range of duties or
tasks in their role. A survey undertaken by the Centre for Corporate Public Affairs in
1996 (online) identified a number of major ‘public affairs’ functions, as well as the
location of those functions within the organisation. A table highlighting these findings
is reproduced below.
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Performed within
public affairs
department (%)

Performed by
another
department (%)

85.6
84.2
74.2
73.8
72.8
72.8
67.8
56.9
43.6
42.1
18.8
24.6
15.8

14.4
14.8
23.3
24.8
21.3
20.8
19.8
39.6
32.7
22.8
63.4
21.2
33.2

External communication
Media relations
Issues management
Internal communication
Community relations
Crisis management
Corporate donations/sponsorship
Government relations
Corporate advertising
International public affairs
Environmental management
Socio-political mapping
Investor relations

Not performed (%)
1.0
2.5
1.5
5.9
6.4
12.4
3.5
23.8
35.1
17.8
54.0
51.0

Table 6: Major public affairs functions (Centre for Corporate Public Affairs 1996)

A more recent survey conducted by the PRIA highlighted promotions and publicity
(59%), counselling and consulting (52.1%), management (40%),
writer/editor/publications (47.2%), internal communications (30.9%), and government
relations (27%), as major job duties for current-day public relations practitioners in
Australia (Tymson & Lazar 2002: 51).
In her 2000 study, Tixier identified a range of specific Australian public affairs ‘tools’,
including:
o A rising corporate interest and pride in good environmental performance.
Tixier saw an increase in sustainable management and “the use of more
emotive media replacing issues advocacy in public communications
campaigns” (2000: 154).
o Significant use of sponsorship, indicating that those undertaking
communication strategies in Australia link business as part of, and not distinct
from, the community.
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o Issues management, which Tixier sees as “the pinnacle of public affairs
activities” (2000: 155). Issues management in this context is understood as a
strategy designed to avoid crisis management by identifying “social, political
and regulatory challenges as well as opportunities, [mapping] their profile,
stakeholders and path and [developing] strategies for their management”
(2000: 155).
o A recognition that “it is now communities rather than governments in Australia
where the public policy agenda is formed and changed and which dictate a
company’s license to operate” (Tixier 2000: 156). In this way, community
relations has been prioritised as a key function within Australian companies.
o A linking of community issues to business objectives, supporting the notion
that “successful management must include a vision of factors beyond the
traditional commercial scope” (Tixier 2000: 156).
Several authors have published lists outlining these various functions. In their 2002
student text, Tymson and Lazar (pp. 29-31) identify a variety of public relations
specialisations including:
o Media relations
o Government relations
o Financial and investor relations
o Internal communication and employee relations
o Community relations and social responsibility
o Issue and crisis management
o Corporate and public affairs
o Customer and supplier relations
o Charity and fundraising
o Sponsorship leveraging
o Branding
o Environmental public relations
o Event staging
o Audio-visual productions/multi-media/visual communications
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o Print production
o Internet public relations
Tymson and Lazar (2002: 43) reasonably state that the work of a public relations
practitioner will vary from organisation to organisation, and that what a practitioner
may actually do is based on several variables:
The type of organisation they work for
The perceptions their top management has of the public
relations role
o The seniority (and ability) of the individual practitioner
o
o

Both Tymson and Lazar (2002: 43) and Johnston and Zawawi (2004: 9) agree that
one of the most significant differentiators is that between public relations consultants
and in-house practitioners. However, they also agree that “the public relations
practitioner’s job is a multifaceted one in which many roles overlap” (Johnston &
Zawawi 2004: 9) in either consultant or in-house capacity.
Johnston and Zawawi (2004: 9-10) offer a summary of the roles and key activities of
public relations practitioners that is worth reproducing below as a useful glossary of
terms:
o
o

o
o

o
o
o

o

communication – imparting or exchanging thoughts, opinions or
messages through visual, oral or written means;
publicity – disseminating purposefully planned and executed
messages through selected media, without payment, to further
the particular interests of an organisation;
promotions – activities designed to create and stimulate interest
in a person, product, organisation or cause;
press agentry – generation of ‘soft news’ stories – sometimes
through stunts – usually associated with the entertainment
industry;
integrated marketing – public relations functions that support the
marketing or advertising aims of an organisation;
issues management – identification, monitoring of and action on
public policy matters of concern to an organisation;
crisis management – dealing with a crisis, disaster or negative
unplanned events and maximising any positive outcomes these
might have;
press secretary/public information officer – acting as liaison
between political representatives or government departments
and the media;
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o

o

o

o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

public affairs/lobbyist – working on behalf of private
organisations in dealing with politicians and public servants who
determine policy and legislation to either maintain the status quo
or effect change;
financial relations – dealing with and communicating information
to shareholders of an organisation and the investment
community;
community relations – establishing and maintaining relationships
between organisations and community groups affected by each
other;
internal relations – establishing and maintaining relationships
with the people involved in the same organisation;
industry relations – establishing and maintaining relationships
with, or on behalf of, companies within an industry group;
minority relations – establishing and maintaining relationships
with, or on behalf of, minority groups and individuals;
media relations – establishing and maintaining relationships
between the media and an organisation;
public diplomacy – establishing and maintaining relationships to
enhance trade, tourism and general goodwill between nations;
event management – preparing, planning and carrying out
significant events spanning a limited time frame;
sponsorship – offering or receiving financial or in-kind support in
return for public exposure;
cause/relationship marketing – establishing and maintaining
relationships to engender customer loyalty and support;
fundraising – establishing and maintaining relationships on
behalf of the not-for-profit sector to stimulate donations and
support.

Tymson and Lazar (2002: 56) present an adapted list of key duties (from
Mcnamara’s 1992 The Asia Pacific Public Relations Handbook) undertaken by public
relations executives:
1. Advising management on strategies and policy issues
2. Developing a company’s or organisation’s public relations
program
3. Answering public and media inquiries
4. Conducting internal communication courses, public relations
workshops, and media training
5. Media liaison
6. Advising the media of newsworthy events and arranging
coverage
7. Issuing news releases and statements
8. ‘Backgrounding’ journalists
9. Acting as go-between for journalists in arranging interviews with
spokespersons
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10. Organising special events such as ‘open days’, tours, and
exhibitions
11. Writing and publishing newsletters, house magazines, annual
reports, pamphlets, and other publications
12. Monitoring public opinion and the company’s or organisation’s
image and suggesting action where necessary
13. Assisting in editing and production of company or organisation
documents and submissions
14. Assisting the media when they attend your meetings and news
conferences
15. Overseeing and co-ordinating production of film or audiovisual
material
16. Speech writing
17. Public speaking
18. Web design and content management
19. Managing stakeholder communication during an issue or crisis
incident
20. Preparation of internal communication materials
21. Maintaining adequate files and records
22. Budgeting and planning communication activities
23. Evaluating communication performance and recommending
improvements

With the role of public relations practitioner frequently diverse, it is unsurprising that
confusion can arise about the differences between public relations and other
communication roles such as marketing, as functions can overlap. Johnston and
Zawawi (2004: 13) put forward the following figure that highlights areas of discrete
responsibility and intersections between public relations and marketing:

Marketing

Marketing/PR

Public relations

Market assessment
Customer segmentation
Customer relations
Product development
Client servicing
Telemarketing
Sales
Point of sales promotions
Advertising

Image assessment
Media strategy
Corporate advertising
Relationship marketing
Direct mail
Branding
Sponsorships
Promotions

Publications
Events
Lobbying
Community relations
Media relations
Social investments
Crisis communication
Issues management

Figure 4: Areas of discrete functions and intersections between marketing
and public relations (Johnston & Zawawi 2004: 13)
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Demographic research indicates that media relations is a significant function for
many Australian public relations practitioners. As “the media are among the most
important publics for any organisation” (Tymson & Lazar 2004: 246), media relations
is an important element of public relations for many organisations. Media relations
requires the public relations practitioner to be “expert at seeing an organisation
through the eyes of […] editors and program directors” (Tymson & Lazar 2004: 30),
and specifically collating and disseminating newsworthy information to the media in
an appropriate and timely manner.
Tymson and Lazar (2004) state that the media can have two functions that a public
relations practitioner should be mindful of when developing a public relations
program. First, the media is identified as a significant channel for transmitting
messages to the wider public. In addition, it may be “a target public in its own right
when a goal is to inform or educate the journalists themselves” (2004: 246). Notably,
this latter function sets media relations apart from mere publicity. Discrete public
relations tactics can be used to achieve these distinct goals.
As it has been estimated that public relations practitioners initiate “more than half of
the stories that appear in the media”, it is unsurprising that “practitioners and
journalists rely upon each other extensively” (Tymson & Lazar 2004: 246-7). As
such, instigating and maintaining effective working relations with media
representatives is paramount for successful media relations.
Macnamara (2004) reported on research into the impact of public relations on the
media. Despite media protestations that they are not influenced by public relations,
Macnamara presents academic research and commercial media analysis indicating
that the converse is the case.
In her unpublished 2001 PhD thesis analysing the relationship between Australian
public relations practitioners and journalists, Zawawi noted that
all journalists interviewed complained that the press releases
they received were ill-conceived with little or no news value;
poorly written and often addressed to the wrong person or even
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with names misspelt … The journalists … thought that very little
of what appeared in the newspapers came from public relations
sources (cited in Macnamara 2004: 3).

Zawawi’s (2001) study went on to analyse the media content of various metropolitan
newspapers. She concluded that 47% of articles analysed were produced as a
result of public relations activity.
Xavier, Johnston and Patel (2005) conducted research into the understanding and
use of public relations strategy by practitioners in Australia. The researchers
identified significant use of combined communication and action strategies,
suggesting that Australian practitioners recognise the link between organisational
action and their communication efforts. Furthermore, campaigns contained in the
sample used both singular and multiple strategies and displayed consideration of
anticipated effects or impact of the strategy (with the most common strategy effect
informational). Evidence of channel selection and identification of target publics was
also very strong in the sample. The researchers concluded that public relations
practitioners in Australia showed “clear consideration of some key elements in their
descriptions of strategy” (2005: 8), in line with academic conceptions of public
relations strategy.
More than a decade ago, Walker (1994) conducted research into the extent and
nature of research in the Australian public relations industry. She concluded that
most practitioners did not regard their informal research processes as ‘research’ at
all. Rather, practitioners’ definition of research aligned with that of Broom and Dozier
(1990: 4) – “the controlled, objective, and systematic gathering of information for the
purposes of describing and understanding”.
Xavier, Patel, Johnston and Sambath (2004) analysed the use of research in
government public relations campaigns, and found a greater number of research
methods were employed in government as compared to non-government public
relations campaigns in Australia.
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Walker asserts that a “dependence on research increases as public relations is
conceptualized along a scale of complexity and perhaps legitimacy from press
agency, journalistic persuasive campaigns, and two-way asymmetrical public
influence strategies to the two-way symmetrical communication advocated by Grunig
(1989)” (1994: 141).
After briefly summarising recent Australasian research within the public relations
field, this section has outlined the evolution of public relations in Australia and paints
a picture of the modern day practitioner. It is evident that the role of practitioner may
be diverse, and research indicates that CEOs and other company heads are yet to
fully realise the potential of this function.
This review of the literature establishes the rationale and context for this study.
Many items considered here will be used as variable reference points in the conduct
and consideration of findings in subsequent chapters of this dissertation. The
following chapter discloses the details of the research methods employed in the
current study and epistemological underpinnings of the research.
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Methodology chapter
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2.0 Introduction to the Methodology Chapter
As Crotty (1998: 2) states, our choice and use of a particular research method and
methodology “reaches into the assumptions about reality that we bring to our work”.
The following table presents the research process for this dissertation and the
underpinning theoretical assumptions in terms of four key elements:
Epistemology

Constructionism and constructivism

Theoretical perspective

Interpretivism

Methodology

Case study and survey research

Methods

Questionnaire
Sampling
Textual analysis
Content analysis
Measurement and scaling
Statistical analysis
Theme identification
Comparative analysis
Figure 5: Overview of methodology chapter (adapted from Crotty 1998: 5)

The following chapter describes each of these elements as they apply to this study.
To begin with, the study’s overarching constructivist and constructionist
epistemological perspectives and discourses of culture as it relates to this research
are discussed with the aim of firmly situating the study’s interpretivist foundational
assumptions. A case study approach is defined as this study’s methodological
strategy, and an exposition and rationale of the strategy is provided. In particular,
the second part of this chapter details the research project’s design, including the
methods used to gather data and the mode of analysis, to facilitate discussion of
findings in future chapters. Finally, the process of instrumentation is detailed in the
third section, as the survey instrument is presented and the questions rationalised.
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2.1 Theoretical underpinnings
… there is no meaning without a mind.
- Crotty (1998: 8)

Epistemology is about “the nature of knowledge, its possibility, scope and general
basis” (Hamlyn 1995: 242). At the epistemological core of this study lies a
fundamental premise. That is that knowledge is something that people construct,
rather than simply discover. Knowledge of phenomena is not intrinsically contained
within objects, ideas and concepts; rather, it is negotiated and constructed by each
individual in line with their already existent ideas, experiences, and opportunities
(Bencze 2002, Murphy 1997a, 1997b, 1997c). In this way, knowledge is adopted
and adapted from potential knowledge sources in negotiation with a range of internal
(psychological) and external (cultural/sociological) phenomena.
Putting this in the current context, public relations practitioners do not, for example,
receive ‘pure’ information about public relations when attending a professional
development seminar. They will make implicit and explicit judgements concerning
both the content and delivery of the seminar. Practitioners may, for example, ask
themselves any or all of the following questions:
o Is this relevant to me (a) right now or (b) at all?
o If it is relevant, why? Is it because I can relate to the speaker’s professional
experience, or because I was at school with the speaker 25 years ago?
o Is the information presented credibly? If yes, why do I think that? If no, again
why?
o Does the information agree with what I already think?
o Does the organisation presenting this seminar have or warrant my respect, or
my attention?
o Am I paying attention to the speaker because I’m sitting next to my boss, or
because the speaker is attractive to me, or because I am learning things I can
readily apply in my job?
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In no way is this list intended to be exhaustive. Rather, it is presented here to
demonstrate the different ways a person may engage with a single seminar (or
indeed any other communication event). The point to be made here is that each of
these questions, and a myriad of others, could be answered differently by each
person attending the seminar.
The idea that meaning is not discovered, but constructed through negotiation, lies at
the heart of the theories of constructivism and constructionism. While these two
theories differ in terms of the level at which they offer descriptions and explanations
for the ways in which knowledge construction takes place, they both agree that
human beings do not find knowledge, but make it, and that knowing is not passive,
but continually and actively tested and modified in response to new experience
(Schwandt in Denzin & Lincoln 2000: 197). The following section describes
constructivism and constructionism before proposing that the two should be
considered as parts of a meta-epistemology referred to as construct theory for the
purposes of this research.

2.1.1 Constructivism
Constructivism is variously defined by different authors. While it is commonly linked
to constructivist metatheory such as interpretivism (see Schwandt in Denzin &
Lincoln 2000: 197), constructivism is generally understood as a learning theory that
emphasises the learner’s construction of reality (Jonassen 1995). Under a
constructivist framework, learners are perceived as “engaged individuals who seek
understanding of the world around them largely through active learning and
discovery” (Knabe 2004: online).
Most constructivist education research (such as Knabe’s 2004 research into
constructivist learning perspectives in the online public relations classroom or
Jahansoozi and Koper’s 2004 exploration of constructivism in relation to technology
and transparency in public relations education and practice) tends to consider
learning as it occurs in formal learning contexts. That said, many of the ideals and

93

results of this research may be applied to more informal learning contexts. Bencze
(2002) for example, addresses several constructivist learning principles that can be
immediately applied to informal learning settings:
1. Learners have ideas: people initiate topics of study, or approach information
in the community, with pre-existing notions of what the teacher or information
provider may want them to learn.
2. Learner ideas often contradict those of teachers: in this way, learners’ brains
are not blank slates.
3. Learners need ‘first hand’ experience: learning involves linking concrete
experiences to abstract ideas by using and testing ideas and/or skills through
relevant activities.
4. Learners like their ideas: people can be loath to give up their existing ideas.
As Bencze (2002: online) notes “students are often emotionally attached to
their ideas; they don’t want to hear that someone may have a ‘better’
explanation”.
5. Learners see what they want to see: it is oft-remarked that observing
something can frequently reveal more about the observer than the observed.
Accordingly, observing is an active, rather than passive, process; “to a great
extent, people project what they already have in their heads onto phenomena
to be observed” (Bencze 2002: online).
Using this theoretical underpinning, research asking subcultures to comment on one
another (as per this study) offers the researcher insights into the ideas of the
‘observer’, and allows consideration of how and why these ideas may converge or
diverge4.
These constructivist learning principles are particularly relevant to the current study
as it is reasonable to assume that individuals within each of the two sub-cultures
4

It is worth noting that the researcher acknowledges that public relations academics and
practitioners in Australia are not necessarily discrete units, as some academics may well work as
practitioners and vice versa. Indeed, occurrences of this potential phenomenon may well
characterise aspects of the field, and will be considered in the findings and discussion chapters of
this dissertation.
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under scrutiny, that is public relations practitioners and academics have, at some
time, engaged with other members of both their own and the other subculture as
both learners and information providers. For example, public relations practitioners
may have undertaken a formal course of study in the field where information about
the industry was imparted by public relations academics. Conversely, public
relations academics may have undertaken research into the field by seeking
information from public relations practitioners.

In these ways, the construction of

knowledge and meaning about public relations within each subculture feeds off the
other.
At its heart, constructivism posits that meaning, learning and understanding are the
result of interaction between person and world. As Murphy (1997b: online) states
…the constructivist view argues that knowledge and reality do
not have an objective or absolute value or, at least, that we have
no way of knowing this reality… The knower interprets and
constructs a reality based on his experiences and interactions
with his environment.

Constructivism has two overarching principles. First, knowledge is not passively
received; rather it is actively produced (‘constructed’) by a ‘cognising subject’ (or
person). Secondly, cognition is functionally adaptive and serves to organise the
experiential world; it is not about the discovery of some objective reality (Heylighen
1995).
These two founding principles are at the core of radical constructivism; at its extreme
this can be taken to mean that no objective reality exists, and as such nothing is
worthy of study beyond people’s perceptions (Murphy 1997b). That is not how this
theory is intended here. While the researcher perceives information as actively and
selectively processed, it would be hypocritical to claim that this study (and indeed the
field of public relations) has no ambitions to directly impart information to people in
some contexts. For example, an underlying goal of this research enterprise is to
investigate what kinds of constructs people have about public relations, and how
these constructs might be usefully understood and used by public relations
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practitioners and academics. This is not the activity of a researcher who believes
there are no ‘facts’ to be communicated about the evolving field of public relations.
That said, it is recognised that the manner in which such ‘facts’ are cognitively
constructed by people is problematic. As such, constructivism here is understood as
a way of considering the interaction between the objective and the subjective. In this
way, the researcher takes an interactionist constructivist stance (Crotty 1998).
A constructivist way of thinking raises questions about choice; as Lamberts (2005:
53) asks “How do we choose one construct over another, especially if we don’t call
upon an objective reality for verification?” In response to this, Heylighen (1995:
online) asserts
Since constructivism rejects any direct verification of knowledge
by comparing the constructed model with the outside world, its
most important issue is how the subject can choose between
different constructions to select the ‘right one’. Without such a
selection criterion, constructivism would lapse into absolute
relativism: the assumption that any model is as adequate as any
other. The two most often used criteria are coherence,
agreement between the different cognitive patterns within an
individual’s brain, and consensus, agreement between the
different cognitive patterns of different individuals. The latter
position leads to ‘social constructivism’, which sees knowledge
solely as the product of social processes of communication and
negotiation (the ‘social construction of reality’). (my emphasis)

In this way, even though people’s knowledge constructs are uniquely created by
each individual, there is sufficient shareable and agreed knowledge for people to
communicate with and understand each other.
To apply Bencze’s (2002) earlier-presented constructivist learning principles to the
mostly informal, non-curriculum based arena of this study, one need only exchange
the word ‘learner’ for ‘public relations practitioner’ or ‘public relations academic’.
Indeed Bencze reminds us that in constructivism knowledge itself is problematised,
not just the learner’s own knowledge or their ability to grasp that which is being
‘taught’. From this epistemological viewpoint, as much attention is paid to the

96

learner’s beliefs, their conceptions of knowledge, and their cognitions, as to the
imparted knowledge.

2.1.2 Constructionism
While constructivism focuses on psychological constructs (of an individual),
constructionism emphasises cultural or sociological constructs, or collectively
constructed meaning (Crotty 1998).
For both constructionists and constructivists meaning is not inherent within an object.
Technically, constructionists place greater emphasis on the interaction between the
subjective and objective – the standpoint that meaning is constructed by ‘negotiation’
between the subjective constructs in the mind of an individual and objects in the
world. In this way, the mind is not entirely subjective; rather, it is unique in as much
as it interacts with phenomena (such as ‘culture’) existing in the world for us all.
As such, constructionism, by its very essence, implies a historical and sociocultural
dimension to the construction of knowledge. Interpretations are not developed in
isolation, but through shared experience, understandings, language and practices,
and evaluated through a conceptual framework. Potter (1996: 98) exemplifies this
position when asserting that “the world… is constituted in one way or another as
people talk it, write it and argue it”.
Contructionism stands in contrast to the dominant realist position of positivism in
social science, which assumes an objective way of knowing. While some
researchers (such as Brown 1977 noted by Potter 1996: 28) advocate the use of
empirical science methods when examining human behaviour, research about
humans requires “a process of inquiry that recognizes that human experience is
strongly influenced by contexts” (Potter 1996: 29). As Crotty (1998: 43) asserts,
phenomena “may be pregnant with potential meaning, but actual meaning emerges
only when consciousness engages with them”.
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Constructionism allows consideration of the political nature of social research, as
research, in line with all other activities, is a human construction “framed and
presented within a particular set of discourses (and sometimes ideologies), and
conducted in a social context with certain sorts of social arrangements” (Punch 1998:
140). As such, the researcher recognises the importance of reflective consideration
of these contexts, and identifies several limitations of the study as noted at the end
of this chapter.
Crotty (1998: 58) contrasts constructionism with constructivism when stating
Whatever the terminology, the distinction itself is an important one.
Constructivism […] points to the unique experience of each of us.
It suggests that each one’s way of making sense of the world is as
valid and worthy of respect as any other […]. On the other hand,
social constructionism emphasizes the hold our culture has on us:
it shapes the way in which we see things (and even the way in
which we feel things!) and gives us a quite definite view of the
world.

While Crotty asserts there is a clear distinction between terminology and underlying
philosophy of each paradigm, it is reasonable to assume that, for most matters,
personal constructs of an individual (constructivism) are interlinked with socially
negotiated constructs (constructionism). With this in mind, for the purposes of this
study, the differences raised by Crotty may not be particularly useful.
This linkage between constructivist and constructionist perspectives is
unintentionally demonstrated in Heylighen’s (1995) earlier statement. The criterion
of coherence can be seen as a constructivist check against which to evaluate a
particular construct. The consensus criterion compares the relative worth of
constructs against those of others, and as such may be understood as
constructionist in nature.

2.1.3 Construct theories
Stringent proponents of the constructivist or constructionist camps are inflexible in
their distinctions between explanations for knowledge acquisition/learning. That is
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not as it is intended here. Both epistemological perspectives share the fundamental
premise that knowledge does not exist without a ‘knower’, and that this knower is
influenced by phenomena beyond those immediately linked to an object or concept.
It is this premise that is most useful to the current research.
As such, for the purposes of this dissertation, it is purported that people actively
construct meaning and knowledge. Furthermore, this production of meaning and
knowledge is influenced to some degree by both the culture in which they exist and
is a product of individual experiences and beliefs. These two influences interact to
form meaning and knowledge for an individual. Hence, herein the term ‘construct
theory’ will be used when referring to these aspects of both constructivism and
constructionism, unless failing to make the distinction in some way limits exposition
(Lamberts 2005: 56).

2.1.4 Culture
This study recognises the importance of the notion of culture as it relates to the
construction of knowledge. While this research does not identify cultural studies as
its driving theoretical perspective, due to its critical nature, culture merits brief
consideration and definition as one discourse that will be used during analysis.
Culture is a “contested and conflictual set of practices of representation bound up
with the processes of formation and re-formation of social groups” (Frow & Morris in
Denzin & Lincoln 2000: 328).
Wuthnow and Witten (1988) define four types of cultural studies within sociology:
consideration of the subjective meanings of cultural objects; consideration of internal
patterns or structures evident within the objects; consideration of dramaturgic
functions performed by those objects; and finally consideration of the allocation of
social resources. Within this paradigm, this study will focus on the first three
categories, whereby “social uncertainties that give rise to ritual and ideology” (Potter
1996: 62) will be analysed.
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Culturalism, as a philosophical stance, locates culture as a site of social struggle and
an agent of change (Potter 1996). In this way, interpretation of culture and human
interaction in this mode of research emphasises society as an “active creation of its
members” (Potter 1996: 61). It is important to note however that this assertion raises
difficult questions regarding claims of group unity. As such, much work within the
sphere of cultural studies implies a concern regarding the “danger of positing
imaginary social unities as the explanatory basis for its accounts of cultural texts”
(Frow & Morris 2000: 317). In response to this concern, the continuing impetus of
cultural studies is to situate cultures as processes that divide as well as unite, stress
diversity, and question totalising notions of culture (Frow & Morris 2000: 317). This
study supports this emphasis of culture as process when situating public relations
within Luhmann’s meta framework of social-systemic mechanisms, as discussed in
the previous chapter.

2.1.5 Interpretivism
This study has at its foundations interpretive assumptions. In particular, the
researcher is aware that while she attempts to view that which is under scrutiny from
the perspective of the participant, she is unable to escape her own interpretations of
the situation. Indeed, it is this interpretive characteristic that is central to qualitative
research. As Stake (1995: 42) suggests:
Given intense interaction of the researchers with persons in the field
and elsewhere, given a constructivist orientation to knowledge, given
the attention to participant intentionality and sense of self, however
descriptive the report, the researcher ultimately comes to offer a
personal view.

While this statement would be unacceptable within a positivist or objective paradigm,
the role of human interpretation is emphasised within construct and interpretive
approaches (Potter 1996).
The first part of this methodology chapter has focused on articulating the study’s
epistemological perspective. The notions of constructivism and constructionism
have been explored, and a combined concept of construct theory put forward for our
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purposes of exposition. As construct theory purports that culture has some role in
the production of meaning, the idea of culture is briefly presented as a relevant
discourse. Finally the qualitative attributes of interpretivism are briefly summarised.
The following section links this philosophical grounding to the study’s chosen
methodology.

101

2.2 Methodology
Now that an epistemological and theoretical position for this research study has been
clearly articulated, we turn our attention to methodology.
Potter (1996: 50) tells us that “methodologies are perspectives on research”. They
connect the researcher’s philosophical stance on the nature of knowledge to the
tools to be used to gather, analyse, and present data. Potter illustrates this linkage
when stating:
Methodology is like a strategy – or plan – for achieving some
goal; methods are the tactics that can be used to service the
goals of the methodology. In essence, methodologies provide
the blueprints that prescribe how the tools should be used.
Those prescriptions can be traced to the axioms – beliefs about
how research should be conducted (Potter 1996: 50).

A case study approach is employed as this study’s methodology, with the field of
public relations in Australia defined as the ‘case’ under scrutiny. While this study
draws strongly on aspects of survey research, a case study methodology is asserted
to reinforce the project’s primarily qualitative intent.
As Yin (1994: 1) argues, case study is “the preferred [research] strategy when ‘how’
or ‘why’ questions are being posed, when the investigator has little control over
events, and when the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within some real-life
context”.
Some authors define the case study in terms of topics to which the study has been
applied (such as Schramm 1971 noted in Yin 1994), while others (Fetterman 1989 &
Jorgensen 1989) blur case study with ethnographies and participant observation. In
contrast, Yin (1994: 13) offers a more technically useful definition of the case study:
A case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary
phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries
between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident… The case
study inquiry copes with the technically distinctive situation in which there
will be many more variables of interest than data points, and as one result

102

relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a
triangulating fashion, and as another result benefits from the prior
development of theoretical propositions to guide data collection and
analysis.

In considering this definition, it becomes clear that the case study is neither solely a
mode of data collection, nor a design feature alone. Instead, in this sense case
study is understood as a comprehensive research strategy.
Stake (1995: 3) notes that instrumental case study allows the researcher to obtain
insight into a particular research question by studying a particular case. In this way,
the case study can support the accomplishment of something broader than merely
understanding one particular case. Of particular emphasis when conducting
instrumental case study research is theory development as a component of the
research design, “whether the ensuing case study’s purpose is to develop or to test
theory” (Yin 1994: 27). The current research project seeks to test various theories
put forward by academics in the field.
In most instances, it is not possible for case study research to provide statistical
generalisation, as its primary emphasis is not on understanding other cases (Stake
1995: 4). That said, case study research is able to infer analytic (or ‘theoretical’)
generalisation. This view is supported by Yin (1994: 10), who states that “case
studies… are generalisable to theoretical propositions and not to populations or
universes… the investigator’s goal is to expand and generalize theories and not to
enumerate frequencies”. It is worth being mindful, however, that due to the size of
the ‘case’ under consideration here, this study, by using survey research methods,
will indeed be able to report on statistical data gained via the inquiry. Furthermore,
as the case under scrutiny is defined as a specific field (in terms of both practice and
thought) within a specific country, any report on data drawn from the study at once
represents the ‘case’ and a true population, as they are one and the same.
This section justifies a case study methodology for this research project. The
chapter now narrows and sharpens its focus to the key methods employed in the
project design.
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2.3 Project Design
In the preceding section methodology is defined as an articulation of the research
strategy that links axioms and research methods. This section details all aspects of
the project design, including the various research methods used.
Research methods are tools, ways of gathering data, means of analysis, or
writing/reporting techniques. As such, methods (and combinations thereof) can be
used to support many different methodologies. Crotty (1998: 12) agrees that
qualitative and quantitative methods may be used to support any methodology, and
likewise any methodology for any theoretical perspective, as long as it suits the
purpose of the research: “there are typical strings, to be sure, […] but ‘typical’ does
not mean ‘mandatory”.
A combination of qualitative and quantitative methods is employed in this study. As
the research seeks to describe and analyse phenomena, and is primarily interested
in convergence and divergence of conceptualised meanings of public relations within
the industry, such a combination is desirable.
Yin (1994: 18) identifies a project design as “the logic that links the data to be
collected (and the conclusions to be drawn) to the initial questions of a study”. As
such, it is important to clearly define and outline a study’s aims and propositions;
research questions; means of data collection; sampling frame; the units of analysis;
and the mode of analysis. Each of these elements, along with the design rationale
and the study’s timeframe and limitations, will now be discussed in turn.

2.3.1 Aims and propositions
This research project aims to explore differences of understanding about the public
relations field in Australia between practitioners and academics.
Particular areas of research interest are:
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Meanings/definitions of the term ‘public relations’;



Understanding and expectations of practitioners by academics;



Understanding and expectations of academics by practitioners; and



Degree of alignment of undergraduate public relations education with
expectations of both practitioners and academics.

2.3.1.1 Thesis statement
Public relations in Australia has not reached an accepted definition of itself in terms
of its purpose, scope, and underlying principles. As such, areas of convergence and
divergence exist between academic and industry understanding and expectations of
public relations in Australia.
As noted in the previous section, in an attempt to highlight the primarily qualitative
intent of this work, this research will be underpinned by a case study design strategy,
with the Australian public relations field as the overarching ‘case’.
The study is based on several assumptions. In particular, the researcher
presupposes that public relations is an important contemporary business function in
Australia, and as such is worthy of academic scrutiny. In addition, this study is
guided by the underlying principles of public relations practice and theorising, as
outlined in the previous chapter.

2.3.1.2 Research questions
Research questions to be answered are:
1. How is the notion of public relations thought to be conceptualised, and
practised by public relations practitioners in Australia?
2. How is the notion of public relations conceptualised, and thought to be
practised, by public relations academics in Australia?
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3. In which areas do academic and industry concepts of public relations in
Australia converge?
4. In which areas do academic and industry concepts of public relations in
Australia diverge?
5. In light of these findings, do accreditation guidelines for public relations
education curricula align with industry and academic expectations of the field
in Australia?

2.3.2 Means of data collection
Baker (1999: 201) states that survey research is the most popular type of social
research, whereby “a specifically defined group of individuals are asked to answer a
number of identical questions”. Those answers then form the dataset of the study.
Survey research is underpinned by the assumption that
Data from questioning reflect[s] the subjective network of
orientations and interpersonal relationships – the underlying
ideas and feelings of the members, their dispositions to act
toward the others and to define and evaluate these others in
various ways (White Riley 1963: 184).

As questioning seeks to identify underlying attitudes and orientations toward
phenomena, with this study’s interest is in convergence and divergence of
practitioner and academic perceptions of public relations in Australia, survey
research is an appropriate method of data collection.
This study relies primarily on administration of two online questionnaires; one
targeted to public relations practitioners and the other to public relations academics.
This data source was selected as it allows national input from many sources, and is
thus cost effective and time efficient. In addition, research into the quality of
participant response has found that in survey research “e-mail responses tended to
be more insightful than the mail responses” (Mehta & Sivadas 1995: 439). As this
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research project seeks to produce rich qualitative data in addition to more
quantitative measurements, this insightfulness is desirable.

2.3.2.1 Overview of research in the field using online methods of
administration
To date, this method of data collection has been used internationally by various
researchers within the public relations and related fields with diverse results. The
following section provides an overview of some of these studies.
Werder (2005) undertook an empirical analysis of the influence of perceived
attributes of publics on public relations strategy use and effectiveness. Due to the
benefits of online administration, Werder used this mode to survey 2598 Public
Relations Society of America (PRSA) members out of her total sample of 2853
(PRSA members that did not list an e-mail address were surveyed via direct mail).
Both modes of administration combined resulted in 403 survey respondents (24.4%).
Werder’s results indicated that perceived attributes of publics, such as problem
recognition, involvement, and goal compatibility, did influence public relations
strategy use and were predictors of strategy effectiveness.
David, Kline and Dai (2005) used an online questionnaire that took 20-30 minutes to
complete when surveying 359 undergraduate students when evaluating the
relationships between corporate social responsibility practices, corporate identity,
and purchase intention. Using a stringent screening check relating to topic
familiarity, only 176 students were selected to complete the entire questionnaire.
Due to the relationship between researchers and participants, it is not surprising that
all students in the sample completed the questionnaire. The findings of this research
indicated that, among other results, familiarity with corporate social responsibility
practices significantly affected corporate identity, and that this, in turn, affected
purchase intention among subjects in their study.
While at the time of writing still ongoing, Smith’s (2005) PhD research into the West
Australian public relations industry includes online surveying as a mode of data
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collection. His research seeks to determine reasons for the “growing predominance
of women in public relations in Australia and, conversely, the diminishing numbers of
men, as reflected in university numbers around Australia and overseas, and in the
workplace” (Smith 2005: 2).
Amendola (2004) conducted research into factors affecting long term outcomes of
public relations programs using a 65-item questionnaire administered via e-mail. A
convenience sample of 5799 stakeholders was notified of the questionnaire via email, with a direct link to the questionnaire in that e-mail. Respondents were asked
to not forward the questionnaire onto others in an attempt to control the population.
However, the researcher noted that despite this request, the questionnaire link was
posted to two different popular websites, and “respondents proceeded to discuss
their answers [online] after completing and submitting the questionnaire” (Amendola
2004: 38).
While a response rate could not be completed due to these control issues, 1193
completed questionnaires were submitted. As a result of this research, Amendola
put forward a model for measuring the long term effectiveness of public relations
programs.
In 2002, Grunig and Hung extended graduate student group work when developing a
“cognitive theory of reputation and an open-end measure of the cognitive
representations that publics have of organisations” (2002: 1). A questionnaire
containing 52 items designed to measure relationship variables was posted on a
website. Grunig and Hung employed two forms of participant recruitment: “e-mail
addresses were generated by randomly choosing three letters of the alphabet and
inserting them in the WhoWhere directory of e-mail addresses” (2002: 33), and
students were asked to invite acquaintances to complete the questionnaire. This
sampling method resulted in only a 7% response rate (200 responses). That said,
the authors state that they were unconcerned about the response rate, as the
purpose of the study “was not to generalize to a population but to obtain a diverse
enough sample to develop the relationship indexes and to relate them to the
reputation responses” (Grunig & Hung 2002: 33). This research indicated that recall
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of good and bad behaviours significantly affected the evaluation of relationships, and
that the resulting relationship indices would be most appropriately used with publics
that have reputational and/or experiential relationships with an organisation.
Holtzhausen, Peterson and Tindall (2003) undertook an empirical study of public
relations practitioners in South Africa to identify models of public relations used in
that country. The Public Relations Institute of South Africa (PRISA) (with a total of
1194 members) was the study’s target population, as it is the only organised body of
public relations practitioners in South Africa. The researchers pretested their survey
instrument with 20 PRISA Councillors, resulting in a target population of 1174. A 41
item survey was developed, with the online survey completed in approximately 20
minutes. Of these practitioners, all those with e-mail and world wide web access
were provided with access to the online version of the survey instrument (824
members), with the remaining 370 practitioners sent paper copies of the survey.
This mode of data collection produced an overall response rate of 21.4% (251),
although the researchers note that, for those practitioners with immediate access to
the online survey, the response rate was 25%.
The findings of this study indicated that public relations practitioners in South Africa
did not use the principles of symmetry or asymmetry to group public relations
practices. As such, this study rejected the notion of symmetry as “a normative public
relations approach in international settings” (Holtzhausen et al 2003: 305). Rather,
the researchers found that South African practitioners used culture-specific models
of public relations practice such as the Western Dialogic, Activist, Ubuntu, and Oral
Communication models.
The breadth and depth of the above summarised studies indicates that the
administration of online questionnaires as a method of data collection is widely
accepted within the public relations field.
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2.3.2.2 Overview of the data collection method used in this study
A website was established containing:
1. A home page, providing:
o a brief overview of the research project;
o a statement on informed consent with participants required to click an ‘I
agree’ button before they could respond to the questionnaire;
o a link to each questionnaire, where participants were required to self-identify
themselves as either an academic or a practitioner; and
o a University of Canberra and a Public Relations Institute of Australia logo;
2. Two questionnaires: one to be completed by public relations practitioners, the
other to be completed by academics in the field.
Each questionnaire comprised six sections, with multiple questions in each section.
Participants answered questions by typing in free text boxes, selecting an option
from drop down boxes, or ranking responses with numbered and radio button
options. In addition to closed questions, the research instrument(s) included many
open-ended questions and spaces for additional comments to identify unanticipated
respondent views and provide opportunities for more in-depth responses (Stackes &
Hocking 1992: 142).
Specifically, the questionnaires gathered responses from Australian public relations
practitioners and academics in the following areas:
o Meaning, scope and agreement of the term ‘public relations’;
o The dimensions of public relations;
o Perceptions of public relations practice;
o Perceptions of public relations scholarship;
o Perceptions of public relations education; and
o Respondent demographics.
A detailed account of instrumentation is presented in the next section of this chapter.
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The questionnaires represent a self-completion method of data collection. In this
study, the online questionnaires are delivered as both a web page and as part of an
e-mail.
While the website containing the questionnaires is theoretically open to any visitor
(i.e. it is not password protected), it is defined as a ‘hidden web questionnaire’ as
“the questionnaire appears to a visitor when triggered by some mechanism”, such as
interest in a specific web page (Bradley 1999: 389).
The e-mail questionnaire version of the research instrument is URL embedded,
whereby the e-mail invitation to participate in the research has a URL embedded in
the message. In this way, respondents can click on the hypertext link contained in
the e-mail message, which evokes their web browser and thus presents the webbased questionnaire.
Potential respondents were invited to complete one questionnaire once, and
questionnaire completion took approximately 25 minutes.
The mode of data collection must be comprehensible and accessible to the
population whose views are sought. The review of literature put forward in the
previous chapter strongly positions public relations as a business function and/or
discipline. Given this, as well as Australian business infrastructure and norms, it is
reasonable to assume that both public relations practitioners and academics would
have access to both email and the Internet, and thus be able to access the online
questionnaires should they be inclined.
Looks are important; “a potential respondent will react to a questionnaire initially in
terms of its overall appearance” (Baker 1999: 213). With this in mind, and
considering that the questionnaire was targeted at professional communicators, the
website and questionnaires were professionally built by a company specialising in
web design.
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In line with the statement on informed consent, findings reported here only identify
participants as either practitioners or academics. Information resulting from
completed questionnaires is stored securely in a de-identified form. Information
identifying participants has not been, and will not be, released to other persons.

2.3.3 Sampling Frame
The sampling frame is “a list or set of directions for identifying the target population”
(Malhotra 1999 cited in Bradley 388: 1999). When considered in an online context,
the sampling frame may be envisaged as internal or external. This study’s sampling
frame is internal to the Internet itself as potential respondents were found on the
Internet among listings of e-mail addresses (i.e. PRIA-accredited university course
academics and PRIA membership e-mail distribution lists), and as visitors to
websites (either this study’s or the PRIA;s website).
Bradley (1999) discusses various types of sampling for Internet surveys. Nonprobability sampling techniques include purposive sampling and snowballing
(whereby contacts provide other respondent names). Both of these sampling
techniques are employed in this study.
Purposive sampling is used through the selection and targeting of a key population
(i.e. Australian public relations academics and practitioners). A purpose built e-mail
distribution list of 166 e-mail addresses of public relations and/or professional
communication academics at universities running PRIA-accredited courses was
compiled by searching for e-mail addresses contained on appropriate institution
websites. Many academics included in this original distribution list responded to the
initial invitation stating that rather than public relations, they specialised in advertising
or journalism or creative writing, and as such chose not to participate in the project.
As initial academic response numbers were very low, follow-ups included personal
salutations and the final follow up included a personal appeal.
Baker (1999: 213) suggests personal appeals are most effective “when the
researcher is a student and the audience receiving the questionnaire can be
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assumed to be familiar with and sympathetic to the needs of students”. With this in
mind, the final follow-up e-mailed out to academics reminded them of the student
status of the researcher and asked that they support the higher degree research
process. This method of follow-up was successful, resulting in almost double the
final number of responses from public relations academics.
Public relations practitioners were initially targeted through notification of the online
questionnaire via the online monthly PRIA newsletter (see Appendix 1 for information
provided about the questionnaire in the PRIA newsletter and on the PRIA home
page). This national e-mail distribution list contains approximately 4000 e-mail
addresses. A link to the online questionnaire was also placed on the home page of
the PRIA website. Due to originally very low respondent numbers, a purpose built email distribution list of 317 public relations practitioners spanning the private sector,
public relations consultancies, government, and not-for-profit organisations, was later
compiled and used. In an attempt to increase the number of responses, personal
salutations were used when sending out invitations and follow-ups to this distribution
list (see Appendix 2 for a copy of the email invitations).
All invitations to complete the online questionnaires advised participants to tell their
colleagues and others who may be interested about the research. On completion of
the questionnaire a pop-up box was displayed thanking the respondent for their
participation in the research and suggesting they advise others of it, this study also
employed a snowball sampling technique.
As non-probability sampling was applied to this study, it is not possible to report a
response rate. That said, a total of 40 academic and 107 practitioner responses
were received and comprise the data set.
While the figures for academic respondents appear low, it is important to remember
that the population (that is public relations academics in Australia) could indeed be
very small itself, and as such 40 respondents could in fact be almost the entire
population. While no empirical research exists to support this statement, researcher
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observation of attendance numbers at PRIA academic forums suggests it may be
accurate.
It is also important to be mindful of the in-depth nature of most of the participant
responses, along with the overarching qualitative aspirations of the research project.
In 1994 Martin conducted research into the impact of topic interest on mail survey
response behaviour. As mail surveying shares many of the characteristics of online
surveying (for example, both are self-completion methods of data collection) the
findings of Martin’s research are relevant to this study. Martin concluded that
“sample members were almost twice as likely to participate if the survey dealt with a
topic that is more of interest to them” (1994: 327). The study also revealed that highinterest respondents answered more individual questions than lower-interest
respondents.
Sample members were asked to comment on their views of the field that they work
in. High topic interest is evidenced by the many respondents offering detailed and
perceptive responses to open-ended questionnaire questions.

2.3.4 Unit of analysis
The unit of analysis in this research project is easily identifiable as an individual.
Academic or practitioner individuals are conceived as each set of responses to the
online questionnaires.

2.3.5 Mode of analysis
Potter (1996: 68) asserts that “the phenomenon of meaning making is too large a
thing to be examined in total, so a researcher must choose one facet on which to
focus his or her investigation”. In this way, the mode of analysis influences the
nature of the entire research initiative, with “different perspectives [offering] a
foreground for examining certain features while obscuring and even hiding others”
(p.68). In selecting this study’s mode of analysis, the researcher is mindful of an
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epistemological perspective grounded in construct theories and the research
project’s interpretive theoretical underpinnings.
Jensen (1991: 19) argues that:
[L]anguage is the primary medium of exchange between
humans and reality (in processes of perception, cognition, and
action), and that, accordingly, verbal texts may become vehicles
of knowledge and truth […] through language, reality becomes
social. Equally, it is through language that reality becomes
intersubjective and accessible for analysis. Hence, for the
purpose of qualitative research, language and other semiotic
systems represent both an analytical object and a central tool of
analysis.

Accordingly, textual analysis is used to identify patterns in terms of different themes.
In most instances, due to the open-ended format of many questions contained in the
research instrument, a type of simple content analysis is used in the first instance to
facilitate textual analysis. Throughout the analysis process, data was considered in
various formats, and from various perspectives. For example, both practitioner and
academic findings were considered in isolation and together, on a question by
question basis, juxtaposed with data contained in other sections, and as individual
data sets. The researcher considered results through the lens of various software
packages supporting analysis, as well as in various hard copy formats.
Thematic analysis was conducted across all questionnaire responses, with units of
analysis being syntactical (such as words) and thematic. For example, a question in
section one of both questionnaires asks respondents to explain what they
understand by the term ‘public relations’. In this case, units of analysis included
terms such as ‘publics’, ‘communication’, ‘management’, and ‘organisation’.
Thematic units of analysis included, for example, terms or phrases denoting the
notion of relationships, such as ‘dialogue’, ‘helping an organisation and its publics
adapt mutually to each other’, and ‘developing open two-way communications’.
Thematic analysis, was supported by NVivo7 (a software package supporting
qualitative analysis). The qualitative component of the research began to uncover
some of the meanings behind the quantitative data.
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In some cases, arbitrary nominal scales (numeric category labels) were applied to
qualitative data so that statistical techniques could be applied to nominal variables.
Ordinal measurement was applied where variable values were ranked. The
measurement scales are assumed to provide interval data, whereby “the distance
between adjacent scores are assumed to be of equal intervals at all points along the
measure” (Stacks & Hocking 1992: 120). In the case of quantitative data, analysis is
underpinned by nonparametric and parametric statistics. This measurement activity
was supported by the SPSS software package.
Analysis as a result of this study links data to propositions by employing ‘patternmatching’ logic, where data collected from the case are used to relate to the thesis
statement and more specifically to the findings of a range of earlier research or
theorising comparable to certain questions or themes contained in the research
instruments. Through classification and typology of themes, ‘pattern-matching’
compares empirical patterns with predicted ones (Trochim 1989).

2.3.6 Timeframe
The following table presents a high-level schedule outlining the study’s research
timeframe.

Q1
Development of research
instrument
Pilot testing research instruments
Development of website
PRIA newsletter email mail-out
PRIA homepage link established
Academic invitation email mail-out
First follow-up email mail-out
Second follow-up email mail-out
Third follow-up email mail-out
Final data collection
Analysis

2006
Q2 Q3

Q4

Q1

2007
Q2 Q3

Q4

Q1

2008
Q2 Q3

Aug
Sep
Oct
Oct
Oct
Nov
Jan
Jan
Feb
Table 7: Research timeframe
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Q4

2.3.7 Rationale
In rationalising the above-discussed research design, this study defers to four test
criteria supporting quality in empirical social research design: construct validity;
internal validity; face and semantic validity; and reliability (Kidder & Judd 1986: 26-9).
The following table (inspired by the table put forward by Yin 1994: 32) indicates the
tactics employed by this study to deal with each of these.
Tests
Face and semantic validity

Case study tactic
Measure appears to
capture content of what is
being measured:

Phase of research in
which tactic occurs
Research design

Categories reflect attributes
of concept under
investigation based on
widely held beliefs in the
field
Reliability

Development of case study
data base:

Data collection

Data will be filed and stored
Construct validity

Confirm the nature of
properties being measured:

Data analysis

Content analysis categories
derived from theoretical
propositions
Internal validity

Pattern-matching logic:

Data analysis

Relating empirical data to
predicted data
Table 8: Test criteria supporting quality in this study

While many qualitative researchers reject quantitative notions of validity and
reliability, this researcher argues that each of the above tests supports the veracity of
the study and, as this study deals with both quantitative as well as qualitative data,
are thus appropriate for use in this study.

117

2.3.8 Limitations
Conscious attempts have been made to reduce the limitations of the study, and
these tactics are discussed throughout this chapter. That said, no study is without its
restrictions.
This inquiry took place over summer, when many Australians take the majority of
their holiday leave. While the researcher attempted to counteract this limitation by
keeping the website open for a long time, undertaking the research at another time
of year may have yielded a larger data set.
As questionnaires took approximately 25 minutes to complete, this study required a
high degree of participant interest and commitment. Without a doubt, the length of
the questionnaire would have affected the type and breadth of respondents. A
series of shorter questionnaires of say five to ten minutes duration each may have
resulted in more responses.
As previously mentioned, both questionnaires contained open-ended questions.
These types of questions present various limitations, including the time required to
gather and interpret responses; long irrelevant answers; and potential difficulties in
terms of coding reliability (Stacks & Hocking 1992: 142).
In particular, this study, due to issues regarding resources and access, relies
completely on self-reporting and second-hand information, as opposed to direct
observation of the phenomena under scrutiny. As such, data gathered may be
subject to usual problems of error: poor recall and poor or inaccurate articulation on
the part of interview respondents. However, it could be argued that, as this study is
underpinned by a constructivist orientation to knowledge and centrally concerned
with interpretation, these problems, should they arise, are merely part of the wider
communication process.
Key elements of the research project’s design have been outlined in this section.
The study’s central areas of research interest are outlined, along with the thesis

118

statement and research questions. Survey research is the study’s mode of data
collection, and is operationalised by administration of two online questionnaires. The
use of online technologies for data collection is presented without controversy and
justified. Public relations academics at tertiary institutions with PRIA-accredited
courses and Australian public relations practitioners are identified as the study’s
target population, and the sampling frame and methods, along with the unit of
analysis, have been described. In keeping with the construct theory epistemological
foundation of this research project, content analysis (positioned as supporting
qualitative research) is used to facilitate textual analysis, resulting in patternmatching logic. This section also described the high-level time frame within which
the research took place. The veracity of the study is supported by several tactics,
and finally the study’s limitations are briefly discussed.
The following, and final, section of this chapter presents the research instruments
and details the rationale for each question.
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2.4 Research instrument & question rationale
This final part of the chapter presents the research instrument and rationalises each
question contained in the questionnaires. It begins by providing a brief overview of
the pilot phase and the overarching structure of the questionnaires, before justifying
and detailing the content of each section. This information is supplied with a view to
ensuring full transparency of the instrumentation process, and the research process
more broadly. Moreover, this section seeks to bring the intent of the study to life in
the reader’s mind.

2.4.1 Pilot phase
The pilot phase ran during the last two weeks of August 2006. The formal
respondent pool comprised seven academics at the University of Canberra and 10
public relations practitioners working in consultancies and government positions in
Canberra. Participants were invited to review the questionnaires and provide the
author with feedback. They were asked to provide this feedback within a week of the
initial invitation.
Respondents were supplied with: an explanatory email inviting their participation; a
link to the draft online website and questionnaires; and a document to capture
qualitative respondent comments as they reviewed the questionnaires. A follow-up
email was sent out a week later as a reminder for respondents to submit their
comments (see Appendix 3 for the email invitation to participate in the pilot and
worksheet). Respondents were asked for comments on any difficulties with, or
ambiguities in, the content, structure, or wording of the questionnaire and the
instructions. Ad hoc pilot feedback was also gathered from members of the
researcher’s family, friends, and colleagues.

2.4.2 Lessons from the pilot study
The pilot phase provided invaluable guidance for the final version of the website and
questionnaires. The pilot did not result in any major structural changes to the
research instrument, but rather refinements of specific questions throughout the
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questionnaires. These changes are noted as part of the following description of the
questionnaire in its final form.

2.4.3 Final questionnaire
The final version of the research instrument was an online website comprising: a
home page welcoming potential participants; a page outlining the terms and
conditions; both questionnaires; and a final page thanking respondents for their
participation in the study (see Appendix 4 for screen-dump images of the website
and questionnaires as they were presented to potential respondents).

Both questionnaires were made up of six sections, with each section presented as
one ‘page’ of the website. The sections were thematically divided and addressed the
following aspects of public relations in Australia:
1. What does public relations (PR) mean? – general understanding, beliefs, and
attitudes, about public relations;
2. What does public relations look like? – ratings of a range of dimension
indicators describing public relations;
3. What do they do / What do I do? – duties, role level, location, and power of
the public relations function within organisations;
4. About scholarship – the use and value of theory and academic work more
broadly in the field of public relations;
5. Education – perceptions of public relations education in Australia, including
views on the skills, attributes, and knowledge, required by current and future
practitioners and graduates; and
6. About you – common demographic information.

When considering the ordering of questions, Baker (1999: 210) suggests that in the
case of self-administered questionnaires, “the first questions should be interesting so
that the respondent is encouraged to begin (and it is hoped, complete) the
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questionnaire”. For this reason, the questionnaire was designed with demographic
information gathered in the final section.

The questionnaires sought a high degree of participant engagement as many
questions are open-ended and thought provoking. It was understood at the outset
that questionnaires of this kind could result in a smaller number of respondents.
That said, given this study’s quest for rich, descriptive data, it was determined that
the use of multiple high-involvement questions was appropriate.

These six sections are now addressed in turn, with rationales for the inclusion of
questions presented below each one. In the case where questions differed for
practitioners and academics, the academic questionnaire version of the question is
presented in yellow. In most cases question wording is only slightly varied, however
in some cases practitioner and academic questions are significantly different, and
this is reflected accordingly.

The following information was presented on the homepage welcoming potential
participants.
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Welcome!
This website has been established as part of a research project investigating the state of contemporary
public relations in Australia. All public relations practitioners and academics in Australia are invited to
participate in the study by completing a confidential online questionnaire.
The questionnaire comprises six sections, with multiple questions in each section. You will be asked to
answer questions by typing in free text boxes, selecting an option from drop down boxes, or ranking
responses with numbers and/or radio button options. The questionnaire takes approximately 20 to 30
minutes to complete.
The Face of Public Relations in Australia study is looking into similarities and differences of understanding
and expectations between public relations practitioners and academics in Australia, and hopes to produce a
comprehensive national picture of public relations in Australia today.
The research is being conducted by Kate Byrne, a PhD candidate at the University of Canberra, and is fully
endorsed by the Public Relations Institute of Australia.
With more than a quarter of a billion dollars spent on public relations annually in Australia, this is an
important research project that will provide benchmarks for the industry and better grounds for relationship
building between practitioners and academics.
Thank you for your interest in this research project! Once you’ve completed the questionnaire, please let
your colleagues know about the research project too. The greater the number of respondents, the more
representative research findings will be.

Once potential respondents selected the ‘start questionnaire’ box, they were
presented with the terms and conditions of the research project as follows:
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Terms & Conditions
The PR Project has been established to conduct research into the public relations field in Australia. In
particular, this research is investigating areas of convergence and divergence of understanding and
expectations between public relations practitioners and academics in the field in Australia.
This study builds on research that has already occurred in the public relations industry, and seeks to
produce a comprehensive national picture of public relations in Australia.
It is evident that there is significant need for an empirical and comprehensive national picture of public
relations in Australia. In addition to providing a benchmark for the field, this study allows for analysis of
curricula in Australia and future comparison of Australian specific practice with that of other countries.
Primary data collection will take the form of online questionnaires with both public relations practitioners and
academics in Australia. The questionnaire will take approximately 20-30 minutes to complete, with
participants only required to respond to one questionnaire. The identity of participants is not necessarily
sought, and will not be disclosed. Any data collected will be securely stored and not disclosed. De-identified
data associated with the project will be securely stored at the University for a period of five years on
completion of the project. Some de-identified data may be stored off-campus during the project, under lock
and key and electronic data will be stored on a password-protected computer. Participants will be able to
access a copy of the final dissertation on request.
Participation in this research project is voluntary, and participants may withdraw at any stage without
penalty, or avoid answering questions they do not wish to answer.
This research project has been considered and approved by the University of Canberra Committee for
Ethics in Human Research.
Participants are urged to contact Dr Elisabeth Patz, Research Supervisor, on
(02) 6201 2996 if they have any queries about the research project or in the case of concerns and
complaints.
PARTICIPANT CONSENT

AGREE

II have read and understood the information provided. I am not aware of any medical
condition which would prevent my participation, and I agree to participate in this research.

Complete this questionnaire if you identify more as a
public relations practitioner.

Complete this questionnaire if you identify more as a
public relations academic.

Once respondents clicked on the button indicating participant consent, and selected
either the practitioner or academic questionnaire, they were presented with the first
section of each questionnaire.
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2.4.4 Questionnaire Section 1: What does public relations (PR) mean?
This section contained seven questions collecting information on respondent beliefs
and attitudes concerning public relations in Australia. In particular, issues of
definition, agreement, and professionalism, are dealt with in this section. Questions
here were the same for both practitioners and academics.
The instructions for this first section were very brief, and appear below.

Section 1: What does public relations (PR) mean?
In this section you will be asked to comment on your understanding of PR.

2.4.4.1 Q1a - Rationale for inclusion: Understanding term ‘public relations’
Q1a) From your perspective, what do you understand by the term 'public relations'?

This first question seeks respondent definitions of the term ‘public relations’. As
outlined earlier in the review of the literature, many academics remain engaged in
seeking to define the field. This question was included with a view to comparing
empirical information gathered here with theoretical propositions provided by other
authors.
This question was refined from “In your opinion, what does the term ‘public relations’
mean?” as a result of the pilot study, where the term ‘mean’ was considered too
open ended (i.e. whose ‘meaning’ is the author seeking?) and thus problematic.
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2.4.4.2 Q1b - Rationale for inclusion: Importance of public relations
Q1b) In your opinion, is PR important? Why?

As referenced in an earlier chapter, Grunig (2001: 2) notes that public relations is
usually defined in terms of its functions – and not its value, and a comprehensive
review of the empirical scholarly literature supports this assertion. With this in mind,
this question works to broaden definitions of public relations and seeks to determine
a value-based understanding of public relations.

2.4.4.3 Q1c - Rationale for inclusion: Ways to describe public relations
Q1c) The following boxes contain six ways that PR could be described. Please rank them in order of how
representative you think they are of PR in Australia.
(Please rank your responses by numbering your answers from 1 to 6 with 1 being the most representative):

Persuasion

Advocacy

Cause-related

Reputation mgmt

Public
information
Relationship
mgmt

This question seeks to identify the overarching flavour of public relations in Australia.
The description options are taken from Hutton’s 1999 theorising regarding
metaphors for public relations. The way a person describes public relations here is
likely to be related to other attitudinal measures. For example, a respondent
identifying ‘persuasion’ as the most representative descriptor of the public relations
field in Australia, may be more likely to identify ‘marketing’ as a highly relevant
discipline in the following question.
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2.4.4.4 Q1d - Rationale for inclusion: Relevant disciplines
Q1d) Please rank the top two disciplines in the following boxes that you consider to be the most relevant to
PR.

Communication
theory

Communication arts

Psychology

Sociology

Economics

History

Personnel
management
Marketing

Literature/art/music
Management

Arts
Political
science
Business
management
Industrial
relations
Sociology

Other :

Respondents were asked to nominate their perceived two most relevant disciplines
linked to public relations. The question particularly asks for two because it was
presumed that most people would select ‘communication theory’ as a highly relevant
discipline to the field. Indeed, it is the second selection that is of greater interest to
the researcher in terms of how public relations is perceived by practitioners and
academics, as well as the subsequent limitations and opportunities for the field
based on these perceptions. As an example, if practitioners were to identify
‘personnel management’ as a discipline highly relevant to public relations practice in
Australia, while academics selected ‘political science’, it may indicate a divergence
between academic and practitioner expectations of the field, and indeed of public
relations education, in Australia.

The option selection represents an expanded list put forward by Tymson and
Sherman (1996:7) as reported in an earlier chapter of this dissertation. The listing
was refined and added to by the author in consultation with academics at the
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University of Canberra. The intent was to present a broad range of options to
promote careful consideration by respondents.

2.4.4.5 Q1e - Rationale for inclusion: Agreement of meaning
Q1e) In your opinion, is there agreement in the meaning of the term public relations within the PR field in
Australia? Please expand on your response.

This question is about people’s perception of agreement. What is important here is
whether respondents believe there is agreement; administration and analysis of the
results of this research will identify whether or not there is actual agreement.
People’s perception of agreement on the meaning of the term ‘public relations’ is
highly relevant to this specific research project. It is anticipated that responses to
this question will interact with other attitude and belief measures. Although written
as a closed question, the text box invites participants to respond freely in an attempt
to elicit rich qualitative data.

2.4.4.6 Q1f - Rationale for inclusion: Kind of decision-making needed to do
a job
Q1f) Considering the PR client/practitioner relationship, in your opinion what kind of decision-making is
needed to do a job? (Please select only one option).

Decision should b

Decisions should be expert/practitioner led.

Decision should b

Decisions should be negotiated between the client and individual practitioner.

Additional comments?
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As detailed in the earlier review of the literature, Van Ruler (2005) posits that the
type of decision-making needed to do a job (either expert-led or negotiated), along
with the variables identified in question Q1g regarding the type of knowledge more
important to become a public relations professional (that is expert knowledge or
devotion and personality), can be used to plot and identify people’s notions of
professionalism. Her work indicates that public relations practitioners and
academics have different ideas about what constitutes professionalism, and that
different definitions of professionalism can translate into different ideas about how
public relations should be practised and theorised. As such, questions Q1f and Q1g
work together to identify respondent ideas of professionalism.

During the pilot phase, and indeed throughout administration of the final
questionnaire, participants commented that these questions forced a dichotomy. As
this either/or selection was desirable here the questions remain unchanged, with the
addition of text boxes for comments at the end of each question so that respondents
could note the dichotomy or any other comments if they chose.

2.4.4.7 Q1g - Rationale for inclusion: Kind of knowledge more important
Q1g) In your opinion, what kind of knowledge is more important to become a PR professional? (Please select
only one option).

Expert, verifiable

Devotion, person

Expert, verifiable knowledge is more important.
Devotion, personality, effort, and enthusiasm are more important.

Additional comments?

The rationale for inclusion of this question is as it was for question Q1f.
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On completion of Section 1 respondents clicked the following button to submit their
responses and move onto Section 2.
Submit and continue to Section 2 >>

2.4.5 Questionnaire Section 2: What does public relations look like?
The questions in the second section of the questionnaire seek to describe public
relations in Australia based on a range of frequently cited dimensions. Many of the
variables identified here are based on various earlier theorising, and relevant authors
will be identified as these dimensions are justified in turn below.
This link to earlier theorising is considered desirable, as in the case where “extant
measures adequately operationalise the variables under study, their selection may
facilitate measurement reliability, as well as allow for more direct comparisons
between the results of the current study with those of other studies using the same
measures” (Stacks & Hocking 1992: 123).

In particular, Hutton’s 1999 work was the basis for the structure of this section, as he
suggests that a continuum approach to many of these dimensions is justified, instead
of merely either/or options, as actual practice can reflect grades along a continuum.
With this in mind, tailored semantic differential scales were used to support the
notion of a continuum for each of the identified dimensions. Stacks & Hocking (1992:
122) remind us that “the more difficult the judgmental task or the more ambiguous
the rules for assigning numbers to persons, objects, or events, the more a measure
will tend to be unreliable”. Aware of this concern, the researcher used a simple 5point scale to increase reliability.

Instructions for practitioners and academics varied slightly in this section.
Responses based on personal experience were requested from practitioners
(underlined for emphasis in the instructions), whereas academics were asked to
respond based on their general opinion. The academic version of these initial
instructions is provided below in yellow.
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Mindful of the need for instruction clarity, the ranking key remained consistent
throughout all bar one of the questions in this section (that is Q2i).

Section 2: What does public relations look like?
The following section asks you to describe Australian PR using a variety of dimensions. Please
answer each question based on your personal experience of the PR field in Australia.
The following section asks you to describe Australian PR using a variety of dimensions. Please
answer each question based on your general opinion of the PR field in Australia.
Unless otherwise stated, the ranking key is as follows:
1. You completely identify/agree with the option on the left
2. You mostly identify/agree with the option on the left
3. You identify/agree with both options in equal measure
4. You mostly identify/agree with the option on the right
5. You completely identify/agree with the option on the right

2.4.5.1 Q2a - Rationale for inclusion: Degree of interactivity
Q2a) Usual degree of interactivity between an organisation/client and its publics

1-way communication

1

2

3

4

5

2-way communication

Comments?

The flow of communication between an organisation and its publics is one of two
components underpinning Grunig and Hunt’s widely cited 1984 four models of public
relations (these models are presented in the literature review of this dissertation).
This dimension is included in this study to identify interactivity between organisations
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and their constituent publics in Australia, with a view to plotting and comparing
results with Grunig and Hunt’s normative theory.

2.4.5.2 Q2b - Rationale for inclusion: Goal orientation
Q2b) Usual goal orientation of PR activities

Short-term goals

1

2

3

4

5

Long-term goals

Comments?

Hutton’s 1999 work suggests that the goal orientation of public relations activities is a
dimension of the field worthy of scrutiny. Goal orientation here is seen as a variable
that may have a relationship with other control points contained in the research
instrument, such as other indicators of the perceived power and value of the public
relations function within organisations.
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2.4.5.3 Q2c - Rationale for inclusion: Degree to which PR activities intended
to serve client vs. public interest
Q2c) Usual degree to which PR activities are intended to serve client's interest vs. public's interest

Client

1

2

3

4

5

Public

Comments?

This dimension represents the second variable underpinning Grunig and Hunt’s 1984
theorising of four models of public relations. In this case, activities primarily serving
the interests of the client are seen as asymmetric, while those undertaken in the
public interest are considered symmetric. Together with Q2a, data pertaining to this
dimension will be used to compare empirical results with normative theory.

2.4.5.4 Q2d - Rationale for inclusion: Degree of fact
Q2d) Usual degree of fact underpinning PR work/outputs

Fact

1

2

3

4

5

Emotion

Comments?
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The usual mode of appeal (based on for example logos or pathos rhetoric) is seen
here as an interesting dimension of public relations in Australia.
Taking from Hutton’s 1999 work, this question originally contained the terms ‘fact’
and ‘spin’ at either end of the semantic differential scale. As a result of feedback
gained from the pilot study regarding the political and negative connotations of this
term, ‘spin’ was refined to ‘emotion’.

2.4.5.5 Q2e - Rationale for inclusion: Amount of research undertaken
Q2e) Usual amount of research used by PR practitioners

None

1

2

3

4

5

All work is based on
research

Comments?

As noted in an earlier chapter, Walker (1994) purports that when public relations is
conceptualised as more complex and legitimate, dependence on research increases.
As such, responses to this question indicate the perceived degree of complexity and
legitimacy of the public relations field in Australia. Results here will be considered in
concert with other measures contained throughout this questionnaire.
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2.4.5.6 Q2f - Rationale for inclusion: Number of stakeholders identified
Q2f) Usual number of stakeholders identified by organisation/client

Limited

1

2

3

4

5

Comprehensive

Comments?

Echoing Walker’s theorising, it is intuitively reasonable to consider a link between the
number of stakeholders identified as part of any public relations effort and the
perceived complexity and legitimacy of the industry.

2.4.5.7 Q2g - Rationale for inclusion: Orientation of activities
Q2g) Usual orientation of PR activities by organisation/client

Internal focus

1

2

3

4

5

External focus

Comments?

This question checks for a more internal or external orientation to public relations
activities within Australian organisations. This dimension is of interest to the current
study as it may link to other control variables such as the location of the public
relations department within an organisation.
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2.4.5.8 Q2h - Rationale for inclusion: Emphasis of activities
Q2h) Usual emphasis of PR activities/outputs

Appearance

1

2

3

4

5

Content

Comments?

The dimension under scrutiny here can be seen as linking to the elaboration
likelihood model put forward by Petty and Cacioppo (1981), which is summarised in
the review of the literature supporting this dissertation. In particular, work relying
more on appearance than content can be understood as following a peripheral route
to persuasion, while work emphasising content can be seen as relying on the central
route involving message elaboration. Petty and Cacioppo theorise that the greater
effort listeners exert to evaluate a message, the less they will be influenced by
content-irrelevant factors. In contrast, the greater the effect of content-irrelevant
factors, the less impact the message carries. As such, responses to this question
can offer insight into not only the usual form of message production within the field of
public relations, but also into perceptions of how best to communicate messages to
publics.
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2.4.5.9 Q2i - Rationale for inclusion: Type of intended effect
Q2i) Type of intended effect most frequently sought by PR activities

Aw areness Rais

Attitude Change

Awareness Raising

Behaviour Chang

Attitude Change

Other-please stat

Behaviour Change

Other-please state

Comments?

This question seeks to identify the most frequent type of objective sought as a result
of public relations activities. This dimension is interesting because different
objectives require different tactics (and thus particular types of expertise, skills,
attributes and knowledge) to implement and evaluate.

2.4.5.10 Q2j - Rationale for inclusion: Level of initiative
Q2j) Usual level of initiative of organisation’s/client’s PR activities

Pro-active

1

2

3

4

5

Re-active

Comments?

The degree of initiative of public relations activities is a dimension worthy of
consideration. Responses here will indicate a predilection to either proactive or
reactive communication strategies. In turn, this information can be considered in
context with other variables relating to, for example, budgets and perceived power
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within organisations to support the development of a multidimensional model of
public relations in Australia.

On completion of this section, respondents clicked the following radio button to
submit their responses and move on to the next section of the questionnaire.
Submit and continue to Section 3 >>

2.4.6 Questionnaire Section 3: What do I do? / What do they do?
The six questions in this section are focused on public relations practice in Australia.
In particular this section asks questions linked to stated characteristics of excellent
public relations programs identified by Grunig, Grunig, Dozier, Ehling, White and
Repper in 1992 (all in Grunig 1992) as research undertaken as part of the
‘Excellence Project’. (An overview of the outcomes of this significant project has
been provided earlier in this dissertation.) Questions here seek to determine the
nature of public relations practice in Australia by investigating practitioner functions,
roles, authority, and the power of public relations within Australian organisations
more broadly. In addition, by asking practitioners to report on their actual job, and
requesting generalised opinions from academics, this section clearly seeks to
identify areas of convergence and divergence among public relations practitioners
and academics.

Guidance provided for this section is presented below, with guidance contained in
the academic questionnaire in yellow.

Section 3: What do I do?
In this section you will be asked to report on your job as a PR practitioner.
In this section you will be asked to generalise on your opinion of PR practitioners in Australia.
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2.4.6.1 Q3a - Rationale for inclusion: Practitioner duties
Q3a) What are the top five duties of your job?
In your opinion, what are the five main duties of PR practitioners?
(Please rank your responses by numbering your answers from 1 to 5 with 1 being the biggest part of your job).

Media relations

Event mgmt

Speech writing

Research

Counselling

Gov't relations

Media monitoring

Copy writing

Corporate
communications

Promotion

Publicity

Human resources

Lobbying

Issues/crisis mgmt

Advocacy

Other:

This question is included as a check against recent demographic research into the
key duties of public relations practitioners in Australia (such as that undertaken by
the PRIA and Mercer). The options selection was compiled by reviewing and
summarising the range of practitioner roles and functions presented in the review of
the literature in this dissertation.

In line with feedback gained from the pilot study the options selection was expanded
to include ‘advocacy’ to remain consistent with an earlier question in Section 1 (Q1c).

The author is aware that guidance for this question asks practitioners to respond
based on the ‘biggest’ part of their job and is comfortable that this term could be
open to various interpretations (such as most time-consuming or most important
duty).
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2.4.6.2 Q3b - Rationale for inclusion: Practitioner role
Q3b) Which one of the following options best describes your current role? Please select only
one option.
In your opinion, which one of the following options best describes the role of most PR
practitioners in Australia?

Public Relations E

Public Relations Executive

Public Relations M

Public Relations Manager

Public Relations T

Public Relations Technician

Media Specialist

Communication Li

Media Specialist
Communication Liaison

Other - please sta

Other - please state

This question is included as information about roles not only describes what
practitioners do, but also offers insight into issues and concepts, both theoretical and
empirical, in a broader functional model of public relations. As summarised in an
earlier part of this dissertation, Dozier (1984) identified four empirical practitioner
roles: public relations manager, public relations technician, media specialist, and
communication liaison. The options selection presented here is obviously based on
these empirical roles. While Dozier (1992) later refined this model into the managertechnician typology, the author believes that a greater number of participant
response options was desirable for this question. With this in mind, respondents
selecting the ‘executive’ or ‘manager’ options will be understood as a ‘Public
Relations Manager’, and those selecting the ‘technician’, ‘media specialist’, or
‘communication liaison’ options will be defined as ‘Public Relations Technicians’,
when comparing empirical data to Dozier’s refined model.
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2.4.6.3 Q3c - Rationale for inclusion: Location of PR function
Q3c) In which area/division/department is the PR function situated within your (or your client's)
organisation?
In your opinion, which area/division/department is the PR function most likely to be situated
within an organisation?

The location of the public relations function in an organisation can be an indicator of
the perceived role and value of this function by the organisation. For example, it is
reasonable to assume that public relations departments situated within Corporate
Communications, or Marketing, or as a stand alone department, may each have a
different focus and different levels of legitimacy or power within the organisation.
Questions Q3c and Q3d work together to consider the power of the public relations
function within organisations.

2.4.6.4 Q3d - Rationale for inclusion: Reporting arrangements
Q3d) In your organisation, does the PR function report directly to senior management (such as the Managing Director
or CEO)?

No

Sometime

No

Yes

Yes

Sometimes - please expand on when this would occur.
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Q3d) In your opinion, would the PR function within an organisation generally report directly to senior management
(such as the Managing Director or CEO)?

No

No

Yes

Yes

Central to the degree of power public relations has within an organisation is the
degree of value bestowed on this function by the dominant coalition. It is reasonable
to assume that more direct reporting arrangements would indicate perceived greater
value of the public relations function.

2.4.6.5 Q3e - Rationale for inclusion: Freedom over budget allocation
Q3e) Once the budget has been allocated by senior management, how much freedom do you (or the Public
Relations Executive or Manager in your organisation) have when deciding how to spend the budget? Please select
only one option.

Absolute Autonom

I have absolute autonomy over budget allocation.

Autonomy over m

I have autonomy over most of the budget, with a small percent already committed.

The Majority of th

The majority of the budget is already committed - I have limited budgetary discretion.

I have no budgeta

I have no budgetary discretion.

The public relation

The public relations function has no budget.
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Q3e) In your opinion, how much freedom do you believe a Public Relations Executive or Manager has when deciding
how to allocate the PR department's budget? Please select only one option.

Most Public Relati

Most Public Relations Managers would have absolute autonomy over budget allocation.

Most Public Relati

Most Public Relations Managers would have autonomy over most of the budget, with a small
percent already committed.

Most Public Relati

Most Public Relations Managers would have limited budgetary discretion with the majority of
the budget already committed.

Most Public Relati

Most Public Relations Managers would have no budgetary discretion.

In most organisat

In most organisations the public relation function would have no budget.

This and the following question continue to support investigation of the power of the
public relations function within an organisation. Question design here is based on
Larissa Grunig’s 1990 research, where she linked the concepts of authority and
clearance process to the degree of power a public relations department may have
within an organisation. Grunig operationalised the concept of authority by
investigating the degree of freedom a public relations practitioner has when
allocating the department’s budget. This question uses grades on a 5-point scale to
determine the degree of authority of public relations practitioners in Australia based
on this budgetary indicator.
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2.4.6.6 Q3f - Rationale for inclusion: Clearance process
Q3f) Which option best describes the nature of the process by which news releases, feature articles, and other
information from the organisation are approved for dissemination? Please select only one option.
In your opinion, which option best describes the nature of the process by which news releases, feature articles, and
other information from an Australian organisation would be okayed for dissemination in most cases? Please select
only one option.

The approval pro

The approval process tends to be complex, with multiple levels of approval required.

The approval pro

The approval process is adaptable and varies to suit the type and importance of the information
requiring approval.
The approval pro

The approval process tends to be informal, with few approval required.

Larissa Grunig’s 1990 research also considered the notion of clearance process
when studying the power of the public relations department in various organisations.
She argued that the public relations department may have less power in highly
formalised organisations where the approval process is complex and bureaucratic.
This question seeks to determine the nature of the clearance process as an indicator
of the degree of power the public relations function may have within Australian
organisations.

On completion of this section, participants were invited to submit their responses and
move to Section 4.
Submit and continue to Section 4 >>

2.4.7 Questionnaire Section 4: About Scholarship
The six questions presented here are all focused on public relations practitioner use
of, and attitudes towards, the work of public relations academics. The notion of
scholarship here is intentionally undefined, as many of the questions in this section
explore respondent ideas of scholarship, academia, and academic work. It is worth
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noting that the words ‘teaching’ or ‘education’ are not mentioned anywhere in this
section. This significant omission is done on purpose with the questionnaire here
seeking to support broader notions of ‘academic work’. Questions about public
relations teaching and education are covered in the next section.
The current section contains the greatest variation of question wording between the
practitioner and academic questionnaires, and as such, in addition to presenting
academic questionnaire wording of questions in yellow, some questions (specifically
Q4b, Q4c, Q4e, and Q4f) are noted here in full twice to capture both the practitioner
and academic versions of the question.

The completion guidance for this section is presented below.

Section 4: About Scholarship
In this section you will be asked to comment on the use of academic work and theory by PR practitioners in
Australia.
In this section you will be asked to comment on your views about the use of academic work and theory by
PR practitioners in Australia.

2.4.7.1 Q4a - Rationale for inclusion: Academic value add
Q4a) In what ways, if any, does the work of PR academics add value to the field of PR?
In what ways does the work of PR academics add value to the field of PR?

The purpose of this question is two-fold: first, it seeks to check practitioner
awareness of the varied roles of the academic, and secondly this question works to
identify which of these areas (if any) carry greater perceived value for the
practitioner. Also of interest here is the underlying basis for determining practitioner
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value. Given the potential for diverse responses, this question was designed with a
free text box.

2.4.7.2 Q4b - Rationale for inclusion: Reference to theory
Q4b) Do you refer to theory for any element of your job?

1

2

No
If Yes, please indicate all those that you refer to :

Social Learning T

Social Learning
Theory

Agenda Setting

Agenda Setting

Hierarchy of effe

Hierarchy of
effects

Hot and cool med

Hot and cool media

Uses & gratificati

Uses &
Gratification
Theory

System Theory

Systems
Theory

Exchange theory

Exchange Theory

Sender/ Receiver

Sender/
Receiver
theories

Co-orientation mo

Coorientation
model

Narrative

Narrative

Ideology

Ideology

Myth

Myth

Grunig & Hunt's m

Grunig & Hunt's 4
models of public
relations

Transmission mod

Transmission
model of
communication

Elaborated Likelih

Elaboration
Likelihood
Model

Stimulus respons

Stimulus response
Theory

Semiotics

Semiotics

Rhetoric

Rhetoric

Dialogic Theory

Dialogic Theory

Cognitive dissona

Cognitive
dissonance

Risk Theory

Risk Theory

Other:

Other:

Q4b) Do you think PR practitioners knowingly refer to theory for any element of their job?

1

2

No
If Yes, please indicate all those that you believe practitioners refer to:

[Options presented as per above selection]
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This question is a simple check of practitioner awareness of various theories which
are commonly considered relevant to public relations. The options selection is
based on theories presented in undergraduate public relations student texts,
including Johnston and Zawawi 2000, Tymson and Sherman 1996, and McElreath
1997. Following the pilot study, the options selection was expanded to include risk
theory.

2.4.7.3 Q4c - Rationale for inclusion: Helpfulness of theory
Q4c) Is PR theory helpful to your job?

1

2

No
Yes

Comments?

Q4c) How can PR theory help practitioners?

This question expands on Q4b by seeking information about why and how a
practitioner would translate theory into practice in the context of their day to day
work.
The academic version of this question attempts to gain an overview of the perceived
opportunities afforded to public relations practitioners through theory.
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2.4.7.4 Q4d - Rationale for inclusion: Role of academics
Q4d) In your opinion, what is the role of academics in the field of PR?
What do you see as the role of academics in the practice of PR?

The work of an academic in any field is varied, with most academics undertaking a
mixture of administrative duties, teaching, research, and consultancy. The
practitioner version of this question acts as a check on data gathered at Q4a in terms
of role awareness. Practitioner positioning of academics in the field, and the
subsequent opportunities and limitations of such positioning, is also explored.
The academic version of this question attempts to source data on the views that
academics themselves hold about their position within the public relations field in
Australia.

2.4.7.5 Q4e - Rationale for inclusion: Use of academic work
Q4e) Do you ever use academic work/output to support your work?

1

2

No
If Yes, how?
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Q4e) Do you believe PR practitioners value academic work? If so, please expand.

1

2

No
Yes

The practitioner version of this question extends Q4b and Q4c by broadening the
question focus. While these earlier questions focused particularly on theory, this
question is open to interpretation based on the respondents’ understanding of
‘academic work’.
The academic version of this question checks perceptions of respondents’ own role
value within the Australian public relations field.

2.4.7.6 Q4f - Rationale for inclusion: Research agenda
Q4f) Is there any research you would like to see conducted into PR?

1

2

No
If Yes, what?
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Q4f) Please list your areas of research interest relating to Public Relations / Professional Communication.

The final question in this section seeks to compare practitioner and academic
research interests and priorities. It is assumed that practitioner respondents would
seek investigation into the practical aspects of the industry. Of particular interest
here is the potential for data to indicate that academics share this practice-focused
research agenda.

On completion of Section 4, respondents were asked to submit their responses and
continue onto Section 5.
Submit and continue to Section 5 >>

2.4.8 Questionnaire Section 5: Education
Questions in this section work to determine respondent views on several aspects of
public relations education in Australia. Inquiry here includes alignment of curricula to
industry and academic expectations, as well as the most valuable attributes, skills
and knowledge for current and future graduates and practitioners. This is the largest
section in either questionnaire, comprising a total of 10 questions. However, as six
of these questions require respondents to select preferences using radio buttons,
and do not require narrative responses, the total number of questions was not
considered more onerous than any other section. Questions in this section remained
the same for both practitioner and academic respondents.

The six multi-choice questions in this section seek to determine what 1) skills and
attributes, and 2) knowledge, is perceived as most valuable for current practitioners,

150

graduates, and practitioners in the future. In the original questionnaire these
questions were presented as three questions (with one question combining skills,
attributes, and knowledge for each group). Many participants in the pilot study felt
overwhelmed by such a large options selection, and as a result this section was
redesigned with two questions for each group (resulting in a total of six questions):
o A question identifying most-valued skills and attributes for:
o Public relations practitioners
o Public relations graduates
o Public relations practitioners in the future
o A question identifying most-valued knowledge for:
o Public relations practitioners
o Public relations graduates
o Public relations practitioners in the future
While increasing the overall size of this section, this redesign resulted in greater
question clarity.
In an attempt to increase the reliability of data gained as a result of these questions,
the options presented in each options selection were rotated in the online version of
the questionnaires. Furthermore, to support increased validity the response options
presented after each question were taken from Neff, Walker, Smith and Creedon
(1999) who conducted a study to develop ‘outcome profiles’ for, among others, entrylevel and advanced-level practitioners. The results of their research is summarised
in an earlier chapter of this dissertation.
Guidance for completion of this section is presented below:

Section 5: Education
In this section you will be asked to comment on your views of PR education in Australia.
We recognise that some of the questions in this section contain a number of options. Please consider all the
options before responding.
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2.4.8.1 Q5a - Rationale for inclusion: Educational qualification
Q5a) Do you have an educational qualification in PR?

1

2

If No, go to Q5b.
If Yes,

What is the level of this qualification?

Year 12 or equivalent

What year did you complete this qualification?
From what type of institution did you gain this qualification?

University

Demographic data is gathered to allow for analysis of educational level and/or
experience effects on responses to other questions throughout the questionnaire.

Some respondents during the pilot study raised concerns with this question as it
focused solely on institution-based qualifications, and did not consider experience in
the field. This could mean, for example, that a public relations academic with a PhD
in an unrelated field yet with vast experience in public relations, would answer ‘no’ to
this question. As this section deals solely with formal public relations education, it
was determined that this question should remain unchanged in the final
questionnaire. That said, it is worth noting that demographic information regarding
years within the field is sought in the final section of this questionnaire.

2.4.8.2 Q5b - Rationale for inclusion: Missing from PR curricula
Q5b) In your opinion, is there anything PR courses are missing from their curricula?

Questions Q5b and Q5c are highly relevant to this study, particularly considering the
ever evolving state of the public relations field in Australia and elsewhere. Although
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formally worded as a closed question, the free text box is included due to the
potential for diverse responses.

2.4.8.3 Q5c - Rationale for inclusion: Over emphasised in PR curricula
Q5c) In your opinion, is there anything PR courses over emphasise in their curricula?

The rationale for this question is as per Q5b above.

2.4.8.4 Q5d - Rationale for inclusion: Most valuable skills and attributes for
practitioner
Q5d) What are the most valuable skills and attributes for a good PR practitioner to have? Please rank your top three
responses only in order of importance (with 1 being the most valuable).

Interpersonal
skills

Public
communication
skills

Small group
interaction

Writing

Flexibility

Positive
attitude

Organisational
skills

Pragmatism

Initiative

Ability to take
criticism

Presentation
skills

Visual literacy

Technological
ability

Leadership

Research
competence

Enthusiasm

Charisma

Diligence

Determination

Dedication

Other?
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Data derived from this question will allow comparison between academic and
practitioner perspectives on the most valuable skills and attributes for practitioners.
As well, comparison between results here and actual curricula content of PRIAaccredited public relations courses in Australia is possible.
The options selection for this question was justified as part of the introduction to this
section of the questionnaire.
The question asks respondents to rank their top three choices only (underlined for
emphasis) as it was determined that more than three choices would significantly
increase analysis complexity while not necessarily increasing the value of the results
for the purposes of the current research task.
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2.4.8.5 Q5e - Rationale for inclusion: Most valuable knowledge for
practitioner
Q5e) What knowledge is most valuable for a PR practitioner to have? Please rank your top three responses only in
order of importance (with 1 being the most valuable).

General
business
practices

Multicultural
trends, issues,
and ethics

Liberal arts

Social sciences

Social/political
trends

Public relations
principles

Public relations
theories

Organisational
relationships

Organisational types

Management
theory

Discourse theory

Message production,
delivery, and
receiving theories

Interpersonal
communication
theory

Organisational
communication
theory

Leadership theory

Negotiation
theory

Rhetorical theory

Social and cultural
theories

Critical theories

Intercultural
theories

Ethical standards

Risk theories

Other?

While this question focuses on most-valued knowledge for practitioners rather than
skills and attributes, the broad rationale for this question is as per question Q5d.
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2.4.8.6 Q5f - Rationale for inclusion: Most important skills and attributes for
PR graduates
Q5f) In your opinion, what are the most important skills and attributes required for PR graduates? Please rank your
top three responses only from 1 to 3 (with 1 being the most important).

Interpersonal
skills

Public
communication
skills

Small group
interaction

Writing

Flexibility

Positive
attitude

Organisational
skills

Pragmatism

Initiative

Ability to take
criticism

Presentation
skills

Visual literacy

Technological
ability

Leadership

Research
competence

Enthusiasm

Charisma

Diligence

Determination

Dedication

Others

This question shares its rationale with question Q5d, with a particular focus on public
relations graduates (underlined for emphasis).
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2.4.8.7 Q5g - Rationale for inclusion: Most important knowledge for PR
graduates
Q5g) In your opinion, what knowledge is most important to possess for PR graduates? Please rank your top three
responses only from 1 to 3 (with 1 being the most important).

General
business
practices

Multicultural
trends, issues,
and ethics

Liberal arts

Social sciences

Social/political
trends

Public relations
principles

Public relations
theory

Organisational
relationships

Organisational types

Management
theory

Discourse theory

Message production,
delivery, and
receiving theories

Interpersonal
communication
theory

Organisational
communication
theory

Leadership theory

Negotiation
theory

Rhetorical theory

Social and cultural
theories

Critical theories

Intercultural
theories

Ethical standards

Risk theory

Others

Again, while the focus here is on the most-valued knowledge for public relations
graduates (underlined for emphasis), this question’s broad rationale is outlined at
question Q5d.
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2.4.8.8 Q5h - Rationale for inclusion: Ways in which PR courses are ‘out of
touch’ with industry
Q5h) In your opinion, are there ways in which university PR courses are 'out of touch' with the industry?

This question is similar to questions Q5b & Q5c; however, it works with question Q5i
(below) to focus participant thinking on public relations education alignment with
industry. The author recognises the potentially contentious nature of this question,
as ‘alignment’ is not and/or should not necessarily be the goal of tertiary education in
public relations. Due to the potential for diverse responses, free text boxes here
attempt to capture both quantitative and qualitative data.

2.4.8.9 Q5i - Rationale for inclusion: Alignment of PR courses with industry
needs
Q5i) In your opinion, are university PR courses appropriately aligned with industry needs?

The justification for this question is presented above as part of question Q5h.
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2.4.8.10 Q5j - Rationale for inclusion: Most important skills and attributes
for future PR practitioners
Q5j) In your opinion, what will be the most important skills and attributes for future PR practitioners to possess?
Please rank your top three responses only from 1 to 3 (with 1 being the most important).

Organisational
skills

Pragmatism

Initiative

Interpersonal
skills

Public
communication
skills

Small group
interaction

Writing

Flexibility

Positive
attitude

Technological
ability

Leadership

Research
competence

Ability to take
criticism

Presentation
skills

Visual literacy

Enthusiasm

Charisma

Diligence

Determination

Dedication

Other:

The final two questions are broadly rationalised at question Q5d. They work to
identify the perceived most important skills and attributes (and knowledge for
question Q5k) for future public relations practitioners (underlined for emphasis) to
possess.
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2.4.8.11 Q5k - Rationale for inclusion: Most important knowledge for future
PR practitioners
Q5k) In your opinion, what knowledge will be most important for future PR practitioners to possess? Please rank
your top three responses only from 1 to 3 (with 1 being the most important).

Public relations
theories

Organisational
relationships

Organisational types

Social sciences

Social/political
trends

Public relations
principles

General
business
practices

Multicultural
trends, issues,
and ethics

Liberal arts

Management
theory

Discourse theory

Message production,
delivery, and
receiving theories

Negotiation
theory

Rhetorical theory

Social and cultural
theories

Interpersonal
communication
theory

Organisational
communication
theory

Leadership theory

Critical theories

Intercultural
theories

Ethical standards

Risk theory

Others

The rationale for this question is presented above at question Q5j.
On completion of this section respondents were invited to submit their responses
and continue to the final section of the questionnaire.
Submit and continue to Section 6 >>
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2.4.9 Questionnaire Section 6: About you
The final section seeks specific demographic information about respondents. The
questions here are the same for both public relations practitioners and academics.
There was no completion guidance given for this section of the questionnaires.

Section 6: About you

2.4.9.1 Q6a - Rationale for inclusion: PRIA membership
Q6a) Are you a member of Public Relations Institute of Australia?

No

No

Yes

Yes

This demographic question appears to be standard in most empirical research
undertaken into the public relations field in Australia, as it allows for 1) potential
membership differences in responses, 2) broad information about the membership of
the peak industry organisation for public relations in Australia, and 3) the percentage
of PRIA members contained within the sample population.

2.4.9.2 Q6b - Rationale for inclusion: Industry type
Q6b) What PR industry type do you currently work in?

government

This demographic is important as industry of employment is a potential factor in the
experience of public relations in Australia.
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2.4.9.3 Q6c - Rationale for inclusion: Previous industry type
Q6c) Have you spent more time in another area of the PR industry then in your current
industry?

1

2

No
If Yes, what?

Academic

Supporting question Q6b, industry respondents who have spent the majority of their
time working in (if different from their response to question Q6b) may have some
bearing on their attitudes towards public relations and the public relations field in
Australia.

2.4.9.4 Q6d - Rationale for inclusion: Years in public relations
Q6d) Total years in PR?

The rationale for this question is that the duration of a respondent’s involvement in
the public relations field may have some relationship with other responses.

2.4.9.5 Q6e - Rationale for inclusion: Current job title
Q6e) What is your current job title?

Many authors including van Ruler et al (2004), Lane (2004), and Johnston and
Zawawi (2000), have written about the plethora of job titles used to identify those
involved in activities frequently associated with public relations. As such the job title
of a person who self-identifies as working in the field of public relations in Australia,
as either an academic or a practitioner, is a point of interest for this study.
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2.4.9.6 Q6f - Rationale for inclusion: Option to expand on responses
Q6f) Would you be prepared to expand on your responses to this questionnaire in interview?

1

No

2

If Yes, please provide your contact details, including the best days and
time of day to contact you.

Respondents were asked if they were prepared to be interviewed at a later stage.
During questionnaire development it was unclear whether or not interviews would
actually be sought as part of this study. It was decided to keep this question in case
the questionnaires did not result in rich qualitative data, and interviews seeking
further insight would be sought. Due to the large volume of data yielded from
questionnaire responses ultimately it was decided that additional interviews were not
required.

2.4.9.7 Q6g - Rationale for inclusion: Additional comments
Q6g) Do you have any additional comments about this research or the questionnaire?

This question was included to gather additional respondent comments about their
general attitude towards the research or the questionnaire. It was determined that
qualitative data gathered on either of these points would reflect the respondents’
attitudes toward the research instrument, and thus present a learning/ continuous
improvement opportunity for the researcher and be useful in any related future
research endeavour.
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Submit >>

On completion of the questionnaire, respondents were presented with a final screen
containing the following information:

You have now completed and submitted the questionnaire.
Thank you for taking the time to complete this questionnaire. Your participation is important to the success
of this research.
Please feel free to pass this project’s website address http://www.praustralia.net.au/ on to your colleagues
and others involved in the public relations field in Australia. The more participants we get the more
representative research findings will be!
Participants are urged to contact Kate Byrne, Primary Researcher, at k.h.byrne@student.canberra.edu.au,
or Dr Elisabeth Patz, Research Supervisor, at elisabeth.patz@canberra.edu.au, if they have any queries or
comments about the research project.

The last part of the research methods chapter presented the structure and content of
the research instrument. To begin with, this section outlined the pilot phase and the
broad structure of the questionnaires. Each section within the questionnaires was
then addressed in turn, with the inclusion of each question justified.

This chapter has detailed the current study’s epistemology, theoretical perspective
on the research, the overarching methodology, and the methods employed for data
collection and analysis. In addition, the process of instrumentation has been
specified with a rationale presented for each question contained in the research
instrument. This chapter provides a sound basis for exposition and discussion of
research findings. Now we turn our attention to this study’s findings.
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Findings
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3.0 Introduction to the Findings Chapter
The research design and methods of this study were detailed in the previous
chapter. The design creates a neat split between practitioner and academic
responses to survey questions, and generates a significant amount of both
quantitative and qualitative data.
Given this split, and the large amounts of data to be presented and analysed, the
results of the project are presented in two parts. In the first part of this chapter both
qualitative and quantitative practitioner survey responses will be presented.
Academic responses will be articulated in the second part of the chapter, before
going on to synthesise and discuss these results in the next chapter.
This dissertation’s thesis statement and research questions are presented over the
page as they were in the previous chapter to ensure the core aims and contributing
areas of exploration for the project do not get lost in the volume of results that follow.
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This research project aims to explore differences of understanding about the public
relations field in Australia between practitioners and academics.
Particular areas of research interest are:
 Meanings/definitions of the term ‘public relations’;
 Understanding and expectations of practitioners by academics;
 Understanding and expectations of academics by practitioners; and
 Degree of alignment of undergraduate public relations education with
expectations of both practitioners and academics.
Thesis statement
Public relations in Australia has not reached an accepted definition of itself in terms of its
purpose, scope, and underlying principles. As such, areas of convergence and
divergence exist between academic and industry understanding and expectations of
public relations in Australia.
Research questions to be answered are:
1. How is the notion of public relations thought to be conceptualised, and practised by
public relations practitioners in Australia?
2. How is the notion of public relations conceptualised, and thought to be practised by
public relations academics in Australia?
3. In which areas do academic and industry concepts of public relations in Australia
converge?
4. In which areas do academic and industry concepts of public relations in Australia
diverge?
5. In light of these findings, do accreditation guidelines for public relations education
curricula align with industry and academic expectations of the field in Australia?
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3.1 Practitioner findings
3.1.1 Demographic characteristics of the sample
3.1.1.1 Membership to the Public Relations Institute of Australia
There is a fairly even split between PRIA membership in the sample, with
approximately half (52.8%) of practitioner respondents reporting that they are PRIA
members. The current representativeness of the PRIA is worthy of consideration
given 47.2% of practitioners in this sample are not members.

3.1.1.2 Industry type
In the demographics section of the questionnaire, practitioners were asked to select
their current industry type. As illustrated in the figure below, most respondents in the
sample (48.3%) worked in public relations consultancies or in government (27.6%).
These were followed by private industry (19%) and finally the not-for-profit sector
(5.2%).

Current industry type
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Figure 6: Practitioner current industry type

Just over forty percent (40.4%) of respondents had spent more time in an area of
public relations other than their current industry. Where this was the case, 28.6% of
practitioners had previously worked in a consultancy; 19% had worked in either the
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not-for-profit, government, or private sectors; 9.5% had worked as an academic; and
4.8% of respondents had worked in some other sector.
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Figure 7: Practitioner previous industry type

3.1.1.3 Years in public relations
Most (30.8%) practitioner respondents in the sample had been involved in the public
relations field for between 11 and 20 years. A quarter of surveyed practitioners had
been involved in the public relations industry for a period of five years or less, and
15.4% had been working in public relations for more than 20 years.
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Years in PR category
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Figure 8: Practitioner years in industry

3.1.1.4 Practitioner job titles
Practitioners were asked to provide their current job title. Practitioner job titles were
diverse, with 29 different titles given in response to this question. The following table
lists all reported titles. PR Consultant, Communications Manager; Account Director;
and Managing Director were the most frequently cited job titles.
PR Manager

HR Officer

Media Relations Manager
Consulting Services
Director
Branch Head

Marketing Manager
PR Executive

Account Director
PR Consultant
Project Officer
PR Director
Head – Business Promotion
& Media Unit

Manager – Corporate &
Stakeholder
Communications
Senior Communications
Officer
Managing Director
Company Director
General Manager –
Research
Media Trainer & Director

Corporate Communications
Advisor/Manager
Communications Manager
Corporate Affairs
Specialist/Officer
Internal Communications
Manager
Community Relations
Coordinator
Public Affairs Officer
Client Manager
Head of PR
Senior Consultant
Figure 9: Practitioner job titles
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3.1.2 Meaning of public relations
3.1.2.1 Meaning of the term ‘public relations’
The first question in this section was open-ended, and asked practitioners what they
understood by the term ‘public relations’. As presented in the following figure,
answers here encompassed a range of concepts, with the terms ‘organisation’,
‘communication’, ‘publics’, ‘management’, and ‘relationships’ frequently used.

Figure 10: Themes evident in practitioner understandings of term 'public relations'

Practitioner responses were broad, ranging from simply “communication”, to ‘[…]
brand management”, to “Public relations is about developing open two-way
communications with one’s 'publics' and building strong, mutually beneficial
relationships with them”.
If a given definition situated public relations at all, it was always situated within or on
behalf of an organisation.
Communicating the needs/messages of the organisation you
represent […].

171

It is ensuring that organisations get their messages out to the
public.

In comparison, only six of these ‘situated’ practitioner definitions stated that public
relations could also be undertaken on behalf of individuals.
Public Relations means the way you, your business or your
product is perceived by the public.
The relationship between an individual or organisation with the
broader community and how that is communicated.

The term ‘relationship’, and/or supporting ideas of mutualness or two-way
communication, was regularly included in many of the definitions put forward by
practitioners.
Developing and maintaining an effective relationship with the
public to support organisational goals.
Public relations is the management of the relationships between
an organisation and its publics, or key stakeholders. It is a
boundary spanner role, informing the organisation of the values,
attitudes and beliefs the publics hold about them.
Put simply it's the ability to effectively communicate with one’s
publics and generate open two-way communications with those
that can affect and be effected by one’s organisation, and to
develop strong relationships.

While very few respondents actually used terms such as ‘influence’, and none used
‘persuade’, some definitions put forward by practitioners clearly implied such notions.
PR is all about influencing, educating and raising awareness of
something (such as your clients' offering) among a particular,
identified audience.
Helping clients to secure media coverage, expand public
awareness of their brands/services and what they offer.
[E]ndeavouring to manage perceptions and heighten awareness
of products, services, people, businesses and issues to the
relevant marketplace/s.
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3.1.2.2 Importance of public relations
The next question asked practitioners whether or not they believe that public
relations is important. Unsurprisingly all respondents believed public relations to be
an important organisational function. Notions such as the process of informationsharing (“There is information that people, whatever their role is, need to know, and
part of the role of PR is to try to get the information to the people who need it”),
awareness building – and in particular increasing brand awareness (“build the brand
and create brand awareness”), accountability, transparency (“Its information function
[…] supports objectives of accountability and transparency”, “it is the social
conscientious and feedback loop of an organisation that should underpin its
communication activities”), the importance of good relationships (“We cannot
survive, or we cannot do well in our business, without an effective relationship with
our public“), issues and crisis management (“PR work can reduce the reactive work
that comes when an ignored issue spirals out of control, leading to damage of
reputation”), and the bottom line (“[Public relations practitioners] can facilitate
communication between valuable opinion makers, such as the media. This ultimately
has an effect on a company's bottom line”), were all cited as evidence of the
importance of public relations.
An external focus underpins the above noted reasons why public relations is seen as
an important function (that is where importance or success is determined by factors
outside of the organisation such as profit or public support). In addition, several
respondents chose to emphasise how public relations can support the internal
workings of an organisation.
PR is vital to ensuring an organisation's goals are clearly defined
internally and externally.
PR is important for organisations that wish to improve
communications both internally and externally.
[PR can support] the image you present internally.
[PR is] part of a suite of business advisors to an organisation.
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3.1.2.3 Most representative orientation of public relations
Respondents were asked to rank six items representing different orientations of
public relations from ‘most’ to ‘least’ representative. As the following table
presenting the overarching modes indicates, ‘relationship management’ was
considered the first most representative orientation of public relations in Australia;
‘reputation management’ the second; ‘public information’ third; ‘advocacy’ fourth;
‘cause-related’ fifth; and finally ‘persuasion’ sixth. This suggests that ‘persuasion’ is
considered the least representative orientation of public relations in Australia.

Most representative orientation of public relations in
Australia
st
1
Relationship management
2nd
3

rd

4th
5

th

6th

Reputation management
Public information
Advocacy
Cause-related
Persuasion
Table 9: Overall most representative orientation of public relations - practitioners

The above mode information is detailed further in the following frequency information
displayed for each level of representation. Here we can see that overall:
o A third (33.3%) of valid responses identified ‘relationship management’ as the
most representative orientation;
o Just over thirty percent (31.9%) identified ‘reputation management’ as the
second most representative orientation;
o A quarter (25%) of valid responses selected both ‘public information’ and
‘reputation management’ as the third most representative orientation;
o ‘Advocacy’ was selected by 27.7% of practitioner respondents as the fourth
most representative orientation;
o Public relations fifth most representation orientation was seen as ‘causerelated’, by 37.9% of valid responses; and
o Both ‘persuasion’ and ‘cause-related’ were nominated by 34.3% of responses
as the sixth or least representative orientation of public relations in Australia.
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Most representative orientations – percentage of nominations
st

1

nd

rd

2

th

3

th

th

4

5

6

Relationship
mgmt

33.3%

24.6%

14.7%

13.8%

7.6%

6%

Reputation
mgmt

24.6%

31.9%

25%

13.8%

1.5%

1.5%

Pubic
information

24.6%

23.2%

25%

12.3%

7.6%

6%

Advocacy

4.3%

4.3%

11.8%

27.7%

33.3%

17.9%

Causerelated

4.3%

4.3%

7.4%

13.8%

37.9%

34.3%

Persuasion

8.7%

11.6%

16.2%

18.5%

12.1%

34.3%

Table 10: Detailed most representative orientation of public relations - practitioners

It is interesting to note that ‘advocacy’ and ‘cause-related’ were selected most
infrequently – and not ‘persuasion’ – when practitioners identified the first most
representative orientation of public relations in Australia. Indeed, this trend of
‘persuasion’ never having the least number of nominations is apparent at all six
representation option levels.

3.1.2.4 Most relevant disciplines
When asked to nominate the two disciplines most relevant to public relations in
Australia, most practitioner respondents selected ‘communication theory’ as the first
most relevant discipline (37.9%), and ‘marketing’ as the second most relevant
discipline (23.1%).

Discipline

First most relevant

Second most relevant

Communication theory

37.9%

15.4%

Marketing

12.1%

23.1%

Business management

12.1%

12.3

Communication arts

10.6%

12.3

Management

9.1%

10.8

Psychology

7.6%

4.6

Sociology

4.5%

12.3

Other

4.5%

3.1

Political science

1.5%

4.6

-

1.5%

Economics

Table 11: Most relevant disciplines - practitioners
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When considering the overall results to this question, ‘communication theory’ and
‘marketing’ are still considered to be the most relevant disciplines to public relations in
Australia, with ‘communication theory’ selected in 26.7% of cases, and ‘marketing’
selected in 17.6% of cases.
Discipline

Percent

Communication theory

26.7%

Marketing

17.6%

Business management

12.2%

Communication arts

11.5%

Management

9.9%

Sociology

8.4%

Psychology

6.1%

Other

3.8%

Political science

3.1%

Economics

0.8%
Table 12: Overall most relevant discipline - practitioners

3.1.2.5 Agreement of the term ‘public relations’
A significant number of valid responses (62.5%) believe there is no agreement on
the meaning of the term ‘public relations’ within the field in Australia. Another 28.1%
of respondents claimed there was agreement, while 9.4% remain unsure.
While this was presented as a closed question in the questionnaire, a text box was
provided to elicit additional respondent comments to this question. Many
respondents (representing both those who believe there is and is not agreement on
the term ‘public relations’) chose to elaborate on their radio button selection:
I believe that many practitioners see public relations as a
persuasion and influence role and [are] not concerned with
building meaningful and two-way relationships with the publics of
their organisation. It’s from this perspective that public relations
is synonymous with “spin” in the minds of many including the
media.
Absolutely not! Australia seems to be facing same identity crisis
that was uncovered in UK several years ago. Given the variety
of public relations areas of specialty, there is little governance or
definition within the industry.
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While the role of a PR professional will differ depending on the
industry in which one works, PR is essentially about building
relationships with one’s publics. Even the "spin-doctors" of
political PR endeavor to build relationships (even though their
process and ethics are questionable). And I believe the majority
of those in the PR field understand this to be their role.
Yes there is. Although it is rarely made explicit it is understood
that PR practitioners are the point of contact between an
organisation and the public.

Comments made by those who believe there is no agreement of the term touched on
a broad range of ideas. Some of these include ethics and professional practice
(“”We have no barrier to entry and suffer from practitioners who have no
qualifications or relevant experience who can say they are ‘in PR’”), differences
between those inside and outside of the industry (“Industry conflicts over the
definition and the journalists have their own interpretation of the terminology”),
differences between practitioners and academics (“Practitioners seem to see public
relations in a much more practical sense and specialise in certain fields, while
academics seem to place much more importance on the theoretical side of things”),
negative connotations of the industry (“PR still carries negative connotations
generally”), and confusion between the function and scope of public relations and
other related fields (“many people interchange it with marketing and even sales”).

3.1.2.6 Kind of decision-making needed to do a job
Practitioners were asked to identify what kind of decision-making was needed to do
a job. This question forced a dichotomy – with respondents required to select that
either decisions should be ‘expert/practitioner led’ or that they should be ‘negotiated’
between the client and individual practitioner.
Overwhelmingly, practitioners stated that decisions should be negotiated between
the client and individual practitioner (81.8%).
Many respondents chose to elaborate on their response to this question, with
thinking underpinning both types of decision-making presented:
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Decisions should always be negotiated. The PR practitioner
offers experience and knowledge about their industry, as does
the client. For either to attempt to operate alone, or without
negotiation and consultation, will at best miss the target, and at
worse create a negative image to the public.
Decisions should be negotiated because the client is the
industry expert and you, as the PR practitioner, are the
messaging expert.
Decisions being expert/practitioner led should ring alarm bells. If
public relations is about effective relationships then collaboration
is essential, if at the very least it is only perceived collaboration.
It is the role of the practitioner to make the most of the expertise
of the client- understanding their needs, expectations and
experience.

In contrast to the above comments privileging collaboration, other respondents
appear to link notions of expertise to independent decision-making:
It is the role of a practitioner to provide a variety of solutions to a
client's "problem".
I believe that decisions should be expert/practitioner led.
Unfortunately, everybody believes they're an expert when it
comes to PR and on occasion I've seen good practitioners
forced to give in to client requests only to find themselves faced
with sub-optimal results. It's a case of letting the experts do their
job: how many major medical or legal decisions are negotiated
to a great extent?

This sentiment is also echoed in some comments made by respondents who
selected the ‘decisions by negotiation’ option:
Whilst it would be ideal to say the PR practitioner should make
recommendations, it is always worth hearing the client's
perspective before making a final determination as the client can
have a wealth of in-depth valuable knowledge not necessarily
passed on.
It would be good to pick the other option; however in reality it
often does not occur. In a perfect world everyone would
understand our expertise, but negotiations are necessary to get
the job done.

178

Indeed, it is apparent that, of those respondents who believe decisions should be
expert led, some see an attempt at collaborative decision-making as an indication of
the client devaluing the public relations practitioner’s professional standing:
Generally with PR advice it is often treated within organisations
with a distinct lack of professional respect that is not
encountered as often with other fields such as a solicitor or
accountant giving advice in their field. There is a perception that
any one can write a press release or do an interview with the
media etc.
In an ideal world yes [decisions should be expert led], but if the
client wants to go against your advice there is little you can do
other than try to persuade them otherwise.
Why hire a PR practitioner if you do not want to follow their
recommendation? I get sick of hearing clients say "I don't like
that" but they fail to realise that it is not about them - it is about
their public(s).

3.1.2.7 Kind of knowledge more important
While a strong majority of practitioners believed that decisions should be negotiated
between the practitioner and their client, this division was less apparent when
practitioners were asked to select the kind of knowledge more important for public
relations practitioners to possess. This question again forced a dichotomy between
‘devotion, personality, effort and enthusiasm’ and ‘expert, verifiable knowledge’.
More practitioners (58.5%) identified ‘expert, verifiable knowledge’ as the more
important type of knowledge for practitioners to possess, with 41.5% selecting
‘devotion, personality, effort and enthusiasm’.
This division becomes more blurred when considering respondent comments
associated with this question, with many practitioners stating that both types of
knowledge are equally important:
If you offered a choice of "Both" I would have selected that,
however I believe personality, devotion and enthusiasm are
marginally more important
I believe both groups of knowledge are important
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Enthusiasm, personality and devotion backed up by a strong
educational background.
Both are important, but a best case scenario would be an
educated practitioner with all the attributes described in [the
second option] above.

Interestingly, many respondents who selected the ‘expert, verifiable knowledge’
option raised notions of professionalism in their supporting comments:
While there is definitely a role for personality and effort, if the
basic knowledge is not there, anyone can hang out a shingle,
and that will do the industry a huge amount of harm.
It's time that the industry put some science behind the practice
of public relations - a little less glamour and a little more
substance!
Without expert knowledge one's ideas may not be regarded as
quantifiable or verifiable.
[R]esults stem from professionalism more than enthusiasm.
The PR industry is largely intuitive, author-centric and outputs
orientated and should be more scientific, audience centric and
outcomes orientated.

In contrast, those who opted for ‘devotion, personality, effort and enthusiasm’
frequently did so because they perceived the question as a nature-versus-nuture
type debate:
In PR devotion, personality, effort and enthusiasm are essential
skills which can not be taught. Expertise and verifiable
knowledge comes with experience.
Knowledge can be learnt - attitude cannot.
Long experience confirms that success in public relations is first
about personality attributes, and second about learned skills.

As the table at Appendix 5 indicates, when employing Pearson’s chi-square test to
determine statistical correlation, it is apparent that a correlation does not exist
between practitioner selection of the best kind of decision-making between
practitioners and clients and practitioner selection of the most important type of
knowledge for a practitioner to possess. The Pearson’s chi-square statistic has a
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value of 1.077 with a significance of .299. This significance value is well above the
alpha level of .05, and is therefore not significant. Said differently, practitioners in
this sample are no more or less likely to select a preferred knowledge type based on
their preferred decision-making method or vice versa.

3.1.3 What does public relations look like?
In this section of the questionnaire, practitioner respondents were asked to describe
public relations in Australia by rating the degree to which they agreed/ disagreed with
the presence of certain frequently cited dimensions of public relations based on their
personal experience.
In all but one of the nominated dimensions presented in this section, the ranking key
remained consistent whereby:
1=

The practitioner respondent completely identifies/ agrees with the option on
the left

2=

The practitioner respondent mostly identifies/ agrees with the option on the
left

3=

The practitioner respondent identifies/ agrees with both options in equal
measure

4=

The practitioner respondent mostly identifies/ agrees with the option on the
right

5=

The practitioner respondent completely identifies/ agrees with the option on
the right

3.1.3.1 Degree of interactivity
The first dimension sought to determine the degree of interactivity between an
organisation and its various publics. The phrase ‘1-way communication’ was
presented as the option on the left, with ‘2-way communication’ presented on the
right hand side of the continuum. As can be seen in the histograph below, the
largest group of practitioner respondents (37.3%) mostly agreed that one-way
communication best described the degree of interactivity between organisations and
their publics in Australia.
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25

Frequency

20

15

10

5
Mean =2.96
Std. Dev. =1.261
N =67
0
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

Degree of interactivity between organisation and publics

Figure 11: Degree of interactivity - Practitioner

In comments supporting responses to this question, several practitioners were
apologetic about their responses (“Would love it to be two-way but I think the reality
is that it's not, yet”, “In an ideal world I would put 5”).
Other respondents cited lack of authentic interest or poor management of feedback
from publics as evidence of a uni-directional flow of communication coming from
organisations:
Many organisations would like to believe they engage in 2-way
communications; however when analysed, it becomes clear they
operate in a single dimension with very limited meaningful
feedback. That is not to say that feedback is not being received
- in almost all cases it is; merely that the majority of
organisations I've dealt with handle that feedback poorly or
discount it out-of-hand.
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While organisations are good at SAYING stuff they often forget
to LISTEN (provide response mechanisms) or evaluate the
responses received.
The press agentry model lives! In 90% of organisations two-way
communication efforts (whether internal or external) are at best
tokenistic.

While most comments supporting this question appear to contain a degree of
cynicism (as is apparent in the before-presented citations), some clearly evidence
the existence of two-way communication practices in some Australian organisations.
PR is not effective unless there is open two-way asymmetrical
communication between practitioner and client/publics/audience.
Australian industry is moving away from the outdated notions of
one-way communications and towards a multi-stakeholder /
multi-channel cross influence model. This is partly attributed to a
decline of trust in organisations and the availability of multiple
sources of information (including the rise of Word of Mouth
marketing and citizen journalism).

3.1.3.2 Goal orientation of PR activities
To facilitate investigation of this dimension, the phrase ‘short-term goals’ was
presented on the left hand side of the contiuum, and ‘long-term goals’ was presented
on the right. While many respondents (29.9%) chose to select the third option (that
is, that they agree/ identity with both options in equal measure), when considered
overall there is a clear trend towards ‘short-term goals’. More than thirty percent
(31.3%) of practitioners selected the second option (i.e. mostly agreeing/identifying
with short-term goals), and 19.4% completely agreed with this left hand option. In
total 80.6% of valid responses to this question selected options 1 through to 3. In
contrast, only 19.4% of respondents selected options 4 or 5.
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Usual goal orientation of PR activities
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Figure 12: Usual goal orientation - practitioner

This trend was further articulated in respondents’ supporting comments:
Unfortunately there remains a view that PR is needed when an
issue or opportunity arises, rather than adopting [it] as a longterm approach and activity for an organisation.
While I concede that there are companies that take a long-term
perspective of public relations, the bulk of my experience leads
me to conclude that PR, like the tenure of most CEOs, is geared
towards short-term gains.
In many cases PR is used to achieve a 'quick-fix' short-term
goal, such as promote a product launch, an event, etc. This can
be counter-productive without a long-term strategy in place to
continually improve and build upon the positive image of an
organisation. The results of a long-term approach are that the
short-term goals can be readily achieved with an informed,
receptive and positive public.

Indeed, as is the case with this last citation, almost all of the supporting comments
here privileged long-term goals, with many quoting budget constraints as the key
reason why the presence of long-term goals are less likely:
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It's very hard to rise above the operational and focus on [the]
strategic especially when budgets are 12 monthly only.
Reputation is forever but public relations projects usually occur
in limited budget cycles (usually one year).
Agencies operate in a highly-competitive market which is not a
value-adding market, but more a consistent race to the bottom
where those who promise the most in the shortest time at the
least cost are preferred by many clients - who are then
disappointed and wary of the practice of PR.

3.1.3.3 Degree to which PR activities are intended to serve client’s interest
versus public’s interest
When considering this dimension, the term ‘client’ was placed on the left hand side
of the continuum, and the term ‘public’ was placed on the right hand side. As was
the case with the usual goal orientation of PR activities, a clear majority of
practitioner responses veer toward the left of the ranking scale, with 74.6% of
respondents selecting either option 1 or 2 (that is 26.9% and 47.8% respectively).

Degree to which PR activities intended to serve client or public interest
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Figure 13: Degree to which PR activities intended to serve client or public interest - practitioner
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Results indicate that, based on their personal experience, the majority of
respondents believe that usually, PR activities are intended to serve the interests of
the client as opposed to those of the public. Supporting comments to this question
offer additional insight:
I believe there is a prevailing attitude that PR companies are
ultimately being paid by a client and therefore they must not rock
the boat by disagreeing with them on certain issues, even if it’s
not in the best interest of the publics.
Often the public good or community information is simply lip
service.
The notions of 'mutual benefit' and 'reciprocity' are confined to
the pages of textbooks. This may change when more
communicators have a seat at the 'big table', but organisations
continue to be led by bean counters with little understanding of
much beyond the next profit announcement, their bonus or
shareholder value.

Many respondents claim that they themselves work in the interests of the public:
Find this difficult to answer as I've always worked for
organisations that are working for the public good anyway.
I don't work for organisations that harm things!

Some other responses touched on reasons why this self nomination of public interest
is apparent:
We'd like to think we do things for the public, but the client is
who we are working for.
[The] client pays [the] bills and unless working on [a]
government PR project, the public good angle is usually second
priority.
The Third Person Effect is at work here. Everyone in PR
believes they are working in the public interest, but 'others' are
not (e.g. PR for James Hardie; cigarette companies, etc).

3.1.3.4 Usual degree of fact underpinning PR work
This contiuum presented the term ‘fact’ on the left hand side and ‘emotion’ on the
right hand side. As is apparent in the following histograph, overwhelmingly the
results indicate that public relations practitioners believe that their work is
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underpinned by fact, with 23.9% of valid responses completely agreeing with the left
hand option and 38.8% mostly agreeing. Agreement/identification with both options
in equal measure, that is both fact and emotion as underlying elements of the work
of public relations, was also high, with 29.9% of practitioners selecting this option.
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Figure 14: Degree of fact underpinning work - practitioner

Several respondents privileged the use of ‘fact’ to the complete exclusion of
‘emotion’:
In my field it has to be factual!
No buts about it.

That said, the majority of comments linked to this question demonstrate an
appreciation for ‘emotion’ as a means of lubricating delivery of ‘factual’ information:
Fact must be an integral part of any PR campaign, but it needs
to be communicated with empathy and emotion if it is to achieve
any impact.
Difficult to answer this one. In media management, everything
must be absolutely factual, however delivery of the information
can emphasis certain facts over others.
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Emotion can support it, but not underpin it.

Notions of professionalism are raised in some responses here, unsurprisingly with
‘fact’ again taking a privileged position:
[W]ithout fact, it's lies which is why some PR people have bad
reputation.
I have yet to work with any PR practitioner who would dare to
push out anything other than primary or source-verifiable
information. We are, I think, typically a reputation conscious
group
In my opinion no public relations activity should proceed without
a solid foundation of fact - hence qualifying all messages with
proof points. When purely based on emotion, public relations
becomes 'spin' - a term which has certainly tarnished the
reputation of the PR industry.

3.1.3.5 Amount of research used by PR practitioners
This question sought to determine the usual amount of research employed by PR
practitioners, with the term ‘none’ presented on the left hand side of the continuum,
and the phrase ‘All work is based on research’ presented on the right hand side.
The largest group of respondents (41.8%) selected the middle option, suggesting
that they did not privilege one option over another. That said, more practitioners
(34.3%) selected either 4 or 5 – indicating stronger agreement with the statement “all
work is based on research” – than selected options 1 or 2 (23.9%).

188

Usual amount of research used by PR practitioners

30

Frequency

20

10

Mean =3.18
Std. Dev. =0.984
N =67
0
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

Usual amount of research used by PR practitioners

Figure 15: Amount of research used by practitioners - practitioner

Some comments provided as elaboration here demonstrated the use of significant
and regular research (“[E]verything we do is backed by strong research undertaken
by external companies”, “I, nor any of my team, would be permitted to proceed on
any activity without undertaking some research”).
Other responses contained bitter undertones towards the perceived current lack of
research in the field:
A 'quick brief and off they go' seems to be the norm, without
taking the time to understand the client and the target audience.
Not as much as there should be, there is a lot of second
guessing.
The usual claims of no time, no budget and nobody thinks it
needs doing prevail.
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Most of my clients baulk at spending money on research - they
just don't think it's necessary. Apparently, I should just 'know
about these things'.

More often comments explicitly suggested a desire for greater use of research in the
field:
Many of us would love to move towards the right on this scale
but we simply don't get the $ to do this.
In a perfect world everything would be based on research, but
time and resources rarely allow for it.
Research is an integral aspect of PR and it should be taken
more seriously. Although research is conducted not enough
research or appropriate research is undertaken because of
"cost". This is an issue that people in business need to address
and change. To get the best results means doing everything
thoroughly.
This is an area that needs to be improved.

3.1.3.6 Number of identified stakeholders
This question worked to determine the usual number of stakeholders identified by an
organisation or client. The term ‘limited’ was displayed on the left hand side of the
continuum, and the term ‘comprehensive’ on the right hand. The results indicate a
significant trend towards the right hand side of the contiumm, indicating stronger
respondent agreement to the term ‘comprehensive’ – 25.4% of respondents selected
option 5 and 31.3% selected option 4.
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Figure 16: Number of stakeholders identified - practitioner

While a couple of comments provided here support this quantitative finding
(“Stakeholder mapping is becoming a core element within PR ranks”, “There is an
increasing understanding the stakeholders come from everywhere and may not be
directly linked, but nonetheless interested. In my work clients are happy for
extensive stakeholder identification to be undertaken”), most comments identify
challenges to stakeholder identification:
Few organisations acknowledge or understand all of their
stakeholders. Often [stakeholder identification] limited to the
obvious and those with whom communication is mandatory.
In my experience organisations are starting now to understand
what a stakeholder is and the difference between stakeholders
and channels - though there are still some who confuse these
two.
The concept of stakeholders is sometimes very hard to quantify
when talking to senior mgmt, particularly when you're talking
about the needs of "latent" stakeholders.
Clients generally need significant "prodding" to reveal their
intended stakeholders.
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3.1.3.7 Orientation of activities
Another continuum-based question sought to determine the usual orientation of
public relations activities undertaken by organisations (or in the case where the
respondent was a public relations consultant – undertaken by clients). The phrase
‘internal focus’ was presented at the left hand side of the rating scale, and the words
‘external focus’ were presented at the right. Only brief review of the histograph
below is required to conclude that the largest group (47.8%) of practitioners sampled
here mostly perceive public relations activities as usually undertaken to satisfy a
focus external to the organisation. In stark contrast, only a combined total of 9% of
respondents selected the first or second ranking options, indicating perceived public
relations activities as usually internally focused.
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Figure 17: Orientation of activities - practitioner

It is surprising then, that the vast majority of respondent comments linked to this
question indicate that much of the work of public relations can be internally focused
within an organisation:
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Many organisations will use PR to achieve internal goals milestones in projects or to 'show the board we're doing
something'.
[I]n corporate (in-house) PR, a lot of time is focused on timeconsuming internal activities.
Internal communication is becoming more important and each
external campaign should have an internal component.
Increasingly organisations are recognising an internal audience
as a key stakeholder and are communicating accordingly.
I work for a large business and so our internal publics are just as
important as our external publics.

Indeed, while most comments state that both internal and external communication
activities are important, many indicate that the current level and/or type of internal
communication could be improved:
Having worked at an organisation with an employee
engagement practice, there is still some way to go before this is
a matter of course across all Australian organisations.
While there are some companies that do it well, on the whole,
internal communication is relegated to the newsletter, the
Intranet, e-bulletins, posters and the odd road show and
company event. The level of meaningful internal communication
is pitiful.
Employers demonstrate a general lack of understanding
between sound internal communication (or heaven forbid,
employee participation in decision-making), reputation and the
bottom line. Integration between internal and external
communication is often lacking.
Internal public relations (within an organisation) is the poor
cousin and usually left to the human resources [team] instead of
the communications PR team.
In my experience the focus is generally external, however I
believe there should be more of an internal focus.

3.1.3.8 Emphasis of activities
The dimension under scrutiny in this question was the usual emphasis of public
relations activities in Australia. The word ‘appearance’ was presented on the left
hand side of the continuum, and the word ‘content’ was presented at the other end.
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As is apparent by the figures presented below, the responses to this question
produce an almost perfect bell curve when viewed histographically. The largest
group (34.3%) of respondents sat on the fence, preferring neither ‘appearance’ nor
‘content’, while, overall, practitioners in the sample tended to agree more with
‘content’ underpinning public relations output than ‘appearance’.
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Figure 18: Emphasis of activities - practitioner

All of the supporting comments here highlight the need for a balance between both
ends of the continuum:
Often this is a balanced blend of appearance and content
however if the appearance is wrong, the content won't matter.
No point in having something look good if it has no substance,
and a lot of people are put off by a poor appearance, no matter
the validity of the content.
PR must look good and be also of substance if a client’s
reputation is to be enhanced.

It is interesting to note that some practitioner comments imply a sense of
disappointment towards the importance of ‘appearance’ in their work:
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Unfortunately. However, good appearance catches attention.
They should work hand-in-hand.
It's frequently a case of style over substance or efficiency over
effectiveness.
Unfortunately the glitz and hype is still a significant requirement
of many clients/organisations for their PR activities.

3.1.3.9 Intended effect
The goal of this question was to identify the most frequent type of objective sought
by public relations activities. Unlike every other question in this section, a continuum
type rating scale was not used. Rather, respondents were asked to select one of
four options. As can be seen in the following graph, almost three quarters of
practitioners in the sample (71.3%) identified ‘awareness raising’ as the most
frequently sought intended effect. This was followed by 13.4% of respondents
selecting ‘attitude change’, 10.4% selecting ‘behaviour change’, and 4.5%
nominating some other type of intended effect.
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Figure 19: Intended effect - practitioner

Respondents proffer various reasons why they perceive ‘awareness-raising’ as the
most frequent objective:
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To solve short-term in-house needs of the organisation, rather
than be part of a long-term sustained PR strategy.
Perhaps only because attitude and behaviour change are
difficult to measure without aforementioned research budgets.
PR measurement remains a thoroughly unresolved issue.
There is so much information out there for people, trying to raise
awareness of one issue is a huge job.
The dominant coalition often fails to use their PRs' expertise to
change attitude or behaviour. [This] goes back to the view of PR
as a form of publicity.

At times, (and as is evidenced in the aforementioned citation) it appears that
‘awareness-raising’ is linked to sales or marketing activities, while attempts to
change ‘attitude’ are linked to reputation management:
A lot of organisations use PR simply to get their company
name/brand known by the masses.
[…] essentially to increase sales to positively impact on the
client's bottom line.
Sell more product, sell more services.
Ultimately we are looking for attitude change (reputation) but we
do that in the first instance through awareness raising.
Working in corporate / reputation management, my organisation
has a core focus on perception.

3.1.3.10 Level of initiative
This dimension is considered in an attempt to determine a predilection to either proactive or reactive communication strategies in the public relations field in Australia.
As such, this rating scale presented the term ‘pro-active’ on the left hand side, and
the term ‘re-active’ on the right hand side. While there is a reasonably even
distribution of the results to this question, more respondents (44.8% selected either
option 1 or 2, compared with a combined total of 29.9% respondents selecting
options 4 and 5) identify/agree with a greater existence of proactive public relations
activities as opposed to merely reactive activities.
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Figure 20: Level of initiative - practitioner

Those who deemed public relations activities as more regularly reactive in nature
were more likely to provide additional comment here. Several practitioners put
forward reasons for this perceived reactivity:
Alas, PR is still often called for when an issue arises rather than
seeing it as a long-term approach where pro-active initiatives
should be encouraged. It has something to do with budgets, but
also lack of vision as what good communication can achieve for
an organisation over the long term.
It is getting better, but as PR is often intangible, organisations
tend to think reactively and not understand or even consider the
value of pro-active PR.

Many commentaries expressed a preference for working in a proactive manner:
I would prefer that this was more proactive than reactive.
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In the perfect world [it would] be pro-active, [in] the real world it’s
often reactive!
I wish it was more proactive, but as mentioned before it's hard to
get funding for "contingency" strategies...

3.1.4 Public relations practice
3.1.4.1 Main duties
Practitioners ranked their top five main duties in their job. As the following statistics
attest, ‘corporate communications’ was most frequently identified (32.3%) as the
biggest part a practitioner’s job. ‘Media relations’ was twice most frequently
nominated - as both the second (15.6%) and fifth (14.8%) main duty for practitioners.
‘Issues/crisis management’ was also selected most frequently in multiple cases; that
is as both third and forth biggest duties (with 14.3% of valid responses in both
cases).
Of the 7.7% of valid responses that selected ‘other’ as their main duty, three
practitioners cited community consultation and/or relations, one cited government
relations, and one other strategy development. Of those who selected ‘other’ as
their second main duty, two again cited community consultation and/or relations, two
others nominated government relations, and one cited media training.
It is worth noting that, of the available options, no one selected ‘speech writing’ or
‘lobbying’ as the first main duty of their job.
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Percentage of nominations for main duties:
Duty

st

1

nd

2

rd

3

th

th

4

5

Corporate communications

32.3%

14.1%

9.5%

11.1%

9.8%

Media relations

27.7%

15.6%

9.5%

9.5%

14.8%

Other

7.7%

7.8%

1.6%

-

3.3%

Counselling

6.2%

9.4%

1.6%

7.9%

3.3%

Government relations

4.6%

7.8%

6.3%

-

3.3%

Publicity

4.6%

10.9%

6.3%

6.3%

3.3%

Event management

3.1%

3.1%

7.9%

4.8%

13.1%

Media monitoring

3.1%

4.7%

11.1%

4.8%

6.6%

Research

3.1%

4.7%

4.8%

9.5%

11.5%

Advocacy

1.5%

1.6%

4.8%

1.6%

1.6%

Copy writing

1.5%

7.8%

12.7%

11.1%

3.3%

Issues/crisis management

1.5%

7.8%

14.3%

14.3%

13.1%

Promotion

1.5%

3.1%

7.9%

7.9%

6.6%

Lobbying

-

1.6%

-

1.6%

-

Speech writing

-

-

1.6%

4.8%

3.3%

Human Resources

-

-

-

4.8%

3.3%

Table 13: Main practitioner duties

When considering all combined responses, overall media relations and corporate
communications share equal position (both with 15.5%) as the main duty identified
by public relations practititoners. Given earlier results, it is unsurprising that these
duties are followed by issues/crisis management, selected by 10.1% of respondents.
Following these three stand-out duties, overall findings indicate that other significant
duties include copy writing (7.3%), research (6.6%), event management and publicity
(both nominated by 6.3% of respondents).
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Duty

Percentage

Corporate communications

15.5%

Media relations

15.5%

Issues/crisis management

10.1%

Copy writing

7.3%

Research

6.6%

Event management

6.3%

Publicity

6.3%

Media monitoring

6.0%

Counselling

5.7%

Government relations

4.4%

Other

4.1%

Advocacy

2.2%

Human resources

1.9%

Speech writing

1.9%

Lobbying

0.6%
Table 14: Overall main practitioner duties

3.1.4.2 Current role
As is clear in the following graph, the overwhelming majority of practitioners in the
sample nominated their current role as equivalent to either a Public Relations
Executive (35.9%) or Public Relations Manager (34.4%). In contrast, a total of only
29.8% of practitioners in the sample identified their current role as one of the other
more technically focused roles.
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Figure 21: Current practitioner role

3.1.4.3 Location of public relations function
This question sought to determine where the public relations function would most
likely sit within an organisation in Australia. Practitioner responses here indicate that
the public relations function is most often situated horizontally within an
organisation’s marketing division (30.8%) or the corporate division (25%).
Interestingly there is also a strong public relations presence found vertically at the
senior management level (19.2%).
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Figure 22: Location of public relations function - practitioner

3.1.4.4 Reporting
This question considered the nature of the reporting process by asking practitioners
whether or not the public relations function reports directly to senior management in their
organisation. Results here overwhelmingly indicate that the public relations function
does indeed report directly to senior management with 62.5% of valid responses
attesting to direct reporting arrangements. In addition, another 23.4% of practitioners
identified variable reporting arrangements, where the public relations function can report
directly to senior management on issues considered to be of greater organisational
importance:
In my role the high profile relationship and issues management
strategies I implement as well regarding the strategic/internal
communication strategy I report directly to the CEO and provide
advice, training and support to him on these issues.
Some projects, such as the annual report, require direct
reporting to the CEO.
On high profile issues or projects.

Others nominated size of the organisation (“Usually [direct reporting] with smaller
clients who don't have an internal PR and marketing division”, “big clients, no, they
go to middle manager”), industry type (“Variable by client and sector - corporate and
government generally yes; FMCG no“), and perceived expertise level of the public
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relations practitioner (“Usually a consultant may not have direct access, however a
senior counsel will”) as reasons for variable reporting arrangements.
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Figure 23: Reporting arrangements - practitioner

Of interest here is that many practitioners working in public relations consultancies
made reference to the size and internal reporting arrangements of the consultancy,
with many displaying characteristics of micro-businesses:
Small consultancy - Managing Director and myself.
Sole practitioner.
The MD is the PR Principal also.
The consultancy is small and new, and the Managing Director
does pretty much everything.

3.1.4.5 Freedom over budget allocation
Practitioners were asked to identify the degree of freedom they have when deciding
how to spend the public relations budget. Thirty nine percent of respondents
indicated that they have autonomy over the majority of the budget, with a small
percent already committed. The next most popular option selected (30.5%) was that
the majority of the budget was already committed, with the practitioner holding
limited budgetary discretion. Practitioners with absolute autonomy over the budget
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made up 15.3% of the sample, while the rest had either no budgetary discretion
(8.5%) or responded that the public relations function had no budget (6.8%).
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Figure 24: Practitioner freedom over budget allocation

3.1.4.6 Nature of approval process
As the following graph attests, practitioner respondents overwhelmingly indicated
that the process by which information from organisations is approved for
dissemination in Australia is either complex, or adaptable in line with the type and
importance of the information (more than 90% of all valid responses selected one of
these options).
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Figure 25: Nature of approval process - practitioner

3.1.5 Views on scholarship
3.1.5.1 Value of academia
Practitioners were asked in which ways, if any, the work of public relations
academics add value to the broader field of public relations. Nearly two thirds of the
practitioners in the sample (66%) do see academics adding value to the field of
public relations in Australia. That said, it is significant that 34% of valid responses do
not believe academics add value to the field. It is interesting then that these
practitioners chose to participate in an academic endeavour by completing the
questionnaire.
Those that do identify academia as valuable to the field cite various reasons,
including:
o Undergraduate teaching
The PR tertiary courses are vital in delivering new graduates to
the profession and to ensure that modern PR practices and
theory always reflect best practice.
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They play a key role in educating people who are entering the
industry.

o Research
They can generally carry out a wider range of research studies
then can be carried out at business level, which allows them to
do more case study analysis of different PR aspects and PR
tools.
Research is probably the most valuable - particularly in
emerging areas of interest.

o Theory development
Deepen our understanding of theory and how it might be applied
in practice.
Articulating communications theory to underpin strategy.

o Credibility
We don't have time to do research ourselves and the most
credible way of validating what we do (or deciding to change our
focus) is through the work of academics.
Ideally it establishes credibility through providing data on the
effectiveness of PR.

Of the significant proportion of practitioners who do not perceive academia as adding
value to the field, responses are underpinned by a common theme; academia is out
of touch with industry and unresponsive to practitioner needs:
From my experience, PR academics offer little compared to PR
practitioners who are out in the field, working with clients and
engaging the community. A real-world aspect must be brought
into any PR activity, blended with just the right amount of
knowledge.
From the students I train while in third year uni and immediately
after I am at a loss as to how the current academic approach at
the universities equips them to be a PR practitioner.
Very little - I found the PR theory at university very taxing and
since working in PR, I have found it quite unrelated. Perhaps
sub-consciously we apply theory, but we would never stop to
relate our work to a theory
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I think the general perception is that academics are out of touch
with what pr actually is when it is practised (either really well or
badly) every day.
Not very much at all: it's a very small gene pool in a field which
is ill-described and not highly-organised in a professional sense.
I can't identify an Australian "PR academic" worthy of that title
who is not operating with a vested or egotistical interest.

Perhaps this perceived lack of connection with industry is the result of deficient
communication between practitioners and academics, a point that was raised by
many practitioners in the sample:
Australian PR academics have little interaction with industry or
agencies.
I have limited contact with or exposure to PR academics - hard
to answer!
There are very few forums for the academic work of PR
practitioners. With limited channels for distribution it is difficult to
access the majority of information. PR academics can be useful
in validating or supporting recommendations.
You don't hear about it until you study it. The academics need to
mix more with the mainstream. However, once known, it is
valuable.
I think it could add a great deal however, I never seem to have
access to it - where is it all?

Given these responses, it is interesting that only one respondent referred to the peak
industry body explicitly or otherwise, when noting that they “rarely have time to read
academic work – [and] mainly stay up-to-date through PRIA activities and guest
speakers etc”.

3.1.5.2 Referring to theory
More than half (55.4%) of the practitioners in the sample confirmed that they referred
to theory to support some aspect of their job. That said, it is important to remain
mindful of the large proportion (44.6%) of practitioner respondents that claim to not
refer to theory for any element of their work.
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Of those practitioners that did purport reference to theory use in their job, Grunig and
Hunt’s four models of public relations were most commonly nominated (16.7%).
Agenda-setting was the next most frequently cited theory with 13.7% of respondents.
Of the five respondents who selected ‘other theories’, two cited cross-cultural
theories, a further two cited industry-specific theory supporting community
consultation, and one nominated ‘that pyramid model’, which could be understood as
either Maslow’s hierarchy of effects or a model outlining the preferred format of a
media release.

Grunig and Hunt’s 4 models
Agenda-setting
Sender/receiver theories
Social learning theory
Hierarchy of effects
Cognitive dissonance
Risk theory
Exchange theory
Semiotics
Hot and cool media
Uses and gratification theory
Narrative
Systems theory
Transmission models of
communication
Elaborated likelihood model
Other theories
Ideology
Rhetoric
Dialogic theory
Co-orientation model
Stimulus response theory
Myth

Percentage
16.7%
13.7%
8.8%
7.8%
7.8%
7.8%
7.8%
6.9%
6.9%
5.9%
5.9%
5.9%
4.9%
4.9%
4.9%
4.9%
3.9%
2.9%
2.9%
2.0%
2.0%
1.0%
Table 15: Theories used by practitioners

3.1.5.3 Helpfulness of theory
Interestingly, while only 55.4% of practitioners confirmed that they referred to theory
in some element of their job, 62.1% of valid responses here indicated that theory is
indeed helpful to their job.
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3.1.5.3 Role of academics
When asked about the role of academics in the public relations field, practitioner
responses are varied, ranging from “to ensure universities can continue to offer
courses” to “Keeping us on our toes”. While some respondents clearly see little to
no role for academics in the field (“Very little”, “Not very useful - they tend to have
little understanding of the daily pressures”), the vast majority of comments are
positive. Of these positive perspectives, the public relations academic in Australia is
imagined in a wide range of complementary roles. The following table presents a
typology of the main role themes evident in the data along with citations exemplifying
each category. It should be noted that these categories are not mutually exclusive:
Role
Teacher

Example
To provide students with thorough and practical PR knowledge
so that they can bring a good understanding of PR with them
into the workforce.
To teach that PR should be outcomes-focused so practitioners
know that their job doesn't stop at getting an article in the
paper. It's about much more than that.

Researcher

They play a key role in educating people who are entering the
industry.
[To be a] leader in theoretical/academic applications.
[To provide] innovation/new directions in theory.
To keep formulating theory based on interdisciplinary study, to
contribute to the body of knowledge on PR as a profession.
To research and explain the changes and trends in
communication as our society becomes more sophisticated,
busy and crowded.

Credibility builder

Provide continual updates on theories and methods to be used
by practitioners.
To ensure the PR industry is an expert field.
Academic analysis and study […] legitimises the profession.
Enhance the standing of PR in the business community.

Problem solver

Build respect for PR as a profession.
They need to find more practical approaches and solutions to
help us promote the industry.
Ideally it would be to come up with processes that help us do
our jobs better, with better outcomes.
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Find us more techniques to use!
Work with industry to support and upgrade professional
development.

Facilitator

The bridge between theory and practice. Academics must
teach practitioners how to apply theory to practice.

Industry advocate

To act as bridge between practical PR e.g. through case
studies and training future PR practitioners.
Share ideas with the industry.
Creating a sense of identity/community within the profession.
Sharing findings and research from all over the world.
Creating dialogue about the industry.
Discuss role publicly, get involved at PRIA level for good
discussion, and act as advisers where appropriate.
Table 16: Academic role themes put forward by practitioners

Here again, some respondents take the opportunity to comment on issues regarding
practitioner access to academic work:
The role of academics in the field of PR could be a useful tool, if
the industry in Australia had appropriate channels for distributing
theory - such as an active and representative industry
association dedicated to the promotion of thought leadership.
A greater effort should be made to get this theory into the public
arena.

3.1.5.4 Use of academic work
Only 40.7% of valid practitioner responses indicated that they actually use academic
work to support their work.
When considering comments provided by those practitioners that do actually use
academic work, it is evident that, save for three practitioners using certain
measurement techniques, and one other educating junior staff, overwhelmingly
academic work in this case is understood as published papers or text books from
which underlying rationale for a particular proposal can be sourced:
As a means of providing the framework for a pitch to
management.
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Generally to support recommendations made to clients
To support reasoning behind communication plans.
Yes, but from other fields. If I am working on a project that
involves a specific segment of the population, for instance, the
aged, I review work by specialist academics in the field of
ageing.

3.1.5.5 Research interests
The questionnaire also asked practitioners if they would like to see any research
conducted into the public relations field. More than 70% of practitioners in the
sample (73.2%) advised that they would indeed welcome additional research into the
field. Considering some of the earlier results regarding the value of academic work,
this finding appears perhaps surprisingly high. That said, it is worth remaining
mindful that the practitioners in this sample are actively indicating their promotion of
research by participating in this study.
The practitioner research agenda put forward by the sample is broad-ranging and
well-considered (only three practitioners confirmed a need for research into the field,
yet were unable to provide any area of particular interest). As is to be expected, on
the whole, research interests are practitioner-focused. The following table presents
the main practitioner research themes identified and citations supporting each
theme. Through review of the raw data it is apparent that research into the
measurable value of public relations, and the reputation of public relations, are most
frequently nominated by practitioners.
Theme
Value of PR

Ways to measure PR results.
More research on how PR impacts on the bottom line.
Evaluation techniques and Return on Investment measurements.
Value of communication to the planning/decision-making process of
business.
The key outstanding issue for public relations is measurement of effect
and some ratifiable industry benchmark for evaluation methodology.

Reputation of PR

Does it work!
Credibility.
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Strengthening the industry reputation.
Anything that may strengthen PR as it relates to the Australian public and
organisations.

New media

Attitudes to PR and reputation of PR practitioners amongst organisations
that may or may not currently use PR.
New media and online channels.
The rise and rise of new media.

Practitioner
demographics

Australian-specific
PR

New media - use of, application, implications.
Skill set of current PR practitioners; remuneration.
What qualifications and background the majority of PR practitioners in
Australia currently have?
Salaries, graduate opportunities and opinions.
How PR differs between states.
PR in Australia.

Delineation

How importantly do Australian CEOs regard the communication process?
Recognising it is separate to marketing and should not be lumped into the
same department.

Client attitudes

Future of PR as a term versus brand and IMC.
Client attitudes and what drives them in making the decision to use or not
use communication specialists.

Environmental PR

How seriously companies take it, how it benefits companies.
New PR responsibilities [such as] the ever increasing need to be more
accountable for environmental issues in business.

Cross-industry
comparison
Community
consultation
PR Education

Not-for-profit PR
Cross-cultural PR

PR as a way to help people decide on more sustainable ways of living.
How other communication professionals rate [public relations practitioner]
skills.
Research into the relationship between PR practitioners and the media.
Community consultation and its value.
Review of future directions in engagement and consultation in the light of
changing levels of sensitisation and activism in communities.
An internal industry research into why students are not taught the "real
day-to-day" activities that PR practitioners conduct.
Standards of education requirements, at entry level and then ongoing
professional development.
There's very little material academic material available that specifically
applies to non-profit organisations - would like to see more.
More research on cross-cultural PR. A lot of the existing literature is
ethno-centric and biased towards Western cultures/experience.
Table 17: Practitioner research interests
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3.1.6 Public Relations Education
3.1.6.1 Practitioner qualifications
Results indicate a highly qualified practitioner sample. Almost three quarters
(74.6%) of valid practitioner responses indicated that they had an educational
qualification in public relations. Of those respondents with a qualification, the
nominated qualification took the form of an undergraduate degree for most
practitioners (34.1%). Practitioners holding a qualification in public relations at either
the Graduate Certificate/Diploma, or Postgraduate levels represent 27.3% of valid
responses in both categories.
Level of this qualification

40

Percent

30

20

10

0
Year 12 or
equivalent

Diploma

Undergraduate

Graduate Diploma or
Certificate

Postgraduate

Level of this qualification

Figure 26: Practitioner qualification level

Most practitioners in the sample indicated that they had gained this qualification
recently, with 56.4% of respondents here citing completion in the past five years.
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Qualification categorical
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1995)
(1978 - 85)

Qualification categorical

Figure 27: When qualification gained - practitioner

Overwhelmingly, these qualifications were gained from a university (88.6% of valid
responses), while only 6.8% of practitioners in the sample studied at technical
colleges and/or tafe and another 4.5% nominated other types of institutions (such as
private business colleges).
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Type of institution from which qualification gained
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Figure 28: Institution from which practitioner qualification gained

3.1.6.2 Missing from public relations education curricula
Practitioners were asked what, if anything, they saw as missing from public relations
education curricula. While responses here are varied, very few did not suggest
areas for improvement. Of those that did not identify anything missing, some
abstained from comment completely (“Hard to judge as it is some time since I
completed my degree and I don't work with any recent graduates”), while others
were satisfied with courses based on their direct experience (“So far so good, I am
part way through my Masters in Professional Communication”). Only one
respondent mentioned the PRIA accreditation framework for university courses (“No
- not the accredited universities”).
The vast majority of respondents clearly point to a desire for increased student
exposure to the real life elements of the job of a public relations practitioner:
Practical, real world experience.
Broad practical experience/understanding of practice is
generally missing.
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The reality of what you'll be doing in PR on a daily or even yearly
basis.

This ‘practical experience’ includes a broad range of functions, all pertaining to
general business structures, processes, and priorities. To that end, the following
table lists all of the functions identified as requiring further attention in public relations
curricula by practitioners in the sample.
Integrating and using
common IT programs
Complexities of
Australian media
Leadership
Graphic/ web design
process
Conflict
resolution/management
Editing skills

Dealing with
senior
management
Writing

Organisational
behaviour

Printing process

Measurement

People
management
Shorthand

Economics

Client
management
Project
management
Basic
administration
Financial
management

Community
consultation
Strategy

Business
terminology
Being a consultant

Table 18: Practitioner nominated items requiring further attention in curricula

Graduate understanding and knowledge of the Australian media industry, such as of
the “ownership, politics”, and an “understanding [of] media requirements for a
successful media story and the differences in each of the media”, were specified in
many comments:
[There is] a very significant lack of media relations and how the
media works - so, so important!!
Having just gone through the process of recruiting two new staff,
we were quite shocked at the poor level of understanding of the
Australian media – i.e. state by state publications, radio program
operations, magazine ownership & audiences, etc.

Two overarching reasons were put forward in support of this broad desire for more
practically oriented knowledge; that is 1) appropriately preparing graduates to work
as a practitioner in entry-level positions, and 2) providing practitioners at all levels
with greater business acumen and credibility:
A lot of students go from doing assignments to fulltime work and
have no concept of what to do, there needs to be that practical
component to prepare these students for 'real life'.
How are we to get our seat on the Board if our education
focuses on the soft skills without any reference to business
leadership skills?
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3.1.6.3 Overemphasised in public relations education curricula
Practitioners were also asked if public relations courses overemphasised anything in
their curricula. Given the strong practical accent in the above comments, it would be
reasonable to assume that practitioners in the sample would overwhelmingly
nominate theory as excessively emphasised in public relations courses.
Interestingly, this is not the case. Indeed, theory is only one of several issues raised
here, with only five out of 40 practitioners who provided comments here citing theory
as overly represented in curricula.
Several respondents could not identify anything that was overemphasised (“Not
really - good to cover a diversity of topics since PR [is] a divergent profession”“). Of
those that could, a broad range of topics were put forward. The following table puts
forward several direct references supporting key themes that were present in the
data; that is an overemphasis on theory and in particular ethno-centric Westernised
theories; media relations; practical skills such as media-release writing; fantastic or
idealistic case studies; and consultancy work.
The nature of journalists and the fickle way
of the media, which was not the most
important part of the curricula.

Grunig!
American communications theory.

Public relations as media relations. It's so
much more than that.
There seems to be great attention to
fabulous case studies that happen once in
a lifetime: Esso Longford explosion,
Subservient Chicken…
Things which most graduates will not be
involved in for many years such as crisis
management.

Less emphasis on what it is like to work in
a consultancy and more about in-house.

PR is more than just writing media
releases and gaining publicity.
Media-release writing... events
organisation
Too much on PR practice rather than
broader social science knowledge.

…we don't all go into agency work!
Table 19: Practitioner nominated items that are overemphasised in curricula
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3.1.6.4 Courses aligned with industry needs
Practitioners commented on the degree to which public relations courses are aligned
with industry needs. While some practitioners believe public relations courses offer
little insight into the practitioner’s world, most respondents consider that courses they
have come across appear to broadly align with industry requirements. That said,
almost all comments here emphasised the value of including practical experience
and contact with practitioners as part of course curricula:
For the most part as they give graduates a good grounding of
the background of PR which can then be built on by practical
work in the industry, however it would probably be useful to try
to give students more practical experience while they undertake
their studies.
They are getting better in terms of offering work experience and
internships etc. Many organisations are now conducting
graduate programs and recruiting staff directly from university,
so the PR courses need to reflect this.
Some working experience in at least two forms of media (e.g.
radio and print) would be […] highly regarded. Even if just a
week or two.
[There] should be more communication with PR practitioners

This focus on practical skills is echoed in comments made by practitioners who
argue that public relations courses are out of touch with industry requirements:
Unaware of course content but am frustrated and disappointed
by people who feel that after completing a university course they
are able to stand side by side with people with actual industry
experience. You just cannot learn it via study.
Not necessarily, they do not emphasise the importance of great
writing skills and interpersonal skills, they concentrate too much
on pounding home theory.
Some are. I think some are appallingly out of touch and
emphasis the 'fluffy' side of things.

The several comments regarding the assumed skill set and/or appropriateness of PR
graduates are intriguing and will be further considered in later sections of this
dissertation:
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For students from PR courses, I assume they have no better
skills in PR than students who have not studied PR.
No - many of the PR courses offered set graduates up for
disappointment of the reality of most graduate jobs. This is,
however, also Australian industry's fault which tends only to
allow market entry to graduates with such qualification - when
often subject matter expertise is more important.
I will never assume a "PR" graduate is a "PR" practitioner in the
making. I find more widely-educated graduates with a genuine
curiosity about the world, prompted by their study in other
disciplines are far more effective as staff.
Due to the field I work in I'd be more likely to employ a science
graduate than a PR graduate.

3.1.6.5 Important skills and attributes for practitioners
Respondents were asked to rank the top three skills and attributes a public relations
practitioner should possess. As per the following statistics, interpersonal skills were
most frequently cited (36.2%) as the first most valuable skill/attribute; skill in writing
came top-ranked (31.6%) as the second most valuable skill/attribute; and 12.3% of
respondents’ nominated flexibility as the third most valuable skill/attribute.
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Most important skills and attributes for
practitioners – percentage of nominations:
Skill/attribute

st

nd

1

rd

2

3

Interpersonal

36.2%

12.3%

8.8%

Writing

27.6%

31.6%

10.5%

Public communication

12.1%

1.8%

7.0%

Organisational

5.2%

15.8%

8.8%

Initiative

5.2%

3.5%

8.8%

Determination

3.4%

3.5%

5.3%

Leadership

3.4%

1.8%

7.0%

Ability to take criticism

1.7%

3.5%

3.5%

Charisma

1.7%

-

-

Positive attitude

1.7%

3.5%

3.5%

Pragmatism

1.7%

1.8%

3.5%

Research competence

-

10.5%

7.0%

Flexibility

-

5.3%

12.3%

Other

-

1.8%

1.8%

Presentation

-

1.8%

-

Small group interaction

-

1.8%

-

Enthusiasm

-

-

3.5%

Dedication

-

-

1.8%

Diligence

-

-

1.8%

Technological ability

-

-

1.8%

Visual literacy

-

-

1.8%

Table 20: Most valuable skills/attributes for practitioner - practitioner

Interestingly, of the options put forward in the questionnaire, not one respondent
selected small group interaction, flexibility, presentation skills, visual literacy,
technological ability, research competence, enthusiasm, diligence, dedication, or
‘other’, as the first most valuable skill/attribute for a public relations practitioner.
Respondents who selected ‘other’ here identified ‘working as part of a team’ as the
second most valuable skill/attribute, and ‘planning and forward thinking’ as the third
most valuable skill/attribute, for a public relations practitioner.
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When considered all together, writing and interpersonal skills are clearly top ranked
practitioner skills, with 23.3% and 19.2% of practitioners respectively selecting these
options most frequently. There is a significant frequency rating jump between the
skill/attribute deemed as overall second and overall third. While flexibility was most
frequently ranked third most valuable by practitioners, when considered overall more
practitioners deemed organisational skills as more valuable (9.9% in comparison to
flexibility at just 5.8%).
Skill / attribute

Percentage overall

Writing

23.3%

Interpersonal

19.2%

Organisational

9.9%

Public communication

7.0%

Flexibility

5.8%

Initiative

5.8%

Research competence

5.8%

Determination

4.1%

Leadership

4.1%

Ability to take criticism

2.9%

Positive attitude

2.9%

Pragmatism

2.3%

Enthusiasm

1.2%

Other

1.2%

Presentation

1.2%

Charisma

0.6%

Dedication

0.6%

Diligence

0.6%

Small group interaction

0.6%

Technological ability

0.6%

Visual literacy

0.6%

Table 21: Overall most valuable skill/attribute for practitioner - practitioner

3.1.6.6 Important knowledge for a public relations practitioner
In terms of the most valuable knowledge for a public relations practitioner to
possess, public relations principles was deemed as first most valuable by 25.5% of
respondents. ‘General business practices’ was nominated by 18.9% of practitioner
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respondents as the second most valuable knowledge. A four-way tie is apparent
when considering the third most valuable knowledge for public relations practitioners,
with social/political trends, public relations principles, organisational relationships,
and ethical standards, all receiving nominations by 11.3% of respondents.
Most important knowledge for practitioners –
percentage of nominations:
st

Knowledge

1

nd

2

rd

3

Public relations principles

25.5%

17.0%

11.3%

General business practices

23.6%

18.9%

9.4%

Public relations theories

16.4%

13.2%

3.8%

9.1

5.7%

9.4%

Ethical standards

5.5%

11.3%

11.3%

Organisational communication theory

3.6%

1.9%

7.5%

Other

3.6%

-

-

Social/ political trends

3.6%

1.9%

11.3%

Leadership theory

1.8%

-

1.9%

Negotiation theory

1.8%

5.7%

-

Organisational relationships

1.8%

-

11.3%

Organisational types

1.8%

-

1.9%

Social sciences

1.8%

1.9%

1.9%

Message production, delivery, and
receiving theories

-

7.5%

9.4%

Management theory

-

3.8%

1.9%

Multicultural trends, issues, and ethics

-

1.9%

1.9%

Social and cultural theories

-

1.9%

3.8%

Rhetorical theory

-

-

1.9%

Interpersonal communication theory

Table 22: Most valuable knowledge for practitioner - practitioner

Thirteen out of a possible 23 response options gained nominations as the first most
valuable knowledge for a public relations practitioner to possess. Those missing
were: multicultural trends, issues and ethics; liberal arts; management theory;
discourse theory; message production, delivery, and receiving theories; rhetorical
theory; social and cultural theories; critical theories; intercultural theories; and risk
theories. Of the two respondents that nominated other knowledge as most valuable,
one said that all of the options were equally important, and the second asked why
theories were the only type of knowledge present in the selection.
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When considered overall, knowledge of public relations principles (18%), general
business practices (17.4%), and public relations theories (11.2%), are perceived to
be the most valuable type of knowledge for current public relations practitioners.
Knowledge

Percentage overall

Public relations principles

18.0%

General business practices

17.4%

Public relations theories

11.2%

Ethical standards

9.3%

Interpersonal communication theory

8.1%

Message production, delivery, and
receiving theories

5.6%

Organisational communication
theory

4.3%

Organisational relationships

4.3%

Negotiation theory

2.5%

Management theory

1.9%

Social and cultural theories

1.9%

Social sciences

1.9%

Leadership theory

1.2%

Multicultural trends, issues, and
ethics

1.2%

Organisational types

1.2%

Other

1.2%

Rhetorical theory

0.6%

Table 23: Overall most valuable knowledge for practitioner - practitioner

3.1.6.7 Important skills and attributes for public relations graduates
When considering desired skills and attributes for public relations graduates,
practitioners in the sample overwhelmingly nominated writing skills (46.3%) as first
most important; interpersonal skills was most frequently ranked (26.4%) as the
second most important skill; and flexibility was deemed third most important (13.0%).
It appears that preferred skills/attributes for graduates of public relations closely echo
the most desired skill set for current practitioners.
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Most important skills and attributes for graduates
– percentage of nominations:
Skill/attribute

st

1

nd

2

rd

3

Writing

46.3%

24.5%

3.7%

Interpersonal

25.9%

26.4%

11.1%

Initiative

5.6%

3.8%

3.7%

Public communication

5.6%

5.7%

5.6%

Organisational

3.7%

7.5%

9.3%

Positive attitude

3.7%

1.9%

11.1%

Ability to take criticism

1.9%

5.7%

1.9%

Determination

1.9%

1.9%

5.6%

Research competence

1.9%

5.7%

9.3%

Enthusiasm

-

9.4%

3.7%

Diligence

-

1.9%

5.6%

Flexibility

-

1.9%

13.0%

Other

-

1.9%

1.9%

Visual literacy

-

1.9%

-

Dedication

-

-

3.7%

Leadership

-

-

3.7%

Pragmatism

-

-

3.7%

Presentation

-

-

1.9%

Technological ability

-

-

1.9%

Table 24: Most valuable skills/attributes for graduates - practitioner

Ten response options put forward in the questionnaire did not receive any
nominations as the first most important skill/attribute for public relations graduates.
These were: ‘small group interaction’; ‘pragmatism’; ‘presentation skills’; ‘visual
literacy’; ‘technological ability’; ‘enthusiasm’; ‘charisma’; ‘diligence’; ‘dedication’; and
‘other’.
One practitioner selected ‘othe’r here and nominated ‘realism about the role’ as a
most valuable graduate skill/attribute. It is of interest that ‘small group interaction
skills’ and ‘a charismatic nature’ were not ranked as top skills/attributes required of
public relations graduates.
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When these results are considered in concert with one another, writing and
interpersonal skills continue to be perceived as the most important skills for public
relations graduates (nominated 24.8% and 21.1% of the time by practitioner
respondents). Echoing the overall results for current practitioners, there is a
significant frequency jump between second and third ranked skills/attributes with
organisational skills identified as the overall third ranked skill, selected by only 6.8%
of respondents.
Skill / attribute

Percentage overall

Writing

24.8%

Interpersonal

21.1%

Organisational

6.8%

Public communication

5.6%

Flexibility

5.6%

Positive attitude

5.6%

Research competence

5.6%

Enthusiasm

4.3%

Initiative

4.3%

Ability to take criticism

3.1%

Determination

3.1%

Diligence

2.5%

Leadership

1.9%

Dedication

1.2%

Other

1.2%

Pragmatism

1.2%

Presentation

0.6%

Technological ability

0.6%

Visual literacy

0.6%

Table 25: Overall most valuable skill/attribute for graduates - practitioner

3.1.6.8 Important knowledge for public relations graduates
When considering the preferred knowledge base for graduates of public relations
courses, respondents nominated public relations theories (34.6%), public relations
principles (17.3%), and ethical standards (15.1%) as the first, second and third most
important knowledge with which public relations graduates should be equipped.
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Most important knowledge for graduates –
percentage of nominations:
st

Knowledge

1

nd

2

rd

3

Public relations theories

34.6%

13.5%

7.5%

Public relations principles

28.8%

17.3%

11.3%

General business practices

23.1%

11.5%

9.4%

Interpersonal communication theory

3.8%

13.5%

5.7%

Ethical standards

1.9%

3.8%

15.1%

Management theory

1.9%

1.9%

3.8%

Message production, delivery, and
receiving theories

1.9%

5.8%

5.7%

Negotiation theory

1.9%

3.8%

1.9%

Social and cultural theories

1.9%

-

1.9%

Social/ political trends

-

11.5%

13.2%

Organisational communication theory

-

5.8%

3.8%

Organisational relationships

-

3.8%

9.4%

Social sciences

-

3.8%

1.9%

Liberal arts

-

1.9%

-

Multicultural trends, issues, and ethics

-

1.9%

3.8%

Critical theories

-

-

3.8%

Organisational types

-

-

1.9%

Table 26: Most valuable knowledge for graduates - practitioner

Public relations principles (19.1%) and theories (18.5%) remain as the top-ranked
knowledge when considering the results overall. Interestingly, knowledge regarding
general business practices was consistently ranked in the top three, and overall is
seen as the third most important knowledge for public relations graduates (14.6%) –
double the nominations for ethical standards (7.0%).
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Knowledge

Percentage overall

Public relations principles

19.1%

General business practices

14.6%

Public relations theories

18.5%

Social/ political trends

8.3%

Interpersonal communication theory

7.6%

Ethical standards

7.0%

Message production, delivery, and
receiving theories

4.5%

Organisational relationships

4.5%

Organisational communication
theory

3.2%

Management theory

2.5%

Negotiation theory

2.5%

Multicultural trends, issues, and
ethics

1.9%

Social sciences

1.9%

Critical theories

1.3%

Social and cultural theories

1.3%

Liberal arts

0.6%

Organisational types

0.6%

Table 27: Overall most valuable knowledge for graduates - practitioner

3.1.6.9 Important skills and attributes for public relations practitioners in
the future
Looking forward, practitioners were asked to identify the top three most important
skills/attributes for practitioners in the future. Practitioners in the sample most
frequently deemed writing skills as the first most important skill/attribute for
practitioners in the future (31.4%); interpersonal skills (26.0%) as the second most
important skill; and research competence (12.0%) as the third most important skill.
While writing and interpersonal skills were nominated as most important skills in
response to earlier questions regarding practitioners and graduates, this is the first
time that research competence has made an appearance in the responses to this
series of questions.
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Most important skills and attributes for
practitioners in the future – percentage of
nominations:
Skill/attribute

st

1

nd

rd

2

3

Writing

31.4%

16.0%

6.0%

Interpersonal

17.6%

26.0%

10.0%

Public communication

13.7%

4.0%

4.0%

Organisational

9.8%

4.0%

-

Flexibility

7.8%

2.0%

10.0%

Initiative

5.9%

6.0%

4.0%

Technological ability

5.9%

4.0%

6.0%

Leadership

3.9%

8.0%

6.0%

Positive attitude

2.0%

4.0%

-

Pragmatism

2.0%

6.0%

6.0%

Research competence

-

12.0%

12.0%

Determination

-

4.0%

4.0%

Enthusiasm

-

4.0%

8.0%

Other

-

-

4.0%

Visual literacy

-

-

4.0%

-

2.0%

Diligence

Table 28: Most important skills/attributes for practitioners in future - practitioner

It is particularly interesting that research competence is not present in the first set of
nominations here considering its nomination as third most important skill.
The following response options did not receive any nominations at all in this question
set: small group interaction; ability to take critism; presentation skills; charisma; and
dedication. ‘Other’ was selected on two occasions, with these respondents putting
forward ‘curiosity’ and ‘negotiation skills’ as important skills/attributes for future public
relations practitioners.
When considering all responses in terms of equal ranking value, interpersonal and
writing skills remain the most frequently nominated skills (17.9%). Research
competence too continues to be ranked relatively highly with 7.9% of respondents
nominating this as a top three skill/attribute for future practitioners. That said,
organisational skills shares this number of nominations (7.9%), and public
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communication skills follows closely behind with 7.3% of practitioner nominations.
The higher ranking of ‘public communication skills’ here is interesting considering the
complete respondent omission of ‘presentation skills’.
Skill / attribute

Percentage overall

Writing

17.9%

Interpersonal

17.9%

Organisational

7.9%

Research competence

7.9%

Public communication

7.3%

Flexibility

6.6%

Leadership

6.0%

Initiative

5.3%

Technological ability

5.3%

Pragmatism

4.6%

Enthusiasm

4.0%

Positive attitude

3.3%

Determination

2.6%

Other

1.3%

Visual literacy

1.3%

Diligence

0.7%

Table 29: Overall most important skill/attribute for practitioners in the future - practitioner

3.1.6.10 Important knowledge for public relations practitioners in the future
Finally, practitioners were asked to rank the most important knowledge for a public
relations practitioner to possess in the future. Public relations theories (25.0%) was
most frequently ranked the first most important knowledge set. This focus of public
relations-specific knowledge continued in the second and third most popular
rankings; with public relations principles most frequently nominated as both second
and third most important knowledge with 17.3% of respondents selecting this option
in both cases.
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Most important knowledge for practitioners in the
future – percentage of nominations:
Knowledge

st

1

nd

rd

2

3

Public relations theories

25.0%

13.5%

5.9%

Public relations principles

17.3%

17.3%

5.9%

General business practices

13.5%

5.8%

7.8%

Ethical standards

7.7%

3.8%

11.8%

Interpersonal communication theory

5.8%

5.8%

3.9%

Management theory

5.8%

5.8%

7.8%

Leadership theory

3.8%

-

-

Message production, delivery, and
receiving theories

3.8%

9.6%

13.7%

Organisational relationships

3.8%

1.9%

7.8%

Other

3.8%

1.9%

3.9%

Social/ political trends

3.8%

7.7%

11.8%

Multicultural trends, issues, and ethics

1.9%

3.8%

3.9%

Negotiation theory

1.9%

7.7%

2.0%

Organisational communication theory

1.9%

9.6%

5.9%

Social and cultural theories

-

3.8%

2.0%

Social sciences

-

1.9%

3.9%

Intercultural theories

-

-

2.0%

Table 30: Most important knowledge for practitioners in the future - practitioner

The two participants that nominated ‘other’ as the first most important knowledge
added ‘changing communication methods’ and ‘specific industry expertise’ as
important knowledge for practitioners in the future. One respondent ranked ‘media
relations skills’ under ‘other’ as the second most important knowledge for
practitioners of the future to possess. ‘Media understanding’ and ‘web related’ were
both submitted as ‘other’ knowledge that will be important to practitoners in the
future.
Not surprisingly, knowledge of public relations theories and principles remain most
frequently nominated by practitioners when considering all responses to this
question regardless of ranking. Perhaps more interesting is the appearance of
general business practices as well as message production, delivery, and receiving
theories, as relatively frequent ranked knowledge areas (both with 9.0%).
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Knowledge

Percentage overall

Public relations theories

14.8%

Public relations principles

13.5%

General business practices

9.0%

Message production, delivery, and
receiving theories

9.0%

Ethical standards

7.7%

Social/ political trends

7.7%

Management theory

6.5%

Organisational communication
theory

5.8%

Interpersonal communication theory

5.2%

Organisational relationships

4.5%

Negotiation theory

3.9%

Multicultural trends, issues, and
ethics

3.2%

Other

3.2%

Social and cultural theories

1.9%

Social sciences

1.9%

Leadership theory

1.3%

Intercultural theories

0.6%

Table 31: Overall most important knowledge for practitioners in the future

This section articulates the results of this research project’s practitioner
questionnaire by presenting findings thematically in terms of sample demographics;
the meaning of public relations; the dimensions of public relations; the function,
location and power of public relations; practitioner views on public relations
scholarship; and finally public relations education. Each section contained both
qualitative and quantative findings.
Having at this point fully presented this study’s findings in terms of the practitioner
sample, we now turn our attention to the results of academic respondents.
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3.2 Academic Findings
3.2.1 Demographic characteristics of the sample
3.2.1.1 Membership of the Public Relations Institute of Australia
The majority (81.3%) of academic respondents indicated that they were members of
the PRIA.

3.2.1.2 Years in public relations
As evidenced in the following graph, there is a fairly even split among academics in
the sample in terms of respondents’ total number of years in the field.
Total years in PR categorical
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Percent
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0
0-5 years

6-10 years

11-20 years

more than 20 years

Total years in PR categorical

Figure 29: Academic years in public relations

3.2.1.3 Previous industry type
Overwhelmingly, academics that participated in the study (81.3%) have spent more
time working as a public relations practitioner rather than solely working in academia.
Of those academics that did cite a previous industry type, most (46.2%) had worked
in government; 38.5% had worked in the private sector; and previous work
experience in a PR consultancy or the not-for-profit sector was undertaken by 7.7%
of respondents.

232

Previous industry type

50

Percent

40

30

20

10

0
Not-for-profit

PR Consultancy

Government

Private

Previous industry type

Figure 30: Previous industry type - academics

3.2.1.4 Academic job titles
Academics were asked to provide their current job titles with a view to discerning the
breadth and seniority of academics participating in the study. The following table
lists all of the job titles submitted by academics.
Lecturer
Senior Lecturer
Area Coordinator
Head of School
Research Fellow
PhD Candidate
Tutor
Table 32: Academic job titles

The job title ‘Lecturer’ was most frequently cited (7 citations), followed by Senior
Lecturer (4 citations).
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3.2.2 Meaning of public relations
3.2.2.1 Meaning of the term ‘public relations’
Academics were asked to articulate their understanding of the term ‘public relations’.
In line with practitioner responses to this question, academic responses presented a
range of themes, with terms such as ‘organisation’, ‘communication’, ‘publics’,
‘management’ and ‘relationships’ frequently present in free text responses supplied
by academic participants.
While many responses contained similar words, the definitional meaning, emphasis,
and specificity, of terms varied dramatically. As an example, the following three
respondent definitions of the term ‘public relations’ all contain the terms
‘communication/ing’ and ‘organisation’, yet the meaning and focus of each one
varies considerably:
Communicating a given organisation's agenda.
The management of communication between an organisation
and its publics.
Public relations is a professional practice aimed at improving
and maintaining relationships of many kinds between an
organisation and the groups or individuals that may affect it or
be affected by it, both internal and external to the organisation. It
has a number of recognised techniques and styles, utilises many
different kinds of communication methods and media, and has
an underlying ethical stance which governs its practices. Ideally
it is a strategic management function.

This last quote includes reference to action in line with a particular ‘ethical stance’.
This idea of ethics as a central concern for public relations is apparent in other
academic responses here:
The profession of communications with various public(s), target
audiences, in an honest, fair, ethical and timely manner.

While the majority of responses explicitly situate public relations as occurring within
an organisational context (such as the first definitions presented above), some
responses hint at a broader application of public relations:
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Communication that represents an entity to other entities -- i.e.,
it is concerned with an entity’s external relations, rather than its
internal relations.
[B]uilding formidable relationships in an environment, and
developing a positive communication climate.
Encouraging people to orient their understandings from certain
perspectives. This is the tradition which has existed since the
Sophists and which matured into the ancient Greek, Roman and
Scholastic tradition of rhetorical studies. The present iteration of
this field could best be described as persuasive communication.

This last comment is particularly interesting, as it is the only definition put forward by
an academic in this study that refers to the concept of persuasion. In contrast, the
vast majority of definitions submitted by academic respondents are imbued with the
term ‘relationships’:
The practice of an organisation working to develop relationships
to promote understanding of the organisation across a diverse
range of publics with whom that organisation connects with, or
has impact on.
[B]uilding relationships between organisations and publics for
organisational success.
Building relationships with target publics with a view to improving
those relationships so the publics willingly support the
organisation.
[M]anagement of relationships that are essential for the success
or failure of the organisation.
Development of relationships with stakeholders that can inform
organisational strategic direction and also improve the ease of
organisational operation.

3.2.2.2 Importance of public relations
All of the academics in the sample purport the importance of public relations.
Overwhelmingly, the mediation/facilitation/boundary-spanning function of public
relations was offered as rationale for this importance. In this case, public relations is
imagined as a type of vital organisational hearing-aid:
It is the mediator between publics, and thus creates a
supportive, functional, and fully maximised communication
environment in which all publics can prosper.
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PR provides important avenues for the 'voices' of both internal
and external publics of the organisation to be heard at the
management table, and to help shape the leadership approach
of the organisation.
Communication is the foundation of any good relationship organisations need to be good at both listening to and speaking
with stakeholders to ensure sustainability and success.
[Public relations] assists an organisation to stay in tune with its
publics.

Other evident themes supporting claims of importance are that public relations “can
contribute to many different fields such as advertising and marketing”; can “prevent
issues/manage activists”; and can “help improve and ensure the profitability of an
organisation”.
Ethics as a key component of public relations remains evident, with several
respondents ‘ethically’ qualifying their responses:
If [the] PRIA code of ethics (or similar) is adhered to,
professional public relations aids optimal decision-making by
members of the public.
Any practice that increases understanding between groups, that
is based on ethical principles, and that facilitates effective twoway communication is an important one.

Several other respondents consider the importance of public relations outside of
the organisation-public model and comment on the worth of public relations from a
broader societal perspective:
Effective communication is vital for the process of democracy,
free enterprise and fostering understanding between peoples
and cultures.
It orients social, political and economic understandings.

3.2.2.3 Most representative orientation of public relations
Public relations academics were asked to rank six possible orientations of public
relations in terms of representativeness. As observable from the various statistics
presented below (and with particular reference to the mode):

236

o Public relations as “relationship management” was most frequently deemed
the first most representative orientation of public relations, with 42.9% of valid
responses selecting this option;
o “Reputation management” was seen as the second most representative
orientation by 33.3% of valid responses;
o A third of valid responses (33.3%) identified “public information” as the third
most representative orientation of public relations;
o Public relations as “cause-related” was selected by a quarter (25%) of
respondents here as the fourth most representative orientation of public
relations;
o Thirty percent of respondents nominated “advocacy” as the fifth most
representative orientation; and
o “Cause-related” was again most frequently nominated (with 40% of valid
responses) as the sixth most representative orientation of public relations.
Given this option’s earlier nomination as fourth most representative
orientation, it is reasonable here to allocate “persuasion”, which was
nominated by 30% of valid responses, as the sixth most representative (and
hence the least representative) orientation of public relations in Australia.

1st
2nd

Most representative orientation of public relations in
Australia (academics)
Relationship management
Reputation management

rd

Public information

th

Cause-related

th

Advocacy

th

Persuasion

3
4
5
6

Table 33: Overall most representative orientation of public relations for academics

237

Most representative orientations – percentage of academic nominations
st

1

nd

rd

2

th

3

th

th

4

5

6

Relationship
mgmt

42.9%

14.3%

4.8

20.0%

10.0%

10.0%

Reputation
mgmt

14.3%

33.3%

19.0%

20.0%

10.0%

-

Pubic
information

19.0%

9.5%

33.3%

10.0%

20.0%

10.0%

Causerelated

4.8%

19.0%

4.8%

25.0%

15.0%

40.0%

Advocacy

4.8%

14.3%

23.8%

10.0%

30.0%

10.0%

Persuasion

14.3%

9.5%

14.3%

15.0%

15.0%

30.0%

Table 34: Detailed most representative orientation - academic

It is interesting to note that ‘persuasion’, while the default least representative
orientation of public relations in Australia, is only once nominated most infrequently;
that is as second most representative orientation where ‘persuasion’ is placed equal
last with ‘public information’.

3.2.2.4 Most relevant disciplines
Academics were asked to nominate the two most relevant disciplines to public
relations. As expected, “communication theory” was deemed first most relevant with
45% of valid responses. “Communication theory” continued to be seen as a
significantly relevant discipline to public relations with 20% of academics also
nominating it as the second most relevant discipline. Equalling this nomination
frequency is “management” as second most relevant discipline.
Discipline

First most relevant

Second most relevant

Communication theory

45.0%

20.0%

Business management

20.0%

10.0%

Communication arts

10.0%

10.0%

Marketing

5.0%

-

Management

5.0%

20.0%

Psychology

5.0%

10.0%

Political science

5.0%

10.0%

Sociology

5.0%

5.0%

Economics

-

5.0%

Industrial relations

-

5.0%

Table 35: Most relevant discipline to public relations for academics
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Interestingly only one respondent here identified marketing as the first most relevant
discipline. Indeed, marketing did not make an appearance at all as second most
relevant discipline to public relations in Australia.
When considered all together, 32.5% of responses selected ‘communication theory’
as a relevant discipline to public relations; 15% nominated ‘business management’;
and 12.5% selected the broader yet linked option, ‘management’.
Discipline

Percent

Communication theory

32.5%

Business management

15.0%

Management

12.5%

Communication arts

10.0%

Political science

7.5%

Psychology

7.5%

Sociology

5.0%

Economics

2.5%

Industrial relations

2.5%

Marketing

2.5%

Other

2.5%
Table 36: Overall most relevant discipline for academics

3.2.2.5 Agreement of the term ‘public relations’
Just over half of the academic respondents (57.1%) to this question indicated that
they believed there was no agreement of the term ‘public relations’ in the field in
Australia.
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Figure 31: Academic agreement of the term 'public relations'

Academics were able to provide supporting comments to this question, and these
comments capture additional insight into academic respondent perceptions
regarding agreement of the term ‘public relations’:
No. Through my studies of PR, there has been great conflict in
Australia, and globally about defining 'PR' as a single term.
Many resort to PRIA's definition as mainstream. Yet, the field of
PR is vast, and generalised, and thus it is truly difficult to vie for
only one definition.
Academic literature gives different definitions. Practitioners have
different interpretations from spin doctors to selfless, totally
objective communicators.

Respondents on all sides of the argument agree that vast diversity in practice can
lead to confusion about the meaning of the term ‘public relations’:
No. By the different practices and responsibilities it appears
there is no clear agreement.
I think there is general agreement - but a diversity of approaches
and practices.
Unsure. Perhaps there is agreement about the meaning or
definition of PR but dissonance on the application?
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Practitioner and academic work experience and/or specialisation are also seen as
limiting definitional consensus:
With PR practitioners, there is a broad understanding and
probably within the academic world as well (for those in the
cultural studies, communications, journalism and to some extent
marketing schools). However, those in other professions,
business and to some extent politics, there is little understanding
of the profession and the meaning of PR.
[D]epending on the background of the individual, [a] different
focus will come to the fore. Journalists see PR as media
management. Marketers see PR as liaising with markets.
Organisational Communication specialists see PR as corporate
communication. Of course, PR is all this and more.
[I]t depends on where practitioners are in terms of personal
development (e.g. technicians or strategists), the type of PR
they practise (e.g. marketing communication up to reputation
management). Also depends on where academics have come
from (in terms of discipline).

Others cite a lack of professionalism as cause for definitional confusion:
There is a lack of agreement about the meaning of the term
public relations throughout the world within both academic and
practitioner fields. This is no different in Australia. Part of the
problem lies in the lack of professionalisation of public relations,
which is something that can only be built from a strong, focused
and determined body that recognises the complexities of the
field.

Whatever the underlying rationale for definitional agreement or disagreement,
academics agree on the need for further work in this area:
No. The field is immature and requires research such as this
project.
Yes there is but many still draw only from American texts and
discussions and Australian public relations is different and more
work needs to be done to ensure both practitioners and students
in Australia develop and define the Australian public relations
profession.
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3.2.2.6 Kind of decision-making needed to do a job
Overwhelmingly, academics believe that decisions should be negotiated between the
individual practitioner and client (95.2%), as opposed to an expert-led decisionmaking model (4.8%).
While this question was posed as a forced dichotomy, a free text box was provided
for those wishing to make additional comments. All comments provided reinforced
the perceived importance of negotiated decision-making:
PR is about building relationships - this is not going to be
achieved if one party becomes dominant. Negotiation is also a
skill of the PR practitioner.
The client needs to have some input in this area. While a PR
practitioner may be aware of communication theory/business
management etc they may not be aware of the industry/area in
which the client is engaged. PR people should use the insider
knowledge of their client to help enhance this process.
We need to negotiate a strong partnership that takes account of
the fact that we are the experts in our field, but we need to find
out more about theirs.
As there is such a variety of understandings of what PR is and
can do, the practitioner can't expect a client to take their word for
it in decision-making. The PR practitioner needs to demonstrate
the power and worth of their knowledge, experience and
persuasive abilities in order to get the client to see the depth of
understanding and technical know-how of the practitioner and to
trust their advice.

3.2.2.7 Kind of knowledge more important
When asked to determine the kind of knowledge more important for a public relations
practitioner to possess, academics were more likely to nominate expert, verifiable
knowledge (75%), as opposed to devotion, personality, effort and enthusiasm (25%).
Supporting comments here offered a range of perspectives. Some respondents
clearly articulated a preference for one type of knowledge over another:
100% verifiable. Research based - no room for seat of the pants
intuition
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Clients are somewhat more persuaded by indicators of trust than
of expertise.

Others discussed the complementary nature of both types of knowledge:
We need expert knowledge of course, but without enthusiasm
and creativity the budding professional will fail.
Those with devotion and enthusiasm hopefully have the
commitment to build on the expertise/knowledge.

It is evident that the majority of academics linked the concept of professionalism with
expert, verifiable knowledge:
If the profession wished to be recognised as 'a profession' then
the quality of the education, knowledge and expertise is
paramount.
[I]f we are to improve the professional standing of public
relations, it must be built on a serious body of knowledge.

Pearson’s chi-square test was used to determine evidence of statistical correlation
between academic selection of the preferred type of decision-making and the type of
knowledge deemed most important for practitioners. As the results table at
Appendix 5 indicates, the Pearson’s chi-square statistic has a value of .351 with a
significance of .554. This significance value is well above the alpha level of .05 and
is therefore insignificant.

3.2.3 What does public relations look like?
In this section of the questionnaire, respondents who self-identified as academics
were asked to describe public relations in Australia by rating the degree to which
they agreed/ disagreed with the presence of certain frequently-cited dimensions of
public relations based on their general opinion of the field.
In all but one of the nominated dimensions presented in this section, the ranking key
remained consistent whereby:
1=

The academic respondent completely identifies/ agrees with the option on the
left
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2=

The academic respondent mostly identifies/ agrees with the option on the left

3=

The academic respondent identifies/ agrees with both options in equal
measure

4=

The academic respondent mostly identifies/ agrees with the option on the
right

5=

The academic respondent completely identifies/ agrees with the option on the
right

3.2.3.1 Degree of interactivity
The first dimension under scrutiny was the degree of interactivity between an
organisation and its publics. To facilitate inquiry here, the phrase ‘1-way
communication’ was presented at the left hand of the continuum and the phrase ‘2way communication’ was presented at the right. When considering the histograph
below, it is apparent that not one academic completely agreed with the phrase ‘2way communication’, but rather the vast majority selected the middle of the road
options, with 31.6% of respondents selecting each of the ranking options 2, 3, or 4.
Only one academic respondent completely agreed with the phrase ‘1-way
communication’.
Degree of interativity between an organisation and publics
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Figure 32: Degree of interactivity - academic

Some academics highlight the need to examine the context to determine the
appropriateness of either one- or two-way communication flows:
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This varies greatly between organisations and their tasks. Oneway communication may be entirely appropriate for some.
It depends on the purpose of the particular PR activity in
question. For example, government may want to encourage
people to use public transport, so persuasive messages and
information about timetables, savings on petrol costs,
convenience etc might be the only activity required, which is
entirely one-way. Westpac is trying to convince Australians of its
green credentials and inviting feedback, which is two-way.

That said, overwhelmingly supporting comments here preference two-way
communication practices, yet perceive one-way communication as the norm for
Australian organisations:
While the preferred position is two-way symmetrical
communication, unfortunately many organisations and
businesses still struggle with meaningful two-way
communications. In Australia it is more about talking at than
listening to.
It should be 2-way but this isn't always the case.
People are coming to realise that two-way communication is
essential. A lot of organisations, though, still try to operate in
mainly one-way mode, from the company to its publics, taking
not much account of the need to act on feedback.

3.2.3.2 Goal orientation of PR activities
Under scrutiny in this section is the dimension of goal orientation. The phrase ‘shortterm goals’ was presented on the left hand side of the ranking scale, and the phrase
‘long-term goals’ was presented on the right. While many academics (31.6%) chose
to select the third ranking, indicating that they identified with both phrases in equal
measure; the second ranking was most frequently selected overall (with nomination
by 36.8% of valid responses). Results indicate that there is a trend towards an
academic assumption of short-term goals within the field.
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Figure 33: Goal orientation - academic

As with earlier comments, some academics here again remind us of the value and
contextual appropriateness of both short- and long-term goals (“This depends on the
client and the activity”; “It depends on the activity”). That said, most supporting
comments privilege a long-term goal focus:
Organisations that have long-term goals are quite successful,
however, public relations is too often brought in late (to a
problem, issue, crisis, project, consultation) and is less effective
than it could or should be.
PR should be strategic and long-term
The long-term view needs to be stressed all the time in this
industry. Short-term goals are necessary but often shortsighted.

3.2.3.3 Degree to which PR activities are intended to serve client’s interest
versus public’s interest
To facilitate investigation into the degree to which public relations activities are
intended to serve the client’s interest versus the public’s interest, this rating scale
presented the term ‘client’ on the left hand side and the term ‘public’ on the right
hand side. Review of the histograph below indicates a strong trend toward the left
hand side of the continuum. Indeed, 33.3% of respondents selected ranking option
1, and 55.6% selected ranking option 2. Not one respondent nominated the fifth
ranking option.
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Degree to which PR activities intended to serve client or public interest
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Figure 34: Degree to which activities intended to serve client or public - academic

Supporting comments echoed the statistical findings:
He who pays the piper calls the tune.
As a professional communicator, you must serve your client or
organisation. If you feel strongly about the process, ethics or
other issues and have a conflict of interest or beliefs, then you
should step back, resign or take your concerns to senior
management.

Several respondents commented on the potential ethical issues arising here:
As PR is an organizational-based position, the answer must be
organisational - however if the context is ethical within a CSR
framework, it is considerate of publics.
Clients need to be educated in the fact that if they are not
serving the interests of their main publics they may not be in
business for long.

3.2.3.4 Usual degree of fact underpinning PR work
To determine the perceived degree of fact underpinning public relations work in
Australia, this continuum presented the term ‘fact’ on the left, and the term ‘emotion’
on the right. When considering the histograph below, it is apparent that the majority
of academics (44.4%) selected ranking option 2, indicating that they mostly agree
with the term ‘fact’. A third (33.3%) of respondents agreed with both options in equal
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measure and 16.7% mostly agreed with the term ‘emotion’. Here again, only one
academic selected ranking option 1 (indicating complete agreement with the term
‘fact’) and no one selected option 5 (indicating complete agreement with the term
‘emotion’).
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Figure 35: Degree of fact underpinning work - academic

Very few academics chose to expand on their response to this question, with only a
couple of comments articulating a factual preference (“Transparency and
accountability should be basic requirements”).
In fact, rather than commenting on their perceptions of industry here, some
respondents had difficulty understanding the intent or value of the question:
Are you asking me IS PR usually based on fact or SHOULD PR
work be based on fact? I'm not qualified to know what happens
in industry. I'm only qualified to say it should be based on fact.

3.2.3.5 Amount of research used by PR practitioners
In an attempt to determine the perceived amount of research employed by public
relations practitioners, this continuum presented the term ‘none’ on the left hand
side, and the phrase ‘All work is based on research’ on the right hand side. While
not one academic chose rating option 1, as can been seen from the graph below,
there is a clear trend toward the left hand side of the continuum. Although a
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significant proportion (42.1%) again identified with both options in equal measure,
36.8% of respondents mostly identified with the term ‘none’, while in comparison only
21.1% either mostly or completely agreed with the right hand option of all work being
research based.
Usual amount of research used by PR practitioners
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Figure 36: Research used by practitioners - academic

Only three respondents provided additional comments, with each expressing a
preference for thoroughly research-based work:
I'd like to think there is more research going on, but sheer
workload of practitioners makes me skeptical. I think perhaps
practitioners lean towards instinct or experience as opposed to
actual research, even though they probably know better.
All work should be solidly researched; however there are still
some poor judgments and decisions made through lack of solid
research.
Many consultants particularly say they cannot afford researchthey are going to be overtaken by the growing numbers of
tertiary educated people who understand and know the value of
research.

3.2.3.6 Number of identified stakeholders
This question sought to determine the perceived number of stakeholders usually
identified by an organisation or client of public relations. Facilitating inquiry here, the
term ‘limited’ was positioned on the left hand side of the continuum, and the term
‘comprehensive’ was placed on the right. A clear majority of academics responding
to this question (52.6%) chose the middle ranking option, indicating that they did not
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preference one term over another. That said, almost a third (31.6%) of respondents
mostly agreed with the term ‘comprehensive’, while only a combined 15.8% selected
either the first or second ranking options.
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Figure 37: Number of identified stakeholders - academic

While one or two comments rationalise left hand selections (“Most organisations do
not comprehend the multiplying effect of stakeholder relationships”), the majority
echo middle of the road thinking evident in the above statistical findings:
I think perhaps the client would only identify those most easily
recognisable, followed by some added by the practitioner. It
SHOULD be ‘comprehensive’ to identify additional options, but
like research, will be influenced by the practicalities of reality.
As many as are needed to get the job done.
Not sure about this.
Research should identify all the key stakeholders.

3.2.3.7 Orientation of activities
This question sought to determine academic perceptions of the usual orientation of
public relations activities undertaken by organisations in Australia. The phrase
‘internal focus’ was presented at the left hand side of the continuum, and the words
‘external focus’ were presented at the right. Here again, many academics (36.8%)
indicated that they agreed with both options in equal measure. Given the academic
trend for selecting option 3, it is interesting that the majority of respondents (52.6%)
mostly agreed that public relations activities would usually have an external focus.
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Figure 38: Orientation of activities - academic

It is unsurprising, given more than a third of respondents selected ranking option 3,
that some supporting comments articulate context-based orientation dependency
(“Depends on the task- a takeover will also mean a major internal communication
programme is required as well as investor/media/government communication”).
Particularly interesting here are comments highlighting the importance and value of
internal communication:
Whilst PR can easily be an internal orientation, I believe there is
an attitude that PR must be external to the organisation and that
"corporate communication" or "organisational communication" is
the internal version.
Often they are issues driven and generally the internal
communications suffers. I suggest that if you don't have good
internal communications and treat your employees as your most
important asset, then your external communications will never
be satisfactory.

3.2.3.8 Emphasis of activities
Up for consideration here were academic perceptions of the usual emphasis of
public relations activities in Australia. The word ‘appearance’ was shown on the left
hand side of the rating scale, and the word ‘content’ was presented at the other side.
While no one selected the first ranking option, 42.1% of respondents each indicated
that they either mostly agreed with ‘appearance’ underpinning the emphasis of public
relations activities in Australia or that they did not privilege one option over another.
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In comparison, only a combined 15.8% of respondents indicated that they either
mostly (10.5%) or completely (5.3%) agreed that public relations activities are
usually underpinned by ‘content’.
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Figure 39: Emphasis of activities - academic

While some responses support the statistical leaning toward ‘appearance’ (“Many
still consider PR to be froth and bubble; event management and similar activities”),
most highlight the importance of basing the work of public relations on verifiable
content:
Many managers today seek real returns on their investment and
are demanding higher levels of accountability.
I think PR people know that many publics are smart and well
informed, and can get very well informed very easily via the
Internet, so it's foolish to try to get away with poor content.

3.2.3.9 Intended effect
This question sought to determine academic perceptions of the most usual type of
objective intended by public relations activities in Australia. A continuum rating scale
was not used here, rather respondents were asked to select one of four options. As
is presented in the following graph, the largest group of respondents (44.4%)
nominated ‘awareness raising’ as the central aim of public relations activities, while
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22.2% of respondents each selected ‘attitude change’ and ‘behaviour change’. Two
academic respondents nominated ‘other’, citing ‘promotion’ and ‘Splash!’ as the
usual intent of public relations in Australia.
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Figure 40: Intended effect - academics

Few academics chose to provide additional comments here. Those that did noted
the progressive step ladder approach intrinsic in the options provided:
Probably all of the above, at least it should be. The proportions
would seem hard to assess.
Smart PR people know to move their target audiences through
the stages above, so all are relevant, but it depends on what
effect is sought. I think the first one is predominant (e.g.
charities, dangers of smoking, road toll, green cred) as all start
with awareness raising.

3.2.3.10 Level of initiative
The final question in this section sought to determine academic assessment of the
type of public relations strategies most frequently employed in Australia. On the left
hand side of the rating scale was the term ‘pro-active’, while the term ‘re-active’ was
placed on the right hand side. While no one selected ranking option 5, after
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reviewing the histograph below, it is easy to identify the clear trend toward an
academic perception of a public relations field dominated by reactive strategies:
o Just over five percent (5.3%) of respondents selected rating option 1
indicating complete agreement of the left hand option;
o Almost double this number (10.5%) nominated that they mostly agreed with
the term ‘pro-active’;
o Tripling this number, 31.6% of respondents did not value one option over
another; and finally
o More than half of all respondents (52.6%) mostly agreed with the term ‘reactive’ – this represents more than five times the number of respondents who
selected rating option 2.
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Figure 41: Level of initiative - academic

Again, few academics chose to articulate the reasoning behind their selections. Only
one explicitly supported statistical findings, whereby public relations is “brought in too
late in the process”, hence the predilection for reactive communication strategies.
Other comments identified best practice preferences:
Effective environmental scanning should make any practitioner
aware of all issues that might impact an organisation, and be
always taking steps to stay in front.
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[V]ery much depends on the organisation and their attitude
towards the communication function. Those with highly skilled
practitioners are more likely to have pro-active elements
involved.

3.2.4 Public relations practice
3.2.4.1 Main duties
Academics were asked to rank, based on their general opinion, the top five main
duties of public relations practitioners. As can be seen by reviewing the following
tables, ‘media relations’ was most frequently identified by academics as the first,
second, and third main practitioner duty, with 35%, 27.8%, and 27.8% of
nominations respectively. ‘Corporate communication’ and ‘issues/crisis
management’ were tied for fourth main practitioner duty, each with 17.6% of
respondent nominations; and again tied for fifth main duty each with 18.8% of
respondents nominating these options.
Percentage of academic nominations for main practitioner
duties:
Duty

st

1

nd

2

rd

3

th

th

4

5

Media relations

35.0%

27.8%

22.2%

-

6.3%

Corporate communications

15.0%

5.6%

16.7%

17.6%

18.8%

Counselling

10.0%

-

-

-

6.3%

Issues/crisis management

10.0%

-

5.6%

17.6%

18.8%

Other

10.0%

-

-

-

-

Publicity

10.0%

22.2%

11.1%

11.8%

6.3%

Event management

5.0%

5.6%

11.1%

5.9%

12.5%

Media monitoring

5.0%

5.6%

-

11.8%

12.5%

Advocacy

-

11.1%

5.6%

5.9%

-

Promotion

-

11.1%

-

11.8%

12.5%

Copy writing

-

5.6%

5.6%

-

-

Research

-

-

11.1%

5.9%

6.3%

Government relations

-

-

5.6%

5.9%

-

Lobbying

-

-

5.6%

5.9%

-

Table 37: Main practitioner duties - academic

Of those that selected ‘other’ as the first main practitioner duty, one respondent did
not specify a response and the other noted that “it all depends”.
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When considering all nominations equally, unsurprisingly ‘media relations’ remains
the most frequently nominated practitioner duty (19.1%). This is followed by
‘corporate communications’ representing 14.6% of responses. Interestingly,
‘publicity’ has the next greatest number of nominations (12.4%), followed by
‘issues/crisis management’ (10.1%), and ‘event management’ (7.9%).
Duty

Percentage

Media relations

19.1%

Corporate communications

14.6%

Publicity

12.4%

Issues/crisis management

10.1%

Event management

7.9%

Promotion

6.7%

Media monitoring

6.7%

Advocacy

4.5%

Research

4.5%

Counselling

3.4%

Government relations

3.4%

Copy writing

2.2%

Lobbying

2.2%

Other

2.2%
Table 38: Overall main practitioner duties - academic

3.2.4.2 Practitioner role
Academics were asked to nominate the role descriptor that, in their opinion, most
likely represents the majority of public relations practitioners in Australia. As can be
gleaned from the following graph, responses were broad, with a fairly even split
between the more strategic/ management roles and the more technically focused/
specialist roles. Ten percent of academics believed that most public relations
practitioners would be Public Relations Executives; 35% nominated Public Relations
Manager; 30% of respondents selected the role of Public Relations Technician;
another 10% selected Media Specialist; and finally 15% imagined practitioners as
mostly Communication Liaisons.
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Figure 42: Likely practitioner role - academic

3.2.4.3 Location of the public relations function
The questionnaire asked academics to state where they believe the public relations
function most likely resides in an Australian organisation. A third of academic
respondents agree that the public relations function in Australia is most likely located
in the marketing division of the organisation. Following this clear finding, other
results here suggest that academic opinion regarding the organisational location of
public relations is diverse, with public relations in the communication division, as a
stand alone function, or as a component of the executive group, all nominated by
11.1% of academic respondents.
While most academics imagine the public relations function as actually located within
the marketing division, qualitative comments reveal that academics have strong
ideas about where public relations SHOULD reside:
Would be better in corporate communications. It should also be
part of the dominant coalition.
[…] it should be part of the most senior executive group.
Should be executive level – Office of the CEO.
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Figure 43: Likely location of public relations function - academic

3.2.4.4 Reporting
With a view to determining the power of the public relations function within an
organisation, academics were asked to determine, based on their general opinion,
whether or not the public relations function would report directly to senior
management. Overwhelmingly, academics conceive that practitioners do indeed
report directly to senior management, with 63.2% of respondents nominating this
option, while 36.8% do not perceive the function would have access to senior
management.

3.2.4.5 Freedom over budget allocation
Academics were asked to nominate the degree of freedom they believe public
relations practitioners in Australia possess when deciding how to spend the public
relations budget. The majority of respondents here (52.6%) believed that
practitioners would have limited budgetary discretion, with the majority of the budget
already committed. This was followed by a belief that most practitioners would have
autonomy over most of the budget, with a small percent already allocated (36.8%);
and 5.3% of respondents nominated either absolute autonomy or no budgetary
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discretion. No one thought that the public relations function would not have a
budget.
Freedom over budget allocation
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Figure 44: Likely practitioner freedom over budget allocation - academic

3.2.4.6 Nature of approval process
Overwhelmingly, when asked to consider the nature of the process by which
information from organisations would be approved for dissemination, academics
imagined the approval process as adaptable in line with the type and importance of
the information (68.4%). In contrast, just over a quarter of respondents (26.3%)
believed the approval process would be complex, and 5.3% of respondents
conceived the approval process as mostly informal.
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Figure 45: Likely nature of practitioner approval process - academic

3.2.5 Views on scholarship
3.2.5.1 Value of academia
Respondents were asked to describe the ways in which public relations academics
add value to the field. Responses here were multifaceted, with respondents
nominating various benefits to the public relations field brought about by academics.
That said, almost all of the benefits raised can be understood as a direct result of
teaching or research.
Teaching and/or training public relations practitioners was identified in the majority of
comments. In particular, most respondents focused on the value of training new or
future practitioners:
They can teach basic information about PR to students
interested in pursuing a career in PR so the students can
become industry ready.
Introduction to the field.
PR academics are vital in ensuring new practitioners have a
strong understanding of the theoretical base of their work, an
appropriate expectation of their career and an effective skill set.
Training new people for the industry.
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Teaching broadens the knowledge and skills base of graduates
entering the profession.
High quality teaching producing high quality, well-informed and
well-rounded graduates.

Overwhelmingly, comments focus on undergraduate education, with only one
respondent articulating the importance of ongoing professional development for
public relations practitioners:
As teachers, PR academics provide a solid basis for the
continuous learning that all communication specialists require.
Education should not end with the granting of a degree.

Some respondents offered more detail about which key skills and knowledge
academics should impart to students undertaking public relations courses.
Conveying the importance and value of research and developing practitioners’
strategic thinking and management capacities were highlighted:
The building within people critical thinking and systems thinking so that more strategic, long-term approaches are embedded.
The building within people leadership capacities […].
They inform on the value of research, they educate on the role
of evaluation, the introduce concepts of strategic management
to the curriculum; they produce graduates that understand their
moral responsibility as practitioners.

Particularly interesting are apparent, althought to a significantly lesser extent than
teaching, ‘watchdog’ and ‘credibility maker’ themes (as is evident in the last citation),
whereby academics see themselves as imbuing the field of public relations with a
social conscience and thus attempting to create and/or guard a high professional
standing for the field:
PR academics are ensuring the ethics and worth of the
profession.
It explains to practitioners what they are doing and attempts to
keep them honest.

In addition to teaching and/or training, research is positioned as an activity of critical
value to the public relations field for various reasons including its link to teaching;
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broadening the field’s understanding of itself; and provision of best practice guidance
and tools to industry:
Research broadens the profession's understanding of itself, and
leads teaching.
We undertake a lot of research into a wide range of PR topics
and some of this is acted upon by the industry.
Research to help show best practice activities and outcomes;
new theoretical concepts and findings to broaden understanding
of the field; reputation as a respected PR.
Research into professional practice.
Scholarship helps define PR. It also helps professionals
understand which work practices are effective; and it improves
and enlarges industry methodologies, which "leak" from
academe into industry.
They can conduct time consuming research presenting the
results to practitioners in the field.

Some academics here indicate that research into the field is a relatively new
undertaking:
Research is emerging in the industry and in this country - it has
been concentrated on training to date.
As students are now moving into more senior management
positions in the field - research is finally becoming a more
focused area of professional activity.

3.2.5.2 Practitioner reference to theory
Academics were asked if they believe public relations practitioners knowingly refer to
theory for any element of their job. Responses were evenly distributed, with just
over half of respondents (53.8%) believing that practitioners do indeed refer to
theory, while 46.2% do not.
As the following table attests, those respondents that do believe practitioners
knowingly refer to theory most frequently nominated ‘agenda-setting’; ‘rhetoric’;
‘Grunig and Hunt’s four models of public relations’; and ‘semiotics’, as theories most
likely to be referred to by public relations practitioners.
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Percentage
Agenda-setting

17.9%

Rhetoric

10.3%

Grunig and Hunt’s 4 models

7.7%

Semiotics

7.7%

Uses & gratification theory

5.1%

Stimulus response theory

5.1%

Cognitive dissonance

5.1%

Social learning theory

2.6%

Hierarchy of effects

2.6%

Exchange theory

2.6%

Hot and cool media

2.6%

Narrative

2.6%

Systems theory

2.6%

Co-orientation model

2.6%

Ideology

2.6%

Myth

2.6%

Risk theory

2.6%

Sender/receiver theories

0%

Transmission models of
communication

0%

Elaborated likelihood model

0%

Other theories

0%

Dialogue

0%
Table 39: Theory most likely referenced by practitioners - academic

3.2.5.3 Ways theory can help practitioners
Academics were asked to articulate opportunities afforded to public relations
practitioners through theory. Responses contained a vast range of opportunities
that, after analysis, link to either increased campaign effectiveness or increased
assurance/credibility:
Shows the scientific, empirical basis on which to build practice;
theory helps to predict outcomes; contributes to the professional
respectability of PR.
They can use a wide range of theories to make their campaigns
more effective.
Undertake and develop more useful strategies which will actually
achieve outcomes for the organisation rather than outputs.
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Provide knowledge frameworks to guide practice, support
recommendations to management.

In terms of campaign effectiveness, three perspectives are emphasised in academic
responses: that is ‘prediction’; ‘guidance’; and ‘explanation’. The following table
presents a selection of academic responses to explicate this typology. To be clear,
these categories are not mutually exclusive, but rather different perspectives or
emphasis on largely the same function.

Category

Supporting citations

Prediction

It can help predict outcomes of publics.
Contribute to knowing what can and what might not
work.
Helps them map campaigns, predicting
behaviour/attitude change, identify weaknesses in
campaigns.

Guidance

Helps provide guidance/background and informs
practice.
It can assist practitioners in choosing theory that is wellgrounded in research to back up a decision that will
affect publics in a known manner.

Explanation

It helps them to frame and explain the situations they
work with.
By explaining to them what they are doing and
attempting to keep them honest.
Table 40: Ways that theory can increase campaign effectiveness - academic

In addition, some academics assert that conscious reference to theory is not
required on the part of the public relations practitioner for theory to be useful:
I don't think they knowingly refer to theory, but the theory has
become embedded in their approach so their decision-making
process is almost unconsciously guided by a theoretical base.
Practitioners do not need to consciously think of the theories
each time they instigate some practice. The theories provide an
understanding that becomes almost second nature and
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contributes to the reasoning and decision-making capabilities of
the practitioner.

3.2.5.4 Role of academics
When asked to determine their role in the practice of public relations, academics put
forward a range of responses. Overwhelmingly these responses can be divided into
two major, and one minor role categories, whereby academics see themselves as
‘teachers’; ‘researchers’; ‘trend-spotters’; and to a lesser extent, ‘credibility-builders’.
The following table exemplifies each of these role categories.
Role
Teacher

Supporting citation
[B]uilding effective professionals for industry.
We can train up emerging and existing practitioners.

Researcher

Educate [practitioners] in such matters as ethics, to make
government regulation of the field less likely.
Objectively examine and inform practice.
[C]ontinuously updating the body of knowledge.
Analysing and critiquing.

Credibility-builder

Staying 'ahead of the game' in detecting new trends, issues,
areas where the profession can demonstrate leadership,
ethical challenges in the contemporary global context, and so
on.
To bring credibility to the profession as a necessary
intermediary for 'flowing' communication between publics.
Perform a surveillance role, monitoring standards within the
industry.
Table 41: Academic role themes put forward by academics

Some responses contained elements of more than one of these roles:
Contributing to the provision of high quality, ethical practitioners;
demonstrating the worth of theoretical propositions as leading to
desired outcomes; discovering new methods, ideas, concepts,
techniques, theories to improve PR practice
To remain in touch with the industry in order to 'supply' it with
ethical, skilled future practitioners.

3.2.5.5 Practitioner value of academic work
When asked if public relations practitioners value the work of academics in the field,
66.7% of valid academic responses indicated that they do indeed believe that
practitioners value academic work.
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Comments elaborating this statistical finding indicate many academics that selected
‘yes’ here qualify this selection:
Yes. In small amounts.
Yes. Some do, but not all.
Yes. Only some.
Yes. Not all practitioners value academic work.

In particular, exposure to university training is seen as a prerequisite for practitioners
to value academic work:
I think that the value is being better recognised, certainly by
those who have a university trained background.
More and more practitioners are university educated and are
aware of the value of theory-based practice.
Yes. But probably only those who have a tertiary education
themselves.
The younger ones do because they have been through the
degree and know what is taught.
I believe the industry is united in understanding the need for
academic work in so far as teaching goes. I don't believe
practitioners value much academic research outside of this
teaching role.

Only two respondents explicitly state areas outside of the university teaching context
as evidence of perceived value:
We are developing relationships with five consultancies
regarding joint research opportunities.
Some practitioners attend academic sessions at conferences
and read academic papers and journals.

Indeed, several academics, even while selecting ‘yes’, question perceived academic
value in terms of practitioner emphasis on practical application of skills and
practitioner access to, and reputation of, academics:
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PR practitioners, like journalists, often question the practical
ability of students and opportunities for students within academic
settings to get their hands dirty.
There is limited understanding of what academics are able to
provide. Academics need to work on their reputation and earn
the respect.

3.2.5.6 Academic research interests
Academic respondents were asked to list their research interests. A broad range of
interests were put forward. The following table lists all of the nominated research
interests. Research interests provided here are difficult to categorise as associated
methodological and theoretical perspectives are frequently unclear, and the topics
presented could weave through numerous meta-themes. For example, the stated
research interest of ‘public relations and technology’ could imply an interest in the
application of technology as a tool-supporting practice; the educational implications
of emerging technology; the degree to which communication technology is linked to
organisational and business culture; or more esoteric or philosophical pursuits.
Academic research interests
PR and technology
Evaluation
Media relations
Ethics
Issues and crisis management
Employee communications
Stakeholder communications
Practice in regional settings
Graduate outcomes
Promotion of health and mental health
awareness
Impact of technology
Attributes of effective communication
leadership
Reputation management
Community consultation and engagement
Organisational values and ethics
Organisational Leadership
Public relations teaching pedagogy
Internal communication
Systems theory
Rhetorical theory
Semiotics
Teaching related to practical skills such
as desktop publishing, photo media, and
media liaison
Disaster communication
Local government public relations
Strategic communication
Audience research such as agenda
setting and uses and gratifications theory
Government communication
Political communication
Political advertising
Environmental issues
Persuasion
Post-crisis communication
Government and social marketing
Intercultural communication
Table 42: Academic research interests
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While difficult to categorise, it is worth noting that ‘issues’ and ‘crisis communication’
and/or ‘management’ was the most frequently nominated research interest (it was
nominated six times). In addition, research interests relating to ‘ethics’ (three
nominations), ‘technology’ (two nominations); ‘evaluation’ (two nominations); ‘internal
communication’ (two nominations); and ‘rhetoric’ (two nominations), were all
nominated more than once.

3.2.6 Public Relations Education
3.2.6.1 Academic qualifications
Results overwhelmingly indicate that academics in the study’s sample have
educational qualifications in public relations (72.2% of valid responses).
Of those academics that do cite educational qualifications in the public relations field,
84.6% of valid respondents indicated that this qualification was at the ‘post-graduate’
level. The remaining 15.4% of respondents described their qualification as being at
the ‘undergraduate’ level. No academics nominated either ‘year 12 or equivalent’;
‘diploma’; or ‘graduate diploma or certificate’ options. Not surprisingly 100% of valid
academic respondents gained their qualification from a university.

3.2.6.2 Missing from public relations education curricula
Academics were asked what, if anything, is missing from public relations courses.
Most respondents offered a variety of subjects seen as requiring further attention,
with only one respondent satisfied with current course content (“Most cover the
basics”).
Several respondents struggled to provide comment here given the breadth of course
content across Australia:
Depends on what course you are talking about.
They vary so much around the country that this is difficult to
answer. But I think that the diversity in the degrees is a positive
element when there is not necessarily one right way of
approaching this subject.
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Two key themes emerge when considering responses in this section. The first is a
perceived need to strengthen the practical focus of public relations courses.
Respondents suggest a range of practically-focused subjects that are missing from
current course content. These subjects are listed below.
Political processes

Writing skills

Community consultation processes

How to manage new technology

Project management

Research

Public speaking skills

National internship program
Table 43: Academic nominated practical items missing from curricula

In the context of this perceived need for a greater practical focus, one respondent
notes that “[t]he PRIA accreditation scheme gives PR an edge over other
communication industries”.
The second obvious theme evident in academic responses relates to a lack of
broader and more in-depth consideration of theory, whereby respondents believe
that “[m]ost PR courses are primarily practical, teaching techniques while skating
over the wider and deeper field of communication, and do not teach theory in depth”.
To this end, a range of more theoretical subjects were nominated, and these are
presented in the following table.
Organisational psychology

Philosophy

International communication/Globalisation

Sociology

Communication ethics

Political communication
Table 44: Academic nominated theoretical items missing from curricula

3.2.6.3 Overemphasised in public relations education curricula
Given the above noted findings, it is unsurprising that, when asked what, if anything,
is overemphasised in public relations courses, the majority of academic responses
are largely the mirror image of early findings. Those that earlier identified an
underemphasis on theoretical subjects here nominate practical skills as
overemphasised, and vice versa.
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The following response encapsulates those academic comments that perceive an
unnecessary focus on practical skills:
They overemphasise 'job readiness' in some places. They're so
keen to teach media releases and events. Anyone who is ever
going to make it in PR will be able to learn those things on the
job in 3 weeks.

When reviewing comments in more detail, it is clear that this ‘job readiness’ or
practical focus is understood as either ‘media relations’, ‘how to write media
releases’, or the ‘technical nuts and bolts of PR writing’. As one academic posits
“[t]here's more to PR than this, especially if you see PR as a strategic management
tool rather than a toolbox of technical practices”.
Those that identify theory as overemphasised in public relations curricula do not
provide further comment (“Probably too much theory in some cases”; “Probably
theory”), perhaps save for one respondent nominating “sexuality(ies)”. While not
here explicitly linked to theory, one other respondent identified an overemphasis on
the ‘[h]istory of PR in the USA, and USA-centric PR practice”, and another noted that
“US models can be restrictive”.

3.2.6.4 Courses aligned with industry needs
Academics were asked to comment on whether or not they believe public relations
courses are out of touch with industry or well-aligned with industry needs. Here
again, some respondents believed themselves unable to provide comment (“Am not
qualified to talk about other [institutions]”; “Unable to express an opinion”). That
said, many respondents did provide comment here, and most denied that public
relations courses are out of touch with industry needs:
I don't think uni courses are out of touch with industry.
Not in my experience of working in the profession both as a
senior practitioner and an academic nationally and in two states.
No, most include practitioners as tutors and use case histories
from the industry.
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Ever less-so. Writing skills get more and more emphasis each
year. Public speaking is probably the next frontier.

The last two comments provide us with insight into perceived indicators of industry
and course alignment. Other indicators characterising degrees of alignment
articulated here include “[t]hose [courses] that are not updated regularly, or those not
accredited with the PRIA, or those that do not offer industry contacts for the
students”. Each of these indicators, that is currency, PRIA accreditation, and
interaction with industry/practitioners, are present in many of the academic
comments put forward.
In particular, review activity to ensure course currency is highlighted as a central
means of ensuring alignment:
[L]ike all organisations, the needs and strategies of both the
industry and the universities need to be reviewed regularly.
The review process and external advisory panels ensure that
there is alignment.
We have industry liaison advisory councils which meet regularly.
Industry needs vary as do the PR courses. I think there should
be constant reviews of what universities are delivering, but I also
think that it is important that the practitioners partner with the
universities in this, rather than dictating needs.

The ‘partnering’ approach promoted in this last reference is present in several of the
academic comments put forward:
This would vary. It would depend on how closely they cooperate
and consult with industry.
I think they work pretty closely with industry - a pretty close
synergy.
The industry itself does not have a single, organised consensus
on what public relations is about. This is not a criticism but a
comment on the complexity of this field. PR courses should be
considered as part of the industry, contributing to it, rather than
responding to it.

Furthermore, there is evidence of a strong reliance on the PRIA to undertake an
assurance role in terms of course alignment with industry:
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The PRIA ensures that the accredited courses are in touch with
the industry.
Yes, at least those accredited with the PRIA.
Yes - if accredited with the PRIA they are.
Yes -- the accreditation process ensures that.

Considering this dependence on the PRIA, one respondent believed that academics
“could do better at relationship management with industry – and providing leadership
for the profession”.
Of particular interest is that only one respondent conveyed concerns surrounding an
over-alignment of public relations curricula with industry needs:
They are too aligned with what industry THINKS it needs.
There is not enough debate about what SOCIETY needs out of
PR courses. i.e. ethical, politically aware communication
practices.

3.2.6.5 Important skills and attributes for practitioners
Academic respondents were asked to rank the top three skills and attributes they
saw as most valuable for public relations practitioners. As can be gleaned from the
following table, ‘interpersonal’ and ‘writing’ skills were equally positioned as most
frequently selected; each with 33.3% of the valid responses. With 22.2% of
nominations, ‘organisational skills’ was deemed the second most valuable skill for a
public relations practitioner. Another 22.2% nominated both ‘writing’ skills (again)
and ‘research competence’ as the third most valuable skills/attributes for
practitioners.
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Most important skills and attributes for
practitioners – percentage of nominations:
Skill/attribute

st

1

nd

rd

2

3

Writing

33.3%

-

22.2%

Interpersonal

33.3%

16.7%

5.6%

Leadership

11.1%

11.1%

-

Other

11.1%

-

5.6%

Diligence

5.6%

-

Initiative

5.6%

11.1%

5.6%

Public communication

-

16.7%

-

Organisational

-

22.2%

11.1%

Charisma

-

5.6%

-

Flexibility

-

5.6%

5.6%

Research competence

-

5.6%

22.2%

Small group interaction

-

5.6%

-

Presentation

-

-

11.1%

Enthusiasm

-

-

5.6%

Technological ability

-

-

5.6%

Table 45: Most valuable skills/attributes for practitioners - academic

Perhaps given the smaller sample size here, a significant number of potential
response options were omitted. Three respondents selected ‘other’, one did not
specify their response, the other nominated ‘strategic vision’ as the most valuable
skills for public relations practitioners, and one nominated the ‘ability to work well in
changing teams’ as the third most valuable skill/attribute for current public relations
practitioners.
When considered all together, academic respondents nominated ‘writing’ and
‘interpersonal’ skills as most highly valuable to current practitioners (each with
18.5%); with ‘organisational’ skills (11.1%) and ‘research competence’ (9.3%) also
frequently elected.
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Skill / attribute

Percentage overall

Writing

18.5%

Interpersonal

18.5%

Organisational

11.1%

Research competence

9.3%

Initiative

7.4%

Leadership

7.4%

Other

5.6%

Public communication

5.6%

Flexibility

3.7%

Presentation

3.7%

Charisma

1.9%

Diligence

1.9%

Enthusiasm

1.9%

Small group interaction

1.9%

Technological ability

1.9%

Table 46: Overall most valuable skill/attribute for practitioners - academic

3.2.6.6 Important knowledge for practitioners
As is apparent when viewing the following table, academics most frequently selected
‘social/political trends’ (29.4%) when identifying the most valuable knowledge for
current public relations practitioners. ‘Public relations principles’ and ‘ethical
standards’ were deemed equally important, both most frequently nominated as
second most valuable knowledge (23.5%); and both ‘public relations principles’ and
‘public relations theories’ were selected as the third most valuable knowledge for
practitioners to possess (each with 23.5% again).
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Most important knowledge for practitioners –
percentage of nominations:
st

Knowledge

1

nd

2

rd

3

Social/ political trends

29.4%

5.9%

17.6%

Public relations theories

23.5%

11.8%

23.5%

General business practices

11.8%

11.8%

11.8%

Liberal arts

11.8%

-

5.9%

Ethical standards

5.9%

23.5%

11.8%

Message production, delivery, and
receiving theories

5.9%

-

-

Organisational relationships

5.9%

-

-

Public relations principles

-

23.5%

23.5%

Multicultural trends, issues, and ethics

-

11.8%

-

Critical theories

-

5.9%

-

Rhetorical theory

-

5.9%

-

Social and cultural theories

-

-

5.9%

Table 47: Most valuable knowledge for practitioners - academic

When reviewed overall, while never most frequently nominated in any one ranking
position, ‘public relations theories’ is the most regularly elected knowledge type
valuable for public relations practitioners to possess (19.6%). ‘Social/political trends’
and ‘public relations principles’ follow with 17.6% of overall nominations; and ‘ethical
standards’ is also frequently rated with 13.7%.
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Knowledge

Percentage overall

Public relations theories

19.6%

Public relations principles

17.6%

Social/ political trends

17.6%

Ethical standards

13.7%

General business practices

11.8%

Liberal arts

5.9%

Multicultural trends, issues, and
ethics

3.9%

Critical theories

2.0%

Message production, delivery, and
receiving theories

2.0%

Organisational relationships

2.0%

Rhetorical theory

2.0%

Social and cultural theories

2.0%

Table 48: Overall most valuable knowledge for practitioners - academic

3.2.6.7 Important skills and attributes for public relations graduates
When asked to determine the most valuable skills and attributes for public relations
graduates, academics ranked ‘writing’ skills as the first (43.8%) and second (26.7%)
most valuable skill for graduates to possess. There was no clear lead ranked
skill/attribute in third position, with ‘ability to take criticism’; ‘leadership’; ‘research
competence’; ‘enthusiasm’; and ‘other’; all gaining 13.3% of nominations.
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Most important skills and attributes for graduates
– percentage of nominations:
st

Skill/attribute

1

nd

2

rd

3

Writing

43.8%

26.7%

6.7%

Interpersonal

31.3%

13.3%

-

Other

6.3%

6.7%

13.3%

Public communication

6.3%

-

6.7%

Research competence

6.3%

6.7%

13.3%

Small group interaction

6.3%

-

-

Organisational

-

20.0%

6.7%

Flexibility

-

6.7%

-

Initiative

-

6.7%

-

Presentation

-

6.7%

-

Technological ability

-

6.7%

-

Ability to take criticism

-

-

13.3%

Enthusiasm

-

-

13.3%

Leadership

-

-

13.3%

Diligence

-

-

6.7%

Table 49: Most valuable skills/attributes for graduates - academics

One respondent cited ‘strategic thinking’ as the perceived first most valuable skill for
a graduate to possess. Another respondent nominated ‘current affairs knowledge’
as the second most valuable skill for a graduate to possess. And finally, the two who
selected ‘other’ as the third most important skill for public relations graduates to
possess both nominated ‘team work’ skills.
‘Writing’ skills remains top ranked (26.1%) when reviewing overall results here.
‘Interpersonal’ skills also stands out as frequently nominated (15.2%); and then
results flatten considerably, whereby ‘organisational’ skills; ‘research competence’;
and ‘other’ each receive 8.7% of valid overall nominations.
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Skill / attribute

Percentage overall

Writing

26.1%

Interpersonal

15.2%

Organisational

8.7%

Other

8.7%

Research competence

8.7%

Ability to take criticism

4.3%

Enthusiasm

4.3%

Initiative

4.3%

Leadership

4.3%

Public communication

4.3%

Diligence

2.2%

Flexibility

2.2%

Presentation

2.2%

Small group interaction

2.2%

Technological ability

2.2%

Table 50: Overall most valuable skill/attribute for graduates - academic

3.2.6.8 Important knowledge for public relations graduates
‘Public relations principles’ is deemed first and second most important knowledge for
public relations graduates to possess (with 31.3% and 33.3% of nominations in turn).
‘Ethical standards’ was nominated as the third most valuable knowledge for
graduates (20%) by academics contained in this study’s sample.
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Most important knowledge for graduates –
percentage of nominations:
Knowledge

st

nd

1

2

rd

3

Public relations principles

31.3%

33.3%

6.7%

Public relations theories

18.8%

13.3%

13.3%

Ethical standards

12.5%

6.7%

20.0%

General business practices

12.5%

-

13.3%

Social/ political trends

12.5%

13.3%

13.3%

Liberal arts

6.3%

-

6.7%

Message production, delivery, and
receiving theories

6.3%

-

-

Management theory

-

13.3%

-

Organisational relationships

-

6.7%

-

Rhetorical theory

-

6.7%

-

Social sciences

-

6.7%

6.7%

Organisational communication theory

-

-

6.7%

Table 51: Most valuable knowledge for graduates - academic

As the following table attests, ‘public relations principles’ is overall most frequently
nominated (23.9%). There is also clear academic respondent emphasis on the
importance of ‘public relations theories’ (15.2%), ‘social/political trends’ (13%), and
‘ethical standards’ (again 13%) for public relations graduates.
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Knowledge

Percentage overall

Public relations principles

23.9%

Public relations theories

15.2%

Ethical standards

13.0%

Social/ political trends

13.0%

General business practices

8.7%

Liberal arts

4.3%

Management theory

4.3%

Organisational types

4.3%

Social sciences

4.3%

Message production, delivery, and
receiving theories

2.2%

Organisational communication
theory

2.2%

Organisational relationships

2.2%

Rhetorical theory

2.2%
Table 52: Overall most valuable knowledge for graduates - academic

3.2.6.9 Important skills and attributes for practitioners in the future
Academics were asked to nominate the top three skills and/or attributes that they
believed will be most important for public relations practitioners in the future.
Keeping in mind the small number of respondents who chose to answer this set of
questions, ‘research competence’ was elected most important (25%); ‘leadership’
was deemed second most important (37.5%); and ‘writing’ skills was nominated as
the third most important skills/attribute for practitioners in the future.
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Most important skills and attributes for
practitioners in the future – percentage of
nominations:
Skill/attribute

st

1

nd

2

rd

3

Research competence

25.0%

7.1%

14.3%

Other

18.8%

7.1%

-

Writing

18.8%

7.1%

28.6%

Interpersonal

12.5%

7.1%

-

Dedication

6.3%

-

-

Flexibility

6.3%

-

-

Leadership

6.3%

35.7%

-

Technological ability

6.3%

7.1%

21.4%

Organisational

-

14.3%

-

Initiative

-

7.1%

21.4%

Public communication

-

7.1%

7.1%

Small group interaction

-

-

7.1%

Table 53: Most important skills/attributes for practitioners in the future - academic

Four respondents selected ‘other’. Two noted ‘globalisation/international
perspectives’, ‘strategic vision’ as important skills and/or attributes for practitioners in
the future, one cited ‘team work’, and the other did not specify a response.
When reviewing overall responses to this question, ranked findings are echoed yet
inversed, with ‘writing’ skills (18.2%); ‘research competence’ (17.9%); and
‘leadership’ skills and attributes (13.6%) remaining the most frequently nominated
options. These results are presented in the following table.
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Skill / attribute

Percentage overall

Writing

18.2%

Research competence

15.9%

Leadership

13.6%

Technological ability

11.4%

Initiative

9.1%

Other

9.1%

Interpersonal

6.8%

Organisational

4.5%

Public communication

4.5%

Dedication

2.3%

Flexibility

2.3%

Small group interaction

2.3%

Table 54: Overall most important skill/attribute for practitioners in the future - academic

3.2.6.10 Important knowledge for practitioners in the future
The final question in this series asked academic respondents to identify and rank the
most important knowledge for public relations practitioners in the future to possess.
As the results presented in the following table attest, there is no clear ‘most
important knowledge’, with ‘general business practices’; ‘multicultural trends’,
‘issues’, and ‘ethics’; ‘social/political trends’; ‘public relations theories’; ‘management
theory’; and ‘ethical standards’; each gaining equal nominations. More statistically
clear is ‘public relations principles’ (23.1%) in position as second most important
knowledge, and ‘social/political trends’ (30.8%) as third most important. The small
sample size here should be kept in mind when considering these results.
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Most important knowledge for practitioners in the
future – percentage of nominations:
Knowledge

st

1

nd

rd

2

3

Ethical standards

14.3%

15.4%

23.1%

General business practices

14.3%

-

7.7%

Management theory

14.3%

-

-

Multicultural trends, issues, and ethics

14.3%

7.7%

-

Public relations theories

14.3%

15.4%

-

Social/ political trends

14.3%

7.7%

30.8%

Other

7.1%

-

-

Risk theories

7.1%

7.7%

7.7%

Public relations principles

-

23.1%

23.1%

Intercultural theories

-

7.7%

-

Negotiation theory

-

7.7%

-

Organisational relationships

-

-

7.7%

Table 55: Most important knowledge for practitioners in the future - academic

One respondent nominated ‘other’, citing ‘globalisation/international perspective’ as
the most important knowledge for public relations practitioners in the future to
possess.
As can be seen in the following table, considering all responses to this question
without ranking provides a stronger indication of academic preference here.
Academic respondents most frequently nominated both ‘social/political trends’ and
‘ethical standards’ (each with 17.5%). These knowledge types were followed by
‘public relations principles’ (15%) and ‘public relations theories’ (10%).
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Knowledge

Percentage overall

Ethical standards

17.5%

Social/ political trends

17.5%

Public relations principles

15.0%

Public relations theories

10.0%

General business practices

7.5%

Multicultural trends, issues, and
ethics

7.5%

Risk theories

7.5%

Management theory

5.0%

Intercultural theories

2.5%

Negotiation theory

2.5%

Organisational relationships

2.5%

Other

2.5%

Rhetorical theory

2.5%

Table 56: Overall most important knowledge for practitioners in the future - academic

Having now fully articulated the study’s results, with a view to supporting increased
clarity for the reader, the next sections briefly summarise both practitioner and
academic findings before this dissertation moves to discussion of key findings.
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3.3 Summary of practitioner findings
In this section the volume of practitioner results presented in this chapter are briefly
summarised in an attempt to increase clarity and link these results to the discussion
of findings provided in the following chapter.

3.3.1 Practitioner demographics
o Approximately half of all practitioner respondents are members of the Public
Relations Institute of Australia.
o Practitioners in the sample put forward a range of job titles, work in various
industries, and have been in the industry for various lengths of time.
o Almost three quarters have qualifications in public relations, and of those 34%
hold an undergraduate degree, while just over a quarter hold a Graduate
Certificate or Diploma or Postgraduate degree.
o Just over half of practitioner respondents with qualifications in the field
completed that qualification within the last five years.

3.3.2 Practitioner meaning of public relations
o Practitioners put forward many different definitions of the term ‘public
relations’. Themes present across definitions include ‘communication’,
‘publics’, ‘management’, ‘organisations’, and ‘relationships’. Definitions do not
explicitly refer to ‘influence’ or ‘persuasion’, but some imply these themes.
o Practitioners identify the purpose of public relations as relating to either
information sharing; awareness building – particularly brand awareness;
increased organisational accountability and transparency; relationship
building; issue/crisis management, and/ or impacting the bottom line.
o ‘Relationship management’ is the most frequently nominated orientation of
public relations in Australia by practitioners.
o ‘Communication theory’ and ‘marketing’ are nominated as the most relevant
discipline to public relations by practitioners.
o Most practitioners believe there is no agreement of the meaning of the term
‘public relations’ in the field, and cite concerns regarding ethics and
professional practice, a gap between academics and practitioners, negative
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images of the industry, and confusion surrounding the parameters and scope
of the field, as reasons for this lack of agreement.
o Practitioners in the sample preference negotiated decision-making practices.
o Just over half of the practitioner respondents in the sample nominated
‘expert, verifiable knowledge’ as the most important type of knowledge (as
opposed to ‘devotion, personality, effort and enthusiasm’).

3.3.3 Practitioner-nominated dimensions of practice
Practitioner responses in this research project indicate that contemporary public
relations practice in Australia is characterised by:
o Mostly one-way communication practices;
o Mostly short-term goals;
o Activities that are more likely to serve the interests of the client versus the
interests of the client’s publics;
o Activities and output that are based mostly on fact;
o Work that is more likely based on research;
o Stakeholder identification practices that are more likely comprehensive rather
than limited;
o Activities designed with an external, as opposed to internal, strategic focus;
o Work that represents a balance of both content and appearance, with slightly
more emphasis on content;
o Activities whose intended effect is to raise awareness; and
o A balance between proactive and reactive practices and strategies, with
slightly more emphasis on proactive strategies.

3.3.4 Practitioners at work
o The top ranked main practitioner duties are corporate communication, media
relations, and issue/ crisis management. When removing ranking delimiters,
the overall most frequently nominated work duties by practitioners are
corporate communication and media relations, issues/ crisis management,
copy writing, research, event management, and publicity.
o Most practitioners in the sample identified themselves as either Public
Relations Executives or Public Relations Managers.
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o The public relations function is most frequently located in the marketing
division (30%), corporate division (25%), or as a standalone function at the
Executive level (19%).
o Most practitioners report directly to senior management.
o Most practitioners have autonomy over the majority of the public relations
budget.
o Approval processes for the overwhelming majority of practitioners are either
complex or adaptable depending on the nature of the task.

3.3.5 Practitioner views of scholarship
o More than 60% of practitioners in the sample see value in academia. Value
is perceived in terms of undergraduate teaching, research, theory
development, and credibility-building for the field.
o More than half of all practitioner respondents refer to theory to support some
aspect of their job, and of those that do, Grunig and Hunt’s four models of
public relations and agenda-setting are the most frequently nominated
theories referenced.
o Just over half of all practitioner respondents say that theory is helpful to them.
o Practitioners imagine academics fulfilling multiple roles including teacher,
researcher, credibility builder, problem solver, facilitator, and industry
advocate.
o Less than half practitioner respondents (40%) actually use academic work to
support their job.
o Almost three quarters would welcome additional research into the field in
areas such as the value of public relations, new media, Australian-specific
public relations, client attitudes, and community consultation.

3.3.6 Practitioner views on public relations education
o Practitioners see practical experience and knowledge of the Australian media
industry as key items missing from public relations curricula.
o They cite ethnocentric Westernised theory, media-release writing, idealistic
case studies, and consultancy work, as items that are overemphasised in
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current public relations curricula.
The following table summarises the skills and attributes, and knowledge deemed
most valuable by practitioners, when considering results by both ranked and
overall nominations.
For practitioners

For graduates

For practitioners in
the future

Ranked –
skills and
attributes

1. Interpersonal
2. Writing
3. Flexibility

1. Writing
2. Interpersonal
3. Flexibility

1. Writing
2. Interpersonal
3. Research
competence

Overall – skills
and attributes

1. Interpersonal
2. Writing
3. Organisational

1. Writing
2. Interpersonal
3. Organisational

1. Interpersonal and
writing
2. Research
competence and
organisational
3. Public
communication

Ranked –
knowledge

1. PR principles
2. General business
practices
3. Social/political trends
and PR principles and
organisational
relationships and
ethical standards

1. PR theories
2. PR principles
3. Ethical standards

1. PR theories
2. PR principles
3. PR principles

Overall knowledge

1. PR principles
2. General business
practices
3. PR theories

1. PR principles
2. PR theories
3. General business
practices

1. PR theories
2. PR principles
3. General business
practices and
message
production, delivery
and receiving
theories.

Table 57: Summary of most important skills, attributes and knowledge for practitioners, nominated
by practitioners
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3.4 Summary of academic findings
As with the last section, here again the volume of academic results presented in this
chapter are briefly summarised in an attempt to increase clarity and link these results
to the discussion of findings offered in the following chapter.

3.4.1 Academic demographics
o The vast majority (81.3%) of academic respondents are members of the
Public Relations Institute of Australia.
o Academics in the sample put forward a range of job titles, and have been
academics for various lengths of time.
o More than 80% of academics have spent more time working as a public
relations practitioner than solely working in academia.
o More than 70% have qualifications in public relations, and of these almost
85% are at the post graduate level.

3.4.2 Academic meaning of public relations
o Academics put forward various definitions of the term ‘public relations’.
Themes present across definitions include ‘communication’, ‘publics’,
‘management’, ‘organisations’, and ‘relationships’. The idea of ‘ethics’ as a
central concern of public relations is also apparent. Only one definition
provided by an academic in the sample refers to ‘persuasion’..
o Academics primarily identify the purpose of public relations as relating to an
important organisational mediation/facilitation/boundary-spanning function.
o ‘Relationship management’ is the most frequently nominated orientation of
public relations in Australia by academics.
o ‘Communication theory’ and ‘business management’ are nominated as the
most relevant discipline to public relations by academics.
o Just over half of the academics in the sample believe there is no agreement
of the meaning of the term ‘public relations’ in the field, and cite diversity in
practice, work experience, and lack of professionalism, as reasons for this
lack of agreement.
o Academics in the sample overwhelmingly preference negotiated decisionmaking practices.
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o Three quarters of academics in the sample nominated ‘expert, verifiable’
knowledge as the most important type of knowledge (as opposed to ‘devotion,
personality, effort and enthusiasm’).

3.4.3 Academic nominated dimensions of practice
Academic responses in this research project indicate that academics imagine
that contemporary public relations practice in Australia is characterised by:
o Slightly more frequent one-way communication (rather than two-way
communication) practices;
o Mostly short-term goals;
o Activities that are more likely to serve the interests of the client versus the
interests of the client’s publics;
o Activities and output that are based mostly on fact;
o Work that is less likely to be based on research;
o Stakeholder-identification practices that are balanced between limited and
comprehensive;
o Activities designed with an external, as opposed to internal, strategic focus;
o Work that represents more emphasis on appearance than content;
o Activities whose intended effect is to raise awareness; and
o Reactive practices and strategies.

3.4.4 Academic perceptions of practitioners at work
o Academics imagine that the top-ranked main practitioner duties are ‘media
relations’, ‘corporate communication’ and ‘issue/ crisis management’. When
removing ranking delimiters, the overall most frequently nominated
practitioner work duties by academics are ‘media relations’, ‘corporate
communications’, ‘publicity’, ‘issues/ crisis management’, and ‘event
management’.
o Most academics in the sample believe that public relations practitioners are
most likely fulfilling Public Relations Manager (35%) or Public Relations
Technician (30%) roles.
o The public relations function is most frequently imagined as located in the
marketing division (33%) by academics.
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o The majority of academics conceive that practitioners do report directly to
senior management.
o More than half of the academics in the sample believe that practitioners
would have limited budgetary discretion, with the majority of the budget
already committed.
o The majority of academics (68.4%) believe that approval processes for the
majority of practitioners would be adaptable to suit the type and importance of
the information.

3.4.5 Academic views of scholarship
o Academics describe various ways that academics can add value to the public
relations field in Australia. Almost all of these benefits can be seen as a
direct result of teaching or research.
o More than 60% of academics in the sample believe that practitioners see
value in academia. University training is seen as a prerequisite for
practitioners to possess this perception of value.
o Just over half of academic respondents believe that practitioners refer to
theory to support some aspect of their job, and those that do believe this,
most frequently nominate ‘agenda-setting’ and ‘rhetoric’ as the most likely
referenced theories.
o Academics identified three ways that theory can support campaign
effectiveness; that is in terms of ‘prediction’, ‘guidance’, and ‘explanation’.
o Academics see themselves as fulfilling the roles of ‘teacher’, ‘researcher’, and
to a lesser extent, ‘credibility builder’.
o Academic research interests are diverse and include ‘organisational values
and ethics’, ‘new media’, ‘strategic communication’, ‘semiotics’ and
‘community consultation and engagement’.

3.4.6 Academic views on public relations education
o Academics see a greater practical focus and broader, more in-depth
consideration of theory as key items missing from public relations curricula.
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o They cite ‘job readiness’, ‘media relations’, and ‘USA-centric practice’, as
items that are overemphasised in current public relations curricula.
The following table summarises the skills and attributes, and knowledge deemed
most valuable by academics, when considering results by both ranked and
overall nominations.
For practitioners

For graduates

For practitioners in the
future

Ranked –
skills and
attributes

1. Interpersonal and
writing
2. Organisational
3. Writing and research
competence

1. Writing
2. Writing
3. Ability to take
criticism and
leadership and
research competence
and enthusiasm and
other

1. Research
competence
2. Leadership
3. Writing skills

Overall –
skills and
attributes

1. Interpersonal and
writing
2. Organisational
3. Research
competence

1. Writing
2. Interpersonal
3. Organisational and
research competence
and other

1. Writing
2. Research
competence
3. Leadership

Ranked –
knowledge

1. Social/political trends
2. PR principles and
ethical standards
3. PR principles & PR
theories

1. PR principles
2. PR principles
3. Ethical standards

1. General business
practices and
multicultural trends
and social/political
trends and PR
theories and
management theory
and ethical standards
2. PR principles
3. Social/political trends

Overall knowledge

1. PR theories
2. Social/political trends
and PR principles
3. Ethical standards

1. PR principles
2. PR theories
3. Social/political trends
and ethical standards

1. Social/political trends
and ethical standards
2. PR principles
3. PR theories

Table 58: Summary of most important skills, attributes and knowledge for practitioners, nominated
by academics
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Discussion
Comparative research presupposes that differences
and/or similarities may be found between cultures. The first
step is to find the similarities and/or differences;
the second step is to explain those findings.
-

- Shuter 1989
(cited in Coombs et al 1994)
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4.0 Introduction to the Discussion Chapter
In the following chapter key findings of the research project are synthesised and
considered in terms of convergence and divergence among academics and
practitioners. In response to this study’s research questions, findings here are
discussed thematically in terms of the dimensions of practice, matters of definition,
value of academia, professionalism, and education.
This chapter is divided into five sections. The first section characterises the
dimensions of public relations practice in Australia. Through analysis of practitioner
data, as well as comparison of practitioner and academic results, pluralistic
ignorance is seen as a characteristic of the field of public relations in Australia. Next,
definitional data is considered with a view to identifying key concepts underpinning
the field in Australia. Findings indicate that the way academics and practitioners
define public relations does not accurately reflect public relations practice, and the
implications of this finding are discussed. The third section presents the results of
inquiry into the value and role of public relations academics as perceived by
Australian public relations practitioners. A third of practitioners in the sample
perceive that academics are out of touch with industry and offer little or no value to
the field. Results indicate that academics are indeed in touch with industry, and
variance in academic role themes is offered as explanation for the perceived
academic and practitioner divide. The fourth section focuses on notions of
professionalism and uses van Ruler’s 2005 typology as a vehicle for determining the
most appropriate model of professionalism for the public relations field in Australia.
In conclusion, this chapter turns its attention to public relations education in the final
section by comparing and contrasting academic- and practitioner-prioritised learning
outcomes. The appropriateness of both lots of prioritised outcomes are considered
by contrasting results against those indicating current practitioner organisational
power. These findings are then compared with the PRIA National Education
Committee Accreditation Guidelines.
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4.1 Characteristics of public relations practice in Australia
The literature review establishes the rationale for this study. To date, many people
have put forward various definitions of public relations in an attempt to articulate the
parameters of the field (see Hutton, Goodman, Alexander & Genest 2001). In
Australia attempts to define the field have been supported through empirical
demographic-type research (see Tymson & Lazar 2002; Centre for Corporate Public
Affairs 1996) that supports development of functionally and task-based definitions of
public relations, such as the number of practitioners working in media relations or
event management. Given the regularity of those valuable research efforts, the
current study does not seek to mirror that previous work. Instead, the following
section characterises Australian public relations practice in terms of various
dimensions of public relations, many of which are based on previous scholarly
theorising.
The questionnaire results paint a picture of Australian public relations as a
professional domain centred on the needs of contemporary business practice; and
whose practice reveals a number of indicators of professionalism. Two major
models of public relations emerge in the data: public relations as a component of
marketing communications, and public relations as the management of
organisational communications. Both models display indicators of professional
practice, and practitioners across both models display equal preoccupation with
increasing professional practice and strengthening the reputation of the field.
Occurrences of plurastic ignorance, that is where the minority position is incorrectly
perceived as the majority position, in this case on issues of professional practice, are
present in both practitioner and academic findings. Linked to this notion is
practitioner and academic underestimation of the professional practice of their
practitioner peers, which may be evidence of a third person effect where ‘others’ are
perceived as different from the self and more naïve. This characteristic of
underestimation of professional practice in the field may result in ongoing poor selfimage of the field and hamper attempts to increase public relations professional
standing both within and outside of the immediate field. In line with social projection
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theory, professionals must reach consensus on standards of practice in order to
define professional practice. As such, attempts should be made to increase
awareness and thus accuracy of public relations practice in Australia among
practitioners and academics.

4.1.1 Dimensions of public relations practice
The following table summarises the quantitative results of the second section of the
practitioner questionnaire (see pages 154 to 171 of this dissertation for detailed
results). This section of the questionnaire was focused on determining the
dimensions of public relations practice in Australia. Findings for each of these
dimensions will be analysed and discussed in turn.
The numbers and shading in the following table represent the degree to which
respondents agreed with potential descriptors of various dimensions of public
relations practice in Australia. The dark blue shading represents the most frequently
nominated ranking option, while the light blue shading indicates trends present in the
results for each dimension.
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Dimension
Degree of
interactivity
Goal orientation of
PR activities

Practitioner results summary
1 2 3 4 5
One-way communication
Short-term goals

Degree to which
PR activities are
intended to serve
client’s interest
versus public’s
interest

Client

Usual degree of
fact underpinning
PR work

Fact

Amount of
research used by
PR practitioners

None

Limited

Usual number of
stakeholders
identified
Orientation of
activities

Internal focus
Appearance

Emphasis of
activities
Intended effect

Awareness
raising

Attitude
change
Proactive

Level of initiative

Two-way communication
Long-term goals
Public

Emotion

All work is based on
research
Comprehensive

External focus
Content
Behaviour
change

Other

Reactive

Table 59: Summary of dimensions of practice as reported by practitioners

The ‘degree of interactivity’ dimension refers to the flow of communication between
an organisation and its publics. This dimension is a central component of Grunig
and Hunt’s well known 1984 four models of public relations and findings here will be
compared to that model in a later section of this discussion chapter (see page 300).
For the purposes of this section, it is reasonable to say that data reveals most
practitioners in the sample perceive two-way public relations effort as limited and
perfunctory in most cases, with one-way communication efforts more prevalent in
Australian public relations practice:
The press agentry model lives! In 90% of organisations two-way
communication efforts (whether internal or external) are at best
tokenistic.
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It is clear that dialogic models that promote active communication between an
organisation and its publics are seen as the holy grail of public relations practice in
Australia among practitioners:
Would love it to be two-way but I think the reality is that it’s not,
yet.
In an ideal world I would [select two-way communication].

Indeed, Grunig and Hunt’s four models of public relations were reported as the most
frequently referenced ‘theory’ by practitioners; it is clearly entrenched in the minds of
Australian public relations practitioners. Widespread knowledge of this early public
relations-specific normative theory may explain practitioner preference for two-way
models of communication. As Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) models suggest that public
relations practice evolves professionally as it moves through each model to the twoway symmetrical model, this finding can also be understood as evidence of
practitioner desire to move practice in the field further toward traditional indicators of
greater professional standing.
Quantitative findings relating to interactivity indicate a trend towards more dialogic
communication practices in Australia that was also apparent in some qualitative
findings:
Australian industry is moving away from the outdated notions of
one-way communications and towards a multi-stakeholder /
multi-channel cross influence model.

This suggests that Australian public relations practice may move toward more
widespread two-way communication practices in the future.
Information about the usual goal orientation of public relations activities can provide
us with insight into the organisational power and perceived value of the public
relations function in Australia. Results from this study indicate that public relations is
frequently used to achieve short-term goals such as promotion of product launches
or other events and issues management activities. This suggests that public
relations may be most frequently practised in a more operational, as opposed to
management, capacity in many Australian organisations. That said, practitioners
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clearly identify and privilege the potential of public relations as a means of supporting
more strategically focused long-term goals:
In many cases PR is used to achieve a ‘quick-fix’ short-term
goal, such as promote a product launch, an event, etc. This can
be counter-productive without a long-term strategy in place to
continually improve and build upon the positive image of an
organisation. The results of a long-term approach are that the
short-term goals can be readily achieved with an informed,
receptive and positive public.

This implied desire to increase public relations’ strategic focus indicates a
practitioner desire for the public relations function to gain greater organisational
power; that is, to fulfil its potential as a management function with a seat on the
board. In fact, practitioner comments regularly remind us of the cut throat business
world which constrains Australian public relations practice, where business expertise
in areas such as project management, budgeting, and broader financial
management, are vital elements of any public relations initiative:
Reputation is forever but public relations projects usually occur
in limited budget cycles.
Agencies operate in a highly-competitive market which is […] a
race to the bottom where those who promise the most in the
shortest time at the least cost are preferred by many clients […]

Practitioner emphasis on the importance of general business practice is evident
through the findings of this research project, and will be discussed in more detail in a
later section of this chapter.
The usual degree to which public relations activities are intended to serve the client’s
interest versus the public’s interest can be linked to the idea of symmetrical versus
asymmetrical communication approaches present in Grunig and Hunt’s 1984 four
models of public relations. As with the results linked to degree of interactivity,
findings regarding this dimension of practice will be compared to that model in a later
section of this chapter (see page 300). Given this, it is worth noting that practitioners
overwhelmingly report that public relations activities in Australia are predominately
focused on promoting the needs of the client/organisation as opposed to the needs
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of their associated publics. Not surprisingly, as clients are paying for public relations
services, there exists an unequal distribution of power between the organisation and
its publics.
Some comments in the data suggest that as the public relations function moves from
more operational to management levels, public relations managers will become more
empowered and attempt to resolve the power discrepancy between client and
publics:
The notions of ‘mutual benefit’ and ‘reciprocity’ are confined to
the pages of textbooks. This may change when more
communicators have a seat at the ‘big table’ […]

The author does not assume that the presence of an unequal distribution of power
between an organisation and its publics necessarily determines the presence of
unethical practice – an assumption implicit in Grunig and Hunt’s four models.
However, it is evident that practitioners themselves are mindful of this potential link –
perhaps further evidence of how entrenched Grunig and Hunt’s four models are in
the Australian practitioner psyche:
I believe there is a prevailing attitude that PR companies are
ultimately being paid by a client and therefore they must not rock
the boat by disagreeing with them on certain issues, even if it’s
not in the best interest of the publics.

Many practitioners reveal a preoccupation with notions of ethical practice when
taking the term ‘public’ in this dimension to mean ‘public good’ as opposed to the
intended ‘any group of people who share interests or concerns’ (Johnston & Zawawi
2004: 15). Where this was the case, practitioners were quick to point out that they
themselves always work in the interests of the wider public good:
[…] I’ve always worked for organisations that are working for the
public good anyway.
I don’t work for organisations that harm things!

These comments display an urgent attempt to reinforce the professional standing of
public relations practice in Australia, whereby public relations is positioned as a
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professional domain, and divorced from mythologised images of more disreputable
practice.
The usual mode of appeal is a dimension that can provide insight into practitioner
indicators of professional practice. Overwhelmingly, results reveal that practitioners
prioritise content based on scientific knowledge as opposed to more emotive cues
when planning and implementing public relations activities. Most practitioners
appreciate the need to balance both fact and emotion, whereby emotion is seen as a
tool facilitating delivery of factual information to publics:
Fact must be an integral part of any PR campaign, but it needs
to be communicated with empathy and emotion if it is to achieve
any impact.

It is equally evident that practitioners place significant weight on the centrality of fact
in public relations practice in Australia:
[W]ithout fact it’s lies, which is why some PR people have a bad
reputation.
[…] no public relations activity should proceed without a solid
foundation of fact […] when purely based on emotion, public
relations becomes ‘spin’ – a term which has certainly tarnished
the reputation of the PR industry.

There is evidence of a perceived link between practitioner use of fact and increased
professional reputation. The emphasis on scientific-based verifiable knowledge is
echoed in other findings in this study (which will be discussed in more detail later)
and is seen as an indicator of professionalism in Australian public relations, again
suggesting a practitioner preoccupation with reinforcing the professional standing of
the field.
The amount of research used by public relations practitioners is an indicator of the
degree of complexity and legitimacy of the field (Walker 1994). Findings of the study
reveal that practitioners do indeed use a moderate amount of research to support
public relations initiatives, with an apparent trend towards more frequent and
effective research in the future. Comparison of these results indicates that public

301

relations practice in Australia is reasonably complex and seen as legitimate.
Furthermore, practitioner comments show a clear desire for even greater use of
research in support of practice:
Many of us would love to move towards the right on this scale
[…]
In a perfect world everything would be based on research […]

Indeed, practitioners forced to base work on limited or no formative research display
frustration towards unrealistic client expectations of the public relations function:
Most of my clients baulk at spending money on research – they
just don’t think it’s necessary. Apparently, I should just ‘know
about these things’.

Resource, and particularly budget, constraints, as opposed to practitioner attitudes,
are the most significant factor limiting greater research in Australian public relations
practice. This again highlights the need for practitioners to possess effective
negotiation, budgeting, and other business administration skills.
Just as Walker (1994) asserts that dependence on research increases along with
complexity and legitimacy of the field, so too is it reasonable to propose a link
between these notions of complexity and legitimacy with the number of stakeholders
identified as part of a public relations effort. As such, investigation into the number
of stakeholders usually identified as part of public relations practice is sound.
Results indicate a significant trend towards comprehensive identification of
stakeholders. On the whole it appears that practitioners are well supported in the
task of identifying stakeholders, yet some comments reveal challenges, including
those regarding efforts to promote comprehensive stakeholder identification to senior
management:
The concept of stakeholders is sometimes very hard to quantify
when talking to senior mgmt, particularly when you’re talking
about the needs of ‘latent’ stakeholders.
Clients generally need significant ‘prodding’ to reveal their
intended stakeholders.
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Overall findings regarding stakeholder identification suggest that the field is
considered fully legitimate and that it functions mostly within complex environments.
Inquiry into the usual orientation of public relations activities can provide insight into
the primary focus and subsequent tasks of the public relations function within an
organisational context. Results regarding this dimension of practice were mixed,
with quantitative findings highlighting a predominately external orientation to public
relations activities, while, in contrast, qualitative findings described a more internal
focus for public relations activities:
[…] a lot of time is focused on time-consuming internal activities.
[…] our internal publics are just as important as our external
publics.

4.1.2 Two models of public relations
These mixed results highlight two models of public relations practice in Australia (see
Table 60 below), and this division is evident throughout the data.
On the one hand public relations is positioned as a tool supporting marketing and
sales functions, imagined as a part of the integrated marketing communications
suite. The main goal of the public relations function in this mindset is to monitor and
build brand awareness for the product(s) and/or service(s) supplied by a client or
organisation to consumers or potential consumers. In this case the public relations
function will tend to reside in the marketing or communications division of an
organisation and practice will be primarily externally oriented. Many practitioners
indicated that marketing was one of the most relevant disciplines to the public
relations function in Australia, suggesting widespread perceptions of public relations
as marketing communications. Findings relating to the location of the public
relations function indicate that the majority of practitioners may be working within
structures promoting this model of public relations.
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In the other model, public relations is perceived as a standalone function, with the
aim of managing communication between an organisation and its publics. In this
case the public relations function will likely reside in the corporate division of an
organisation, or as a standalone office – regularly with a direct link to the Chief
Executive. In this model practice is more likely to be balanced between both internal
and external orientations, and management is likely to be nominated as one of the
most relevant disciplines to public relations. Quantitative results regarding location
of the public relations function and discipline relevance indicate less frequent, yet
notable examples of this model of public relations. Interestingly, the vast majority of
qualitative data yielded from practitioners indicates not only a strong desire to move
away from the aforementioned ‘public relations as marketing communications’ model
toward this model of public relations, but also suggests that this move is actually
occurring:
Australian industry is moving away from the outdated notions of
one-way communications […]
[…] there are companies that take a long-term perspective of
public relations
[…] there are some companies that do [internal communications]
well
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Public relations as
marketing communication

Public relations as
organisational
communication

Key values

Relationship building / Two-way communication

Reliance on
research

Yes

Aim

Location
Orientation
Intended effect

Relevant discipline
Example task
focus

Monitor and build brand
awareness

Manage communication
between an organisation and its
publics

Marketing division

Corporate division or standalone

External

Internal and external

Awareness raising leading to
sales

Awareness raising and attitude
change leading to reputation
management

Marketing

Management

Media relations

Corporate communications

Table 60: Two models of public relations practice in Australia

In some cases, practitioners themselves identify these two models, privileging the
latter model:
I view it as ‘glamour PR’ versus ‘professional PR’, and usually
it’s the university educated pr practitioners that are the
‘professional’ ones. The glamour PR tends to be more focused
on marketing and sales, whereas professional PR is about
communication, relationship management, and tends to be quite
separate from a sales environment.

It is important to note that, unlike the suggestion present in the above citation, overall
results indicate that notions of relationship-building remain equally important in both
cases, as do other dimensions central to public relations practice in Australia
previously raised in this section, such as practitioner-preference towards longer term
strategic goals and greater use of research, and a requirement for expertise in
business practices, along with a preoccupation with basing work on verifiable
knowledge, and validating the field as professional and ethical.
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Scrutiny of the usual emphasis of public relations activities can provide insight into
the usual form of message production in Australian practice. The majority of
practitioner responses here did not preference either end of the dimension’s
continuum, suggesting that message production in Australia is underpinned by
consideration of both appearance and content in equal measure. Many practitioner
comments reinforce this balanced position:
No point in having something look good if it has no substance,
and a lot of people are put off by a poor appearance, no matter
the validity of the content.

Some practitioners articulate disappointment towards the continuing importance of
appearance to message production:
Unfortunately the glitz and hype is still a significant requirement
of many clients/organisations for their PR activities.

This disappointment is perhaps another indicator of practitioners seeking to reinforce
the professional standing of public relations practice in Australia, suggesting concern
that any emphasis on appearance may be construed as a link to unsubstantiated
claims and/or smoke and mirrors-type persuasion tactics. As such, a notable
proportion of practitioners reject the centrality of appearance to public relations
practice in Australia, and instead promote a preferred position of themselves as
skilled disseminators of important, factual knowledge.
The type of intended effect most frequently sought by public relations activities is an
interesting dimension of practice as it can be helpful in determining the perceived
role of the public relations function in Australia. ‘Awareness-raising’ is the most
frequent objective sought as a result of public relations activities, with a notable trend
towards ‘attitude change’. It is well known among those working in communication
fields that one must first seek to raise awareness of the issue at hand before any
attempt should be made to effect attitudinal or behavioural change. Thus it is
perhaps not surprising that awareness-raising is seen as the most common goal of
public relations practice in Australia.
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Different objectives may be linked to different models of public relations practice.
Practitioners themselves more commonly link the notion of awareness-raising to the
earlier described model of public relations as a tool supporting marketing and/or
sales efforts, while reference to more complex objectives (that is those seeking
attitude or behaviour change) are linked to organisational reputation management
and corporate communication activities:
A lot of organisations use PR simply to get their company
name/brand known by the masses.
[…] essentially to increase sales to positively impact on the
client’s bottom line.
Working in corporate / reputation management, my organisation
has a core focus on perception.

When considered in this manner, we see evidence that public relations practice in
Australia is again more frequently perceived as an element of marketing
communications, with trend results indicating that the model of public relations as
management of organisational communication may become more prevalent in the
future.
The level of initiative in public relations practice can be understood as either more
proactive or more reactive. Following analysis of results, it appears that, in the
Australian context, public relations strategies tend to be more proactive in nature. As
Smith (2002: 82) notes, proactive strategies “can be the most effective strategies
because they are implemented according to the planning of the organization, rather
than because of a need to respond to outside pressure and expectations from
publics”. As such, a predilection towards proactive strategies is good news for the
public relations field in Australia as it increases the likelihood of strategy
effectiveness, which in turn can positively impact the perceived value of the public
relations function within an organisation. It is perhaps for this reason that qualitative
data yielded from practitioners in relation to this dimension reveal a strong
preference for even greater application of proactive strategies:
I would prefer that this was more proactive than reactive.
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I wish it was more proactive […]

The trend towards the middle of the rating scale in the case of this dimension keeps
us mindful that many organisations continue to rely on more reactive public relations
efforts such as issues or crisis management:
Alas, PR is still often called for when an issue arises rather than
seeing it as a long-term approach where pro-active initiatives
should be encouraged.

These findings suggest a link between more reactive strategy use and an earlier
noted predilection towards short-term goal orientation.

4.1.3 Pluralistic ignorance
So far we have seen that practitioners remain very interested in promoting indicators
of professionalism in Australian public relations practice. Hence, it is particularly
interesting that pluralistic ignorance characterises public relations practice in
Australia. The following practitioner comments exemplify this assertion:
I believe that many practitioners see public relations as a
persuasion and influence role and [are] not concerned with
building meaningful and two-way relationships with the publics of
their organisation. It’s from this perspective that public relations
is synonymous with “spin” in the minds of many including the
media.

Incidents of pluralistic ignorance, where “individuals make systematic errors in their
perceptions of the members of a collective and their relation to those members”
(Miller & Prentice 1994: 541), are present across practitioner results, whereby
practitioners assume that the majority of practitioners are less concerned with
practising ‘professional’ public relations than they are.
Some organisations have made great leaps in terms of ethical
public relations, but there are still others […] that indulge in
smoke and mirrors and in bullying consumer groups
You still see consultancies practising "stunt PR" on a regular
basis purely for media coverage […] I also think lots of new
practitioners think PR is more about the material they produce
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(annual reports, websites etc) than whether meaningful dialogue
is taking place with their publics.
The vast majority of practitioners fall into the profession and are
doers. They have little knowledge or appreciation of the
professional communication role.
[…] for some people it is fashion and champagne, and I dislike
that association. Others see PR as 'spin' and I also think this is
doing PR a disservice.
[…] looking 'beyond the media release' is still a challenge for
many practitioners and agencies

Pluralistic ignorance can occur when “a public norm emerges that represents the
idealized or prototypical, but not average, values of the group” (Miller & Prentice
1994: 542). In this way, people may view their behaviour as “an expression of their
social identity” (p. 543) that may or may not represent their private beliefs. The
notion of pluralistic ignorance is grounded in the phenomena of social comparison
and social projection theory, whereby perceptions of the opinions of others are
constructed both personally and socially (Fields & Schuman 1976-77). Importantly,
occurrences of pluralistic ignorance can result in significant consequences for the
self, such as feelings of deviance or inadequacy, and for the collective, such as the
reinforcement of unpopular or limiting norms.
It is not only practitioners that demonstrate broad underestimation of peers.
Academics in the sample too demonstrate a pattern of underestimating professional
practice in Australian public relations.
The following table summarises the results of inquiry into academic perceptions of
public relations practice in Australia against the afore-discussed dimensions.
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Dimension
Degree of
interactivity
Goal orientation of
PR activities

Academic results summary
1 2 3 4

Client

Usual degree of
fact underpinning
PR work

Fact

Amount of
research used by
PR practitioners

None

Public

Emotion

All work is based on
research
Comprehensive

Internal focus

External focus
Content

Appearance

Emphasis of
activities

Level of initiative

Long-term goals

Limited

Usual number of
stakeholders
identified

Intended effect

Two-way communication

Short-term goals

Degree to which
PR activities are
intended to serve
client’s interest
versus public’s
interest

Orientation of
activities

5

One-way communication

Awareness
raising

Attitude
change

Behaviour
change

Proactive

Other

Reactive

Table 61: Summary of dimensions of practice as reported by academics

On the whole academics display considerable insight into the dimensions of public
relations practice in Australia, matching practitioner findings in six out of a possible
ten cases. However, in every case of variance, academics were more inclined to
nominate a ranking indicating reduced professional practice.
When considering trend results, academic findings indicate underestimation of the
amount of research used in the industry as well as the usual number of stakeholders
identified in support of public relations activities. Academics also perceive greater
practitioner emphasis on appearance (as opposed to content) than actually reported
by practitioners. Moreover, academics significantly underestimate the level of
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initiative employed in most public relations activities, assuming that activities are
most likely reactive, when practitioners report a high degree of proactivity:
I think perhaps practitioners lean towards instinct of experience
as opposed to actual research […]
Many still consider PR to be froth and bubble […]
Most organisations do not understand the multiplying effect of
stakeholder relationships.

Given that the majority of academics report they have actually spent more time
working as a practitioner in the field than as an academic, this systematic
underestimation on the part of academics is worrying for public relations practice in
Australia, particularly as many practitioners imagine academics undertaking an
important advocacy role for the field – a role critical for increasing professional
standing of the field in the broader community. This role will be further considered in
a later part of this chapter (see page 312).
On the other hand, given the previous work experience of most academics in the
sample, these findings may indicate an evolution of public relations practice in
Australia towards greater professionalism in recent years.
This underestimation of peers is echoed in the results of research undertaken by
Sallot et al (1998: 8), whereby the researchers found that “practitioners
predominantly view their peers collectively as somewhat unprofessional and
unenlightened in comparison to their own personal self-image”. They hypothesised
that this underestimation was due to a third person effect, and this may offer another
explanation of the findings of the current study.
The third person effect occurs when a person believes that the media will have a
greater impact on the opinions of others than on themselves. In this case, the third
person is understood as either the ‘other, who is affected by media messages, or as
the original person, who will not be affected by mass media messages – yet who
imagines that others are impacted by these messages and accordingly modifies their
interactions with those others (Davison 1983). The third person effect may be

311

extrapolated to the current study by replacing the term ‘media’ with ‘clients’ or
‘employer’. In this way, a practitioner or academic may believe that their colleagues
in the industry are more likely to act on a client/employer directive – no matter what,
thus assuming a colleagues’ response to be different and less sophisticated than
there own.
The author is mindful that this assessment is based on a value judgement that the
dimensions presented in this study have degrees of greater or lesser professionalism
attached to them. For example, the author assumes that it is better to ground public
relations initiatives in research, and that comprehensive identification of stakeholders
is sounder than limited identification.
The findings of this inquiry suggest that both academics and practitioners
underestimate the professional practice of their practitioner colleagues. Results
signal occurrences of pluralistic ignorance imbued with a third person effect. It is
likely that these perceptions not only damage individual practitioner professional
morale, but also somewhat limit opportunities for professionalisation of the field’s
self-image in Australia as a collective. It appears that those directly involved in the
field may indeed be their own worst enemies in terms of professionalisation of the
public relations industry. The upshot is that practitioners are more professional than
they are commonly given credit for; practitioners as a collective are better than they
think they are.
Literature suggests that communication can significantly improve accuracy and
understanding (Sallot et al 1998). Thus opportunities for increased dialogue
regarding contemporary professional practice in Australia should be actively pursued
and promoted among practitioners and among practitioners and academics. Only
through information-sharing and discussion is consensus-understanding of
professional practice in Australia possible. It is reasonable to assume that this type
of discussion will, over time, enhance practitioner confidence and thus increase the
professional reputation of the field.
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4.2 Definitions of public relations in Australia
As noted in the review of the literature, Hutton asserts that public relations has
“suffered from an identity crisis - largely of its own making”, and that “in terms of both
theory and practice, public relations has failed to arrive at a broadly accepted
definition of itself in terms of its fundamental purpose, its dominant metaphor, its
scope, or its underlying dimensions” (1999: 199).
With this in mind, the primary intent of this section of the discussion is to consider
definitional data yielded in the study and discuss findings in the context of related
work by, among others, Gordon (1997) and Hutton (1999). Findings indicate that
there is a significant gap between what people within the field say and what they do.
Furthermore, this section argues that claims of public relations as dialogic, where the
central organising theme of public relations is ‘relationship management’, are due to
the perceived ethical superiority of such models, and are not legitimate operational
descriptions of the field in Australia.
The concept of definition is of central concern to this section. Schiappa (2003)
argues that central to public business is struggle over definitions. In this way,
definition is an essential process that society engages to make meaning, and as
such is worthy of scrutiny.
When considering work summarised in the earlier review of the literature it is clear
that many scholars remain engaged in defining the discipline, its boundaries, and
central themes (see Hutton 1999 & 2001; Lages & Simkin 2003; Gordon 1997). The
research reported on here adds an empirical Australian perspective to this body of
work.
More than 40% of valid responses to this question explicitly referred to the notion of
‘relationships’ when defining public relations, with many others clearly implying it
through language supporting notions of mutuality and two-way communication.
Indeed, the term ‘relationship/s’ was used as many times as the term ‘publics’,
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highlighting the centrality of these notions to contemporary Australian public
relations:
[B]uilding relationships between organisations and publics for
organisational success.
Creating two-way, mutually beneficial relationships between an
organisation and its publics.
Public relations is the management of the relationships between
an organisation and its publics, or key stakeholders. It is a
boundary spanner role, informing the organisation of the values,
attitudes and beliefs the publics hold about them.
Public relations is about developing open two-way
communications with one’s 'publics' and building strong,
mutually beneficial relationships with them.

Interestingly, all but three academic responses contained the term ‘relationships’.
This overarching focus on relationships as central to public relations was echoed in
participant responses to another question which asked people to rank, in order of
most representative, the six orientations of public relations practice identified by
Hutton in his 1999 article; that is public relations as persuasion, advocacy, public
information, cause-related public relations, reputation management, and relationship
management.
When considering all valid responses from both academics and practitioners,
‘relationship management’ was most frequently ranked first. The following table
summarises the most frequently rated orientation for each ranking option (i.e. first
ranked, second ranked etc) by type.
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Rank

Orientation

First
ranked
descriptor

Relationship mgmt

Second
ranked
descriptor

Reputation mgmt

Third
ranked
descriptor

Public information

TYPE
Academic

Fourth
ranked
descriptor

Practitioner

Total

% within TYPE

42.9%

33.3%

35.6%

% within TYPE

33.3%

31.9%

32.2%

% within TYPE

33.3%

25.0%

27.0%

% within TYPE

10.0%

27.7%

23.5%

% within TYPE

10.0%

37.9%

31.4%

% within TYPE

30.0%

34.3%

33.3%

Advocacy

Fifth
ranked
descriptor

Cause-related

Sixth
ranked
descriptor

Persuasion

NOTE: Data is only summarised here and as such columns should not add up to 100%.
The maximum a row can equal is 100%.

Table 62: Public relations orientation of practice - Frequency of descriptor rating by rank and type

Public relations as ‘persuasion’ was considered overall the least representative
orientation of practice in Australia. This finding is reflected in the definitions of public
relations put forward by respondents, with only one explicitly linking public relations
to persuasion:
[Public relations is about] encouraging people to orient their
understandings from certain perspectives […]. The present
iteration of this field could be best described as persuasive
communication.

While very few define public relations as merely media relations, publicity, promotion,
or spin doctoring, when asked about agreement on the term ‘public relations’ within
the field, many respondents refer to other practitioners that do define it as such, and
as a consequence do not understand and/or agree with the true purpose and
opportunities of public relations:
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There is significant discrepancy in the practice by ‘non pr’ people
that operate in other disciplines such as marketing and
advertising. Many still attribute the core skills to publicity.
The notion of ‘spin’ as an essential part of PR is also very
common.
Practitioners have different interpretations from spin doctors to
selfless, totally objective communicators.
[L]ooking beyond the media release is still a challenge for many
practitioners and agencies.
[…] PR becomes confused with events management, promotion,
glitz and spin doctoring.

Indeed, the vast majority of respondents position themselves away from these
deviant ‘other’ practitioners by implicitly commenting on their lower professional
standing and questionable ethics:
Many do it for the money. For the glamour. Not many do it for
the good of people.
You still see consultancies practising “stunt PR” on a regular
basis purely for media coverage but at the other end of the scale
you see some really well practised relationship management
[…]. I also think lots of new practitioners think PR is more about
the material they produce […] than whether meaningful dialogue
is taking place with their publics.
I believe that many practitioners see public relations as a
persuasion and influence role and [are] not concerned with
building meaningful and two-way relationships with the publics of
their organisation. It’s from this perspective that public relations
is synonymous with “spin” in the minds of many including the
media.
[F]or some people it is fashion and champagne, and I dislike that
association. Others see PR as ‘spin’ and I also think this is
doing PR a disservice.

Ideas surrounding this perception, that colleagues in the industry hold lower
professional standards than we ourselves do, were identified as incidences of
pluralistic ignorance in an earlier section of this discussion chapter.
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All of the above quotes are taken from respondents that self-identified as
practitioners. Given that public relations as ‘persuasion’ was earlier rated as the
least representative orientation of practice in Australia, it is perhaps unsurprising that
few practitioners would here articulate an association with ideas linked to that notion,
such as promotion, marketing and sales.
An initial review of the explicitly definitional data indicates that reccurring themes
identified in both academic and practitioner respondent definitions of public relations
are broadly consistent. There appears considerable overlap in not only these
definitions and the central orientation of public relations practice (i.e. public relations
as an organisational communication function concerned with the management of
relationships with publics), but also overlap among practitioner and academic
thinking. These findings support many of the assertions put forward by other authors
attempting to define the field both here and overseas.

4.2.1 Crisis of identity
It is curious then that (as indicated in the following table) when asked if they believe
there is agreement about the meaning of the term public relations within the field,
61.2% of all valid responses state (many emphatically) that there is none:

TYPE
Belief that there is
agreement of the term
‘public relations’
within the field

Total

Academic

Practitioner

No

% within TYPE

57.1%

62.5%

61.2%

Yes

% within TYPE

38.1%

28.1%

30.6%

Unsure

% within TYPE

4.8%

9.4%

8.2%

% within TYPE

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

Total

Table 63: Belief that there is agreement of the term 'public relations' within the field by type

By the different practices and responsibilities it appears there is
no clear agreement.
No. The ethical parameters of PR are (rightly) a subject of much
debate.
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Absolutely no! Australia seems to be facing [an] identity crisis
[…]. Given the variety of public relations areas of specialty,
there is little governance or definition within the industry.
From my experience no –generally the profession seems to
battle internally about definitions and roles.

Several factors could support this belief in an ‘identity crisis’, most notably
dissonance of those within the field. This identity dissonance is brought about by
divergence between definitions of public relations those within the field themselves
provide, and their reports on the reality of practice within the field in Australia. In
other words, what people say does not reflect what people do.
Analysis of findings associated with practitioner access to senior management,
autonomy over budget, and approval processes, suggests that practitioners may
indeed be reasonably powerful within the organisations/clients with which they serve
(notions of organisational power will be discussed further in section 4.5 of this
chapter). As such, positioning public relations as a ‘management function’ in
Australia may indeed be appropriate.
That said, there are some clear differences between the central themes within the
definitions under consideration here and practice within the field. For example, the
vast majority of respondent definitions restrict public relations to an organisational
setting, when it is well known that many celebrities and politicians engage public
relations practitioners to promote a positive reputation and favourable relationships
for themselves. Likewise, public relations can be targeted at individuals (Gordon
1997).
While variance between the ‘defined’ organisational setting and any other setting for
public relations may appear to cause only slight identity dissonance within the field,
significant differences between the primary purpose and/or orientation of public
relations as defined and then described (that is, defined as fostering relationships
and then described as persuasion) would clearly limit identity-building within the field.
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As noted in the review of the literature, the concept of relationships is central in the
theory and practice of public relations. Broom, Casey and Ritchey (1997) attempted
to explain the nature and attributes of relationships by putting forward a variety of
tentative propositions, including:
Relationships consist of patterns of linkages through which the
parties in relationships pursue and service their interdependent
needs.
Relationships are the dynamic results of the exchanges and
reciprocity that manifest themselves as the relationships develop
and evolve, but they can be described at a given point in time.
Relationship formation and maintenance represents a process of
mutual adaptation and contingent responses (Broom et al 1997:
95).

Through the use of terms such as ‘patterns of linkages’, ‘dynamic results of the
exchanges and reciprocity’ and ‘process of mutual adaptation’, these propositions
clearly link the notion of relationships to Grunig and Hunt’s contested two-way
symmetric model of communication.
While not one respondent attempted to define the term ‘relationship(s)’, participant
responses clearly imply this linkage between notions of relationships and two-way
communication oriented towards the publics’ interests:
The management of two-way communication and relationships
to build and maintain alignment between organisations and their
publics (i.e. key stakeholders). Key words being "two-way",
"management", and "alignment", which entails orientation and
coorientation.
Public relations is the managerial function which develops and
facilitates relationships between organisations and the many and
varied publics, on which, that organisation's success depends
upon.
Acting as a medium between an organisation and its publics […]
Creating two-way, mutually beneficial relationships between an
organisation and its publics.
A planned strategic approach to communicating between an
organisation and its publics to mutual benefit.
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Put simply it's the ability to effectively communicate with one’s
publics and generate open two-way communications with those
that can affect and be affected by one’s organisation, and to
develop strong relationships.

In a later section of the questionnaire, participants were asked to describe various
dimensions of public relations in Australia by plotting their responses on a five point
rating scale. Practitioners were asked to respond with answers based on their
personal experiences within the field, while academics were asked to respond with
answers based on their general perceptions of the field in Australia.
The dimensions chosen to describe Australia’s public relations climate in the
questionnaire were based on Hutton’s 1999 theorising and were rationalised and
presented in section 2.4.5 of the methodology chapter. The nine dimensions
selected as points of interest for this study included the usual degree of interactivity
between an organisation/client and its publics, and the usual degree to which PR
activities are intended to serve a client's interest versus the publics’ interests.
Findings here were inconsistent with definitions put forward earlier. As illustrated in
the following table, not one academic and few practitioners completely identified or
agreed with the ‘two-way communication’ option. Instead, the majority of
respondents selected the second option, indicating that in their experiences ‘oneway communication’ was most prevalent within the Australian public relations
industry.

TYPE
Degree of
interactivity

Total

Academic

Practitioner

1-way
communication

% within TYPE

5.3%

9.0%

8.1%

2

% within TYPE

31.6%

37.3%

36.0%

3

% within TYPE

31.6%

19.4%

22.1%

4

% within TYPE

31.6%

17.9%

20.9%

2-way
communication

% within TYPE

.0%

16.4%

12.8%

% within TYPE

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

Total

Table 64: Degree of interactivity by type
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Similarly, when asked to plot the degree to which public relations activities served
either the client’s (seen as asymmetric) or public’s interest (seen as symmetric), the
majority of both academics and practitioners again selected the second option,
indicating a strongly asymmetrical or client-centric balance of intended effects (see
Table 65 below).

TYPE
Degree to
which PR
activities are
intended to
serve
client’s
interest vs
public’s
interests

Total

Academic

Practitioner

Client’s interests

% within TYPE

33.3%

26.9%

28.2%

2

% within TYPE

55.6%

47.8%

49.4%%

3

% within TYPE

5.6%

17.9%

15.3%

4

% within TYPE

5.6%

4.5%

4.7%

Public’s interests

% within TYPE

.0%

3.0%

2.4%

% within TYPE

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

Total

Table 65: Degree to which PR activities are intended to serve client's interest versus public's interest
by type

Both of these findings directly oppose the notion of public relations as ‘relationship
management’ (seen as linking to Grunig and Hunt’s two-way symmetrical model),
and rather position Australia public relations closer to Grunig and Hunt’s press
agentry model of communication.
These findings echo the results of Steiner and Black’s (2000) research into the role
of public relations practitioners in corporate strategic planning in Australia. They
posited that Australian CEOs expect practitioners to practice asymmetric
communication, and that as such practitioners did not embrace symmetric public
relations in practice.
Furthermore, in a later question, participants were asked to rank the top two
disciplines they considered most relevant to public relations. Both groups ranked
‘communication theory’ as the most relevant discipline, with academics selecting
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‘business management’ second, and with practitioners overwhelmingly selecting
‘marketing’ as the second most relevant discipline (see Figure 116).

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

Communication theory
Psychology
Economics
Personnel management

Academic
Practitioner

Marketing
Other:
Communication arts
Sociology
History
Literature/art/music
Management
Arts
Political Science
Business management
Industrial relations

Figure 46: Most relevant discipline to public relations by type

Again, this high ranking bestowed upon marketing conflicts with earlier findings that
self-consciously distance public relations from marketing-related themes such as
persuasion, sales, and promotion.
It is evident that respondent definitions of public relations are normative and do not
describe public relations as per their personal experiences and beliefs.
Grunig (2000: 24) asserts that his model of two-way symmetrical public relations is
normative and that
Normative theory cannot be falsified by positive research
showing that public relations often is not actually practiced in the
way normative theory specifies. In other words, the fact that
public relations often is practiced differently from the normative
theory does not mean it cannot be practiced in that way.

What is particularly interesting here is why the field itself perpetuates this normative
two-way symmetrical stance of Australian public relations, as opposed to more
descriptively legitimate definitions. It appears that relationship-management as the
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central organising theme of public relations has been granted ethical superiority in a
quest to demarcate and professionalise the field.
Gordon (1997) argues that the dominant Marxist paradigm positions persuasion as
inherently unethical, as those with societal power are able to dictate meaning to
others. Within this paradigm, “public relations that is practiced in forms other than
[the] two-way symmetrical model (in forms that attempt persuasion of others while
disallowing reciprocal persuasion of the self) is an agent of domination and,
therefore, unethical” (Gordon 1997:61).
Leitch and Neilson (1997) discuss the ethical superiority of practitioners that support
dialogic approaches within public relations, arguing that debates about
communication ethics arise due to inadequate distinction between the concepts of
‘organisation’ and ‘publics’ within Grunig and Hunt’s four influential models. Indeed
the authors note that the very “notion that public relations ethics is rooted in textual
form has gained dominance precisely because of the inadequacy of existing
theories” (1997: 30).
But while we are all desperately attempting to distance ourselves from persuasion,
it’s difficult to get away from. Even Grunig and Hunt (1984) used the term to denote
reciprocal influence within the two-way symmetric model:
If persuasion occurs, the public should be just as likely to
persuade the organization’s management to change attitudes or
behaviors as the organization is likely to change the public’s
attitudes or behavior. Ideally, both management and publics will
change somewhat after a public relations effort (1984: 23).

Indeed, more recently Grunig has argued that the symmetric model is no more
inherently ethical than the other three (with Grunig & Ehling in 1992, with Grunig in
1996). As Leitch and Neilson (1997: 26) observe, “[i]n public relations theory the
form of the relation has taken precedence over the function or purpose of the
relational strategy”. Surely consideration of the ethical parameters of the
function/purpose of the communication is just as justified as the relational form?
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Either way, dominant current thinking on communication ethics limits opportunities
for legitimate factual definition-building for public relations in Australia, as the field’s
identity remains in a prescriptive and rhetoric-driven holding pattern whereby ethical,
and as such professional, superiority is gained solely through espousing
conformation to idealistic dialogic norms and subsequently shaming and/or denying
the field’s ‘relationship’ with persuasion.
Schiappa (2003:3) promotes the ‘rhetorically induced’ nature of definitions in an
attempt to highlight the “persuasive processes that definitions inevitably involve”, and
in particular “the ethical and normative ramifications of the act of defining”.
In our quest for definition, it appears that the field does indeed agree on key
normative themes underlying definition of its scope, dimensions and purpose. It is
perhaps the ethical superiority imbued in this normative definition, in contrast to a
more descriptive empirical definition, and the significant gap that exists between
these, that limits our ability to feel a sense of confidence and robustness towards the
field’s identity. If we, as Schiappa (2003: 5-10) suggests, remain mindful of the
tendency to approach definitions with a ‘natural attitude’ we are less likely to
succumb to ‘metaphysical absolutism’ that blinds us to the normative and political, as
opposed to legitimately descriptive, intent of definitions.
To summarise this section, this study confirms the existence and nature of public
relations’ self-professed ‘identity crisis’. Findings indicate that there is a clear gap
between widely held definitions of public relations in Australia and empirical
descriptions of the field.
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4.3 Academic and practitioner perspectives on the role of public
relations academics
This section discusses the results of investigation into the perceived value of public
relations academics and academia by public relations academics and practitioners in
Australia. While most practitioners in the sample see academics as adding value to
the public relations field, a significant proportion do not. Of the public relations
practitioners who do not perceive academia as adding value to the field, responses
are underpinned by a common theme; academia is out of touch with industry and
unresponsive to practitioner needs.
Findings indicate that academics may not be as out of touch as practitioners
imagine. The majority of academics in the sample have worked as practitioners, and
demonstrate insight into public relations practitioner duties. Furthermore, findings
show that practitioner and academic research interests overlap, indicating that
academics can be useful contributors to public relations practice.
Practitioners imagine academics in the field as teachers, researchers, credibility
builders, practitioner-problem solvers, facilitators, and industry advocates.
Meanwhile, most academics in the sample did not perceive their roles as broadly.
This section posits that variance in academic role expectations between each group
devalues notions of academia, and promotes the role of the Public Relations Institute
of Australia as a potentially powerful intermediary between academics and
practitioners in Australia.
Scholarly and industry literature presents almost universal consensus that a divide
between academics and practitioners exists. Considering the literature reviewed in
the first chapter of this dissertation, it is reasonable to conclude that public relations
practitioners, like practitioners in related business disciplines, may question the value
of academics in the field for various reasons.
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It is worth noting that, with the exception of Cheng and de Gregorio (2007),
McKenzie et al (2002), and Brennan & Ankers (2004), much of the current literature
relating to the academic/practitioner divide is normative, without positive support.
Empirical inquiry into the field, such as the current study, can further support (or
refute) conceptionalisation of the academic/practitioner disconnect, and along with it
practitioners’ perspectives on the value of academics in business disciplines.
To begin with, it is worth stating that the notion of value presented here is broadly
understood in terms of both 1) utility to the individual practitioner (i.e. helping the
practitioner to do a better job), and 2) utility to the field of public relations as a whole
(i.e. strengthening the professional standing of the field). This general understanding
of the term was derived through consideration of qualitative practitioner responses to
various questions throughout the questionnaire. Examples of this understanding will
be presented throughout this section.
It is hardly news that much of the research to date concludes that practitioners see
the work of academics in the field adding little or no value to them due to issues
surrounding utility and accessibility.
It is perhaps due to an awareness of the trends present in the above-reviewed and
similar research that, when academics in the current study were asked about
whether or not they believed public relations practitioners value their work in the
field, a third of academic respondents (33.3%) reported a belief that practitioners do
not value academic work.
Further cementing this expectation, a large portion of academic respondents who did
indicate that they believe practitioners do indeed value academic work conditioned
this affirmative response – suggesting that value is only perceived by pockets of
practitioners and not across the board:
Yes. In small amounts.
Yes. Some do, but not all.
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Yes. Only some.
Yes. Not all practitioners value academic work.

In particular, exposure to university training was seen as a prerequisite for
practitioners to value academic work:
I think that the value is being better recognised, certainly by
those who have a university trained background.
More and more practitioners are university educated and are
aware of the value of theory-based practice.
Yes. But probably only those who have a tertiary education
themselves.

Indeed, several academics here, even while agreeing that practitioners value
academic work, question perceived academic value in terms of practitioner emphasis
on practical application of skills and practitioner access to, and reputation of,
academics:
PR practitioners, like journalists, often question the practical
ability of students and opportunities for students within academic
settings to get their hands dirty.
There is limited understanding of what academics are able to
provide. Academics need to work on their reputation and earn
the respect.

These academic respondent expectations were largely mirrored by practitioners, with
66% of practitioners in the study seeing value in academic work. Of the remaining
34% of practitioners that did not perceive academic work as valuable, the most
frequently cited reason for this lack of value was a complaint that academics are out
of touch and unresponsive to the needs of industry:
From my experience, PR academics offer little compared to PR
practitioners who are out in the field, working with clients and
engaging the community. A real-world aspect must be brought
into any PR activity, blended with just the right amount of
knowledge.
From the students I train while in third year uni [sic] and
immediately after I am at a loss as to how the current academic
approach at the universities equips them to be a PR practitioner.
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I think the general perception is that academics are out of touch
with what PR actually is when it is practiced (either really well or
badly) every day.

Imaginings of academics as out of touch with industry were evident throughout both
practitioner and academic questionnaire responses. It is interesting then that, when
asked about their professional experience, more than 80% (81.3%) of academics in
the current study indicated that they had not only previously worked as a practitioner,
but had actually spent more time working as a practitioner than as an academic.
This figure indicates that most public relations academics in Australia do indeed
have personal insight into the world of public relations practice. Evidence of this
insight is further reinforced when taking into account some of the broadly consistent
results across both academic and practitioner groups. Alignment across groups is
clear when considering two key variables indicating academic awareness of industry
practice and priorities; that is practitioner duties and research interests. The results
associated with both of these variables are now presented in turn.
Public relations practitioners were asked to rank the top five ‘main duties’ of their job
based on their current personal experience. In order to check the degree of
‘practice’ awareness, academics were asked to rank the five main duties most likely
to be undertaken by public relations practitioners, based on their general knowledge
and opinion of the industry.
Both groups of respondents were asked to nominate the duties from the same
selection. This selection may be reviewed at section 2.4.6.1 of the methodology
chapter (see page 135).
When considering only the frequency of nominations and not allocated rankings,
overall ‘media relations’ and ‘corporate communications’ shared equal position (both
with 15.5%) as the main duty for public relations practitioners in Australia.
Practitioners next most frequently nominated ‘issues/crisis management’ (10.1%).
Following these three stand out duties, overall findings indicate that other significant
duties for public relations practitioners include ‘copy writing’ (7.3%), ‘research’
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(6.6%), and ‘event management’ and ‘publicity’ (both nominated by 6.3% of
practitioner respondents).
Echoing these results, ‘media relations’ was the most frequently nominated
practitioner duty (19.1%) by academics. ‘Corporate communications’ was second
most frequently nominated (14.6%). Academic participants also nominated ‘publicity’
(12.4%), ‘issues/crisis management’ (10.1%), and ‘event management’ (7.9%) as
part of their most likely five main duties for practitioners. These results are obviously
broadly consistent with the data provided by practitioner participants, particularly in
terms of the top two main duties of practitioners, and clearly indicate a degree of
academic insight into the day-to-day duties of practitioners.
Practitioner
Academic
responses
responses
Comparison of overall main practitioner duties by type
Advocacy

2,.2%

4.5%

Copy writing

7.3%

2.2%

Corporate
communications
Counselling

15.5%

14.6%

5.7%

3.4%

Event mgmt

6.3%

7.9%

Gov’t relations

4.4%

3.4%

Human resources

1.9%

-

Issues/crisis mgmt

10.1%

10.1%

Lobbying

0.6%

2.2%

Media monitoring

6.0%

6.7%

Media relations

15.5%

19.1%

Other

4.1%

2.2%

Promotions

5.4%

6.7%

Publicity

6.3%

12.4%

Research

6.6%

4.5%

Speech writing

1.9%

-

Table 66: Comparison of overall main practitioner duties by type

This study’s findings relating to research interests are another area where
practitioner and academic results display considerable overlap.
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In their review of the literature on academic-practitioner relationships, Cheng and de
Gregorio (2007:2) noted the presence of two schools of thought in terms of research
relevance to practitioners:
1. The academy should be closer to its industry roots –
research should not be irrelevant, esoteric, excessively abstract
in subject matter, and unusable by practitioners. The
communication of that research has become overly complicated
and highly unreadable, while academic members are not
cognizant of the needs and challenges of practice.
2. The academy should remain distant from the industry –
increased devotion to pleasing the practitioner will result in
research that is limited in its scope and bankrupt of its joy.
Academic members should not give up their academic freedom
and sell their intellectual souls to cater to the industry.

As can be gleaned from the earlier literature review, the majority of published work in
this area appears to come under the first category – that is promoting a desire for
greater academic/practitioner collaboration, and calling for more practitioner-relevant
research (see, for example, Lindenmann 1979; Baker & Erdogan 2000). Grunig
(2006) has recently identified the improvement of public relations practice as a key
goal of public relations scholars; Gower (2006) asserts that academics must work to
ensure their research will be useful to practitioners; and Broom (2006) emphasises
the need to select practice-derived research topics.
In the current study, more than 70% of practitioner respondents (73.2%) indicated
that they saw a need for more research in the field of public relations. The
practitioner research agenda put forward by the sample is varied and well
considered (only three practitioners confirmed a need for further research into the
field, yet were unable to provide any area of particular interest). As is to be
expected, on the whole, research interests are practitioner-focused. Through review
of the raw data it was apparent that research into the evaluation of public relations
activities and outcomes, and the reputation of public relations, were most frequently
nominated by practitioners.
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Academic respondents were also asked to list their research interests. A broad
range of interests was put forward. Academic research interests were at times
difficult to categorise as associated methodological and theoretical perspectives
were frequently unclear, with topics presented potentially weaving through numerous
meta-themes. That said, issues and crisis communication and/or management was
the most frequently nominated research interest. In addition, research interests
relating to ethics; technology; evaluation; internal communication; and rhetoric; were
all nominated more than once.
The following image presents both practitioner and academic research interests, and
highlights those interests identified by practitioners that are currently being pursued
by academics in the field. It is evident that there exists considerable overlap in terms
of academic and practitioner research interests in the Australian public relations field.

Practitioner
demographics
Industry
delineation
Client
attitudes
Not-for-profit
PR

Evaluation
Reputation
New media
Australian PR
Environmental PR
Media relations
Community
consultation
PR education
Cross-cultural PR

Issues and crisis mgmt
Stakeholder
communications
Organisational values
Ethics
Systems theory
Semiotics
Strategic communication
Political communication
Persuasion
Employee communications
Practice in regional settings
Leadership attributes
PR teaching
Rhetorical theory
Government PR

Figure 47: Practitioner and academic research interests

Considering the debate in the literature about whether or not scholarly research
should indeed be focused on the needs and research desires of practitioners, and
given the results of this study, it appears that most scholars fall into the
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aforementioned first category, with many public relations researchers in Australia
pursuing areas of interest directly aligned to practitioner priorities.
It is reasonable to nominate the degree of awareness of practitioner duties and
alignment of research interests as central (although not sole) variables when
operationalising the concept of ‘being in touch with industry’. When reviewing the
above-presented results then, it appears that public relations academics in Australia
are not as out of touch as some practitioners claim. While certainly not precluding
the existence of a ‘gap’ between public relations academic- and practitioner-thinking
and knowledge in Australia, the gulf may not be as wide as commonly thought.
Why then does an image of the academic as out of touch with industry persist in the
minds of many public relations academics and practitioners alike? This author
asserts that variance between academic and practitioner expectations in terms of the
nature and scope of the role of academics in the field may be at fault.
As part of the online questionnaires underpinning this research project, academic
participants were asked to outline their role in the field of public relations.
Unsurprisingly, academics overwhelmingly imagined themselves fulfilling the roles of
1) ‘teachers’, and 2) ‘researchers’. The data indicated that academics also, to a
lesser extent, perceive themselves as 3) ‘credibility builders’. A table presents each
of these main role themes along with examples contained in the data is at section
3.2.5.4 of the findings chapter (see page 256).
Outside of these clear themes, one academic mentioned ‘consulting’, and only two
others noted ‘information sharing’ with practitioners, as an academic function
Provide information on changes in the industry and help
practitioners identify implications for their own work.
Sharing that information back to the practitioner body.

Practitioners participating in the study were also asked to identify the role of
academics in the field of public relations. While some respondents clearly see little
to no role for academics in the field (“Very little”, “Not very useful - they tend to have
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little understanding of the daily pressures”), the vast majority of comments were
positive. Of these positive perspectives, the public relations academic in Australia is
imagined in a range of complementary roles.
While the role themes of ‘undergraduate teacher’; ‘researcher’; and ‘credibilitybuilder’, were all present in the practitioner data, three other role themes were clearly
present – that of ‘practitioner-problem solver’, ‘facilitator’, and ‘industry advocate’. A
table illustrating each of these role themes and offers citations exemplifying each
category can be found at section 3.1.5.3 of the findings chapter (see page 202).
In contrast to the few academics who identified information sharing, public relations
practitioners see the functions of solving practitioner problems, facilitating
information sharing, and achieving a range of advocacy-based outcomes, as central
to the role of academic.
It is clear that practitioners imagine the role of academics in the public relations field
more broadly than academics do themselves. If, in the minds of practitioners,
academics are accountable for bridging the ‘divide’ between these groups by solving
practitioner problems, informing practitioners of developments in the field, and
advocating the field within the wider business community; and if few academics
actually nominate this function as part of their role – and thus do not pursue
associated activities; then it is not surprising that a significant percentage of
practitioners are unsatisfied with academic output:
Australian PR academics have little interaction with industry or
agencies
I have limited contact with or exposure to PR academics
You don't hear about [academic work] until you study it. The
academics need to mix more with the mainstream. However,
once known, it is valuable.

It is interesting that only one out of the more than 100 practitioners who participated
in the study suggested that academics could “help us promote the industry”
indicating a shared responsibility in terms of advocacy. No other practitioner
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participants indicated that public relations practitioners should perhaps hold some
responsibility for problem-solving, information-sharing, or advocacy roles. These
roles, if mentioned, were always positioned firmly within the academic domain.
This author firmly agrees with Gibson and Mohr’s (1977) earlier-noted assumptions
about the relationship between academics and practitioners. That said, given the
different goals, rewards systems, and traditional forums, of the academy and
industry, in addition to probable resourcing constraints, it is perhaps unrealistic to
assume a ‘constant’ direct flow of appropriately packaged information from academy
to practice and vice versa. Narrowing the gap through mediated indirect flows of
information is perhaps more achievable in a real world context.
There is no doubt that information-sharing as well as broader industry advocate roles
are crucial to enriching both public relations practice and research in Australia. If
academics and practitioners do not imagine themselves accountable, who accepts
these responsibilities?
The Public Relations Institute of Australia (PRIA) website sets forth the aims of the
peak industry body:
[..] to promote and enhance the profession and its status to
the broader community throughout Australia, to enforce the
principles of ethical standards and represent public
relations practitioners in the best interests of the profession
(PRIA 2008: online).

It is evident that the PRIA’s intent is to encompass, among other things, these vital
information-sharing and advocacy roles on behalf of the public relations field in
Australia. Given the focal variable nature of the public relations industry, this is a
formidable task.
While the PRIA coordinates a range of opportunities for information-sharing,
networking, and, professional development (see the PRIA website for examples),
data drawn from the current study indicates that more could be done to promote
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awareness of these and other opportunities. Practitioner comments overwhelmingly
indicate limited insight into the role and scope of the PRIA:
The role of academics in the field of PR could be a useful tool, if
the industry in Australia had appropriate channels for distributing
theory - such as an active and representative industry
association dedicated to the promotion of thought leadership.
A greater effort should be made to get this theory into the public
arena.
There are very few fora for the academic work of PR
practitioners. With limited channels for distribution it is difficult to
access the majority of information.
I think [academic work] could add a great deal however, I never
seem to have access to it - where is it all?

It is interesting that only two practitioner respondents referred to the peak industry
body explicitly or otherwise, the first suggesting that academics should “get involved
at PRIA level for good discussion”, and the second noting that they “rarely have time
to read academic work – [and] mainly stay up-to-date through PRIA activities and
guest speakers etc”.
While promoting the value of further opportunities for practitioner and academic
interaction, dialogue, and cross-pollination, this paper does not suggest dilution of
either academic or practitioner roles in the field. Rather, differences and the space
between these roles should be embraced and respected. As Nyilasy and Reid
(2007: 438) assert
The existence of a conversation does not imply that the
conversing partners have identical norms, underlying
assumptions, styles of expression, or ways of knowing. In fact,
that is rarely the case.

Indeed it is for this reason that intermediaries, such as the PRIA, should “have a very
instrumental role in implicit transfers” (Nyilasy & Reid 2007:438) between academics
and practitioners.
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Eighty percent of academics who took part in the study claimed to be members of
the PRIA. In contrast, only 52.8% of practitioner respondents confirmed that they
were members of the self-professed peak body. These figures raise questions about
the true representativeness of the Institute. As noted by Melville (2003: 94), in his
report into peak bodies in Australia,
The issue of what constitutes representation is a critical part of
the whole jigsaw puzzle […]. It is not enough to talk on behalf of
consumers […]. I think the idea of constituency and
representation, and how you represent diversity within that
representation, is crucial too.

The notion of what constitutes ‘representative’ is difficult to define, and the literature
indicates that there is no silver bullet for operationalising this term. For the purpose
of this discussion, when considering the findings presented here, it is reasonable to
say that the PRIA must continue to promote and expand its membership and active
engagement of that membership to truly fulfil its important intermediary role of
increasing communication channels between public relations academics and
practitioners for mutual gain.
This section of the discussion was predominately concerned with practitioner
perceptions of academics and the value of academia in the public relations field in
Australia. Current normative literature suggests that a gap exists between these two
groups and that practitioners imagine academics in business disciplines as out of
touch, lacking practical relevance, and inaccessible.
Findings discussed here do not deny the existence of a gap; however, empirical data
indicate that academics may not be as ‘out of touch’ as many practitioners imagine.
Rather, most academics have first-hand insight into the public relations industry and
the work pressures faced by practitioners. Further, significant overlap in practitioner
and academic research interests suggests potentially strong academic relevance to
practice.
There is notable variance in academic role themes identified by each group, with
practitioners perceiving the functions of ‘practitioner-problem solving’, ‘information
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sharing’, and ‘industry advocacy’, as central to the role of academic, while few
academics actually perceive themselves as responsible for these significant tasks.
This role expectation variance could be a major contributor to practitioner
perceptions of the academic as out of touch.
Findings position academics as (potentially) useful contributors to the public relations
profession. With this in mind, strong avenues for communication between
academics and practitioners in the field are essential. Given the importance of
information-sharing across both groups, and industry-advocacy activities, the PRIA
can be a powerful intermediary in the field and must continue to provide
opportunities for useful academic-practitioner interaction and dialogue. In light of the
many practitioner comments indicating limited awareness of the scope and function
of the PRIA, the peak industry body must work to promote its role more widely
across the field of public relations in Australia.
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4.4 A useful model of professionalism for Australian public
relations
Ideas about what constitutes a profession, professionalism, and the process of
professionalisation, continue to engage scholars across industries. Perhaps given
its (widely considered) dubious beginnings, the evolution of, as well as opportunities
for, professionalisation of the public relations field has attracted much commentary
from both inside and outside the academy. Using van Ruler’s 2005 typology as a
vehicle to facilitate inquiry, this section discusses characteristics of professionalism
present in the findings and extrapolates from these findings a useful model of
professionalism for public relations in Australia. Literature on professionalism and
professionals traditionally nominates several criteria which must be met to confirm an
occupation’s status as professional. Public relations in the Australian context meets
many of these criteria; however, debate about the professional standing of the
industry is ongoing. Van Ruler (2005) argues that academics and practitioners
conceptualise professionalism differently, and that this explains the ongoing debate.
While some evidence of various models of professionalism exists in the data, the
overarching results of this study overwhelmingly disprove van Ruler’s hypothesis in
the Australian context, and indicate that most public relations academics and
practitioners in Australia share the same underpinning assumptions about
professionalism. Given these findings, the author posits that the basis for the
ongoing debate about positioning public relations as a profession is not due to a gulf
between academics and practitioners, but rather exists because of differences in
contemporary public relations practice and ideas expressed in seminal academic
literature on professionalism. As such, the author promotes a model of
professionalism that privileges the dynamic relationship between client and
practitioner as central to the development and maintenance of professionalism in
Australian public relations.
The review of the literature presented in an earlier chapter of this dissertation
presents a brief history of public relations in Australia. While the author does not
intend to repeat that summary here, it is worth noting that public relations in Australia

338

has passed through many of the above-mentioned steps: the growth of the industry
from the 1940s onwards; establishment of the first professional association in 1949;
the first tertiary courses beginning in the 1970s, as well as alternative titles for
practitioners proliferating during this time; development of common educational
standards in 1989-90; introduction of a range of networking and professional
development opportunities; and formalisation of a code of ethics outlining 15
standards a practitioner must comply with if seeking membership of the industry’s
professional association. In addition, Australasian academics are actively engaged
in the production and scrutiny of scholarship on public relations (an overview of
recent Australasian scholarship on public relations is presented in the earlier review
of the literature). However, it appears that, regardless of Australian public relations
theory and practice meeting these criteria, questions of professionalism and
professionalisation of the field continue to be debated. It appears, as argued by
Abbott (1988), that achievement of the earlier-presented developmental stages
proposed by Wilenski (1964) does not guarantee success on the quest for
professional standing.
As noted in the earlier review of the literature, van Ruler (2005) put forward four
models of professionalism and argued that academics and practitioners have
differing conceptions of the notion of professionalism with academics favouring the
‘knowledge model’, while practitioners emphasise ‘emotional intelligence’ over a ‘predefined body of knowledge’ when defining professionalism. Van Ruler posits that
differences between academic and practitioner views on what must be done to
elevate a practitioner to a professional limit the professionalisation of public relations
as “coherence [between practitioners and scholars] in views on professionalism can
be seen as a prerequisite for development of practice” (2005: 159).
The four historical models of professionalism identified by van Ruler are: the
knowledge model; the status model; the competition model; and the personality
model. A comparison of the models with regard to the relationship with the client,
the role of theory, of education, and of professional associations, can be found at
page 50 of this dissertation.
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Based on this comparative typology, van Ruler identifies two partitions delineating
these approaches to professionalism. The first partition is based on “who decides
what kind of knowledge is needed to do the job” (2005: 164), with decisions either
expert-led (“directive”) or negotiated between the client and individual practitioner
(“interactive”). The second partition identifies differences between “what kind of
knowledge is needed to become a professional” (2005: 164), with the knowledge and
competition models emphasising “expert, verifiable knowledge”, and the status and
personality models valuing “devotion, personality, effort, and enthusiasm” (2005:
164).
With this in mind, van Ruler puts forward a two-dimensional model of
professionalism based on these two partitions. This model is presented at page 51
of this dissertation.
Van Ruler acknowledges that this typology is a theoretical construct, whereby
“certain aspects are highlighted, while others are downplayed” (2005: 165).
Interestingly, with the exception of Sallot and her colleagues (1996, 1997, 1998) and
van Ruler et al (2004), very little of the literature published to date is based on
empirical investigation. As Cameron et al (1996: 46) note, it is an empirical base that
will “best [inform] our attempts to define professionalism” in the public relations field.
In an attempt to empirically test the applicability of this construct to the Australian
context, the current research project sought to determine the preferred model of
professionalism employed by Australian public relations academics and practitioners.
Considered from an economically rationalised perspective, Roberts and Dietrich
(1999: 979-980) state that “professionalism is required to deal with decision-making
complexity where the policing of agreements by individually based legal sanction is
not feasible”, and that this statement assumes “that individual decision-making
autonomy exists” while emphasising “the importance of individual accountability”. In
other words, without problems involving the need for complex decision-making as
part of their solution, there is no need for a client to engage a professional. In this
way, decision-making practices are central to determining notions of professionalism,
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and as such are an appropriate variable to use when operationalising ideas of
professionalism for the purposes of this study.
The following section reminds the reader of the research project’s findings relevant
to this topic. Academic findings are presented first, followed by results yielded from
the practitioner data.

4.4.1 Academic conceptions of professionalism
In contrast to van Ruler’s hypothesis that academics support a more directive
decision-making model, overwhelmingly, academics in this study’s sample believed
that decisions should be negotiated between the individual practitioner and client
(95.2%), as opposed to expert-led (4.8%).
Qualitative findings supported the quantitative data, with all associated academic
comments reinforcing the perceived importance of negotiated decision-making:
PR is about building relationships - this is not going to be
achieved if one party becomes dominant. Negotiation is also a
skill of the PR practitioner.
The client needs to have some input in this area. While a PR
practitioner may be aware of communication theory/business
management etc they may not be aware of the industry/area in
which the client is engaged. PR people should use the insider
knowledge of their client to help enhance this process.
We need to negotiate a strong partnership that takes account of
the fact that we are the experts in our field, but we need to find
out more about theirs.

In her 2005 article, van Ruler articulates an expectation that practitioners, and not
academics, are more likely to consider negotiation central to decision-making. Given
this thinking, perhaps this finding can be explained due to the 81.3% of academics
in the sample that have spent more time working as a public relations practitioner
than in their current role as an academic in the field.
When asked to determine the kind of knowledge more important for a public relations
practitioner to possess, academics were more likely to nominate ‘expert, verifiable
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knowledge’ (75%), as opposed to ‘devotion, personality, effort and enthusiasm’
(25%). This majority finding matches expectations set by van Ruler’s theoretical
construct. Indeed, given the traditional values and goals of the academy, it is
interesting that a quarter of those respondents who identified as academics did not
select ‘expert, verifiable knowledge’.
While neither question mentioned professionalism, qualitative findings here provide
clear evidence of the ‘knowledge model’ of professionalism among scholars, with
several academic respondents linking professionalism to an expert knowledge base:
If the profession wished to be recognised as 'a profession' then
the quality of the education, knowledge and expertise is
paramount.
[I]f we are to improve the professional standing of public
relations, it must be built on a serious body of knowledge.

While a few respondents strongly articulate a preference for one type of knowledge
over another (“100% verifiable. Research based - no room for seat of the pants
intuition”; “Clients are somewhat more persuaded by indicators of trust than of
expertise”), most academics commented on the complementary nature of both types
of knowledge:
We need expert knowledge of course, but without enthusiasm
and creativity the budding professional will fail.
Those with devotion and enthusiasm hopefully have the
commitment to build on the expertise/knowledge.

4.4.2 Practitioner conceptions of professionalism
Practitioners echoed academic findings with 81.8% of respondents that identified as
public relations practitioners stating that decisions should be negotiated between the
client and individual practitioner. This result is clearly aligned to van Ruler’s thinking
and confirms that most Australia public relations practitioners value collaborative
decision-making practices.
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Supporting qualitative comments provided by practitioners highlighted the
importance of dialogue between client and practitoner for effective problem solving:
Decisions should always be negotiated. The PR practitioner
offers experience and knowledge about their industry, as does
the client. For either to attempt to operate alone, or without
negotiation and consultation, will at best miss the target, and at
worse create a negative image to the public.
Decisions should be negotiated because the client is the
industry expert and you, as the PR practitioner, are the
messaging expert.
Decisions being expert/practitioner led should ring alarm bells. If
public relations is about effective relationships then collaboration
is essential, if at the very least it is only perceived collaboration.
It is the role of the practitioner to make the most of the expertise
of the client- understanding their needs, expectations and
experience.

While the majority of practitioner comments privilege collaborative problem solving,
some respondents linked notions of expertise to independent, expert-led decisionmaking:
I believe that decisions should be expert/practitioner led.
Unfortunately, everybody believes they're an expert when it
comes to PR and on occasion I've seen good practitioners
forced to give in to client requests only to find themselves faced
with sub-optimal results. It's a case of letting the experts do their
job: how many major medical or legal decisions are to a great
extent?
It would be good to pick the other option; however in reality it
often does not occur. In a perfect world everyone would
understand our expertise, but negotiations are necessary to get
the job done.

Indeed, it is apparent that, of those 18.2% of practitioner respondents who believe
decisions should be expert-led, some see an attempt at collaborative decisionmaking as an indication of the client devaluing the public relations practitioner’s
professional standing.
Generally with PR advice it is often treated within organisations
with a distinct lack of professional respect that is not
encountered as often with other fields such as a solicitor or

343

account giving advice in their field. There is a perception that
any one can write a press release or do an interview with the
media etc.
Why hire a PR practitioner if you do not want to follow their
recommendation? I get sick of hearing clients say "I don't like
that" but they fail to realise that it is not about them - it is about
their public(s).

Using van Ruler’s typology, this subset of practitioners is more likely to
conceive professionalism in term of the ‘knowledge’ or ‘status’ models.
The author employed statistical testing to determine the existence of a
link between practitioner decision-making practices and demographic
variables. Chi-square testing did not reveal any statistical correlation
between preferred practitioner decision-making practices and a)
educational background or b) length of time in industry.
While a strong majority of practitioners believed that decisions should be negotiated
between the practitioner and their client (thus supporting van Ruler’s hypothesis),
this division was less apparent when practitioners were asked to select the kind of
knowledge more important for public relations practitioners to possess. This
question again forced a dichotomy between ‘devotion, personality, effort and
enthusiasm’ and ‘expert, verifiable knowledge’. Slightly more practitioners (58.5%)
identified ‘expert, verifiable knowledge’ as the more important type of knowledge for
practitioners to possess, with 41.5% selecting ‘devotion, personality, effort and
enthusiasm’.
This slight majority becomes less apparent when considering respondent comments
associated with this question, with many practitioners stating that both types of
knowledge are equally important:
If you offered a choice of "Both" I would have selected that,
however I believe personality, devotion and enthusiasm are
marginally more important
I believe both groups of knowledge are important
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Enthusiasm, personality and devotion backed up by a strong
educational background.
Both are important, but a best case scenario would be an
educated practitioner with all the attributes described in [the
second option] above.

Interestingly, as did their academic colleagues, many practitioners who selected the
‘expert, verifiable knowledge’ option raised notions of professionalism in their
supporting comments:
While there is definitely a role to personality and effort, if the
basic knowledge is not there, anyone can hang out a shingle,
and that will do the industry a huge amount of harm.
It's time that the industry put some science behind the practice
of public relations - a little less glamour and a little more
substance!
Without expert knowledge one's ideas may not be regarded as
quantifiable or verifiable.
[R]esults stem from professionalism more than enthusiasm.
The PR industry is largely intuitive, author-centric and outputs
orientated and should be more scientific, audience centric and
outcomes orientated.

These comments reveal practitioner desire to increase the professional standing of
public relations in Australia based on indicators of professionalism that are grounded
in what van Ruler refers to as the ‘knowledge’ or ‘competition’ models of
professionalism.
In contrast, those who opted for ‘devotion, personality, effort and enthusiasm’
frequently did so because they perceived verfiable knowledge as easily transferable
in contrast to personality traits, and therefore less valuable:
In PR devotion, personality, effort and enthusiasm are essential
skills which can not be taught. Expertise and verifiable
knowledge comes with experience.
Knowledge can be learnt - attitude cannot.
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Long experience confirms that success in public relations is first
about personality attributes, and second about learned skills.

Again, chi-square testing was employed to determine if a correlation existed between
practitioner knowledge-type preference and a) educational qualifications, and b)
length of time in the industry. In both cases there was no evidence of statistical
correlation.
Considering all of the findings presented, Pearson’s chi-square test was used to
determine evidence of statistical correlation between respondent selection of the
preferred type of decision-making and the type of knowledge deemed most important
for practitioners. In the case of both academics and practitioners, test results yielded
Pearson’s chi-square statistics with significance values well above the alpha level of
.05. As such, it is apparent that a statistical correlation does not exist between
respondent selection of the best kind of decision-making between practitioners and
clients and respondent selection of the most important type of knowledge for a
practitioner to possess. In other words, both academic and practitioner respondents
in this sample are not more or less likely to select a preferred knowledge-type based
on their preferred decision-making method or vice versa.
In reviewing these findings it is clear that ideas of professionalism in Australian
public relations are for many in the field strongly linked to the development,
transference and maintenance of a growing body of scientific knowledge. As
evidence of this, most academic and practitioner remarks that explicitly refer to the
professional standing of public relations, did so when commenting on knowledgepreference.
In addition, respondents in the sample overwhelmingly highlighted the importance of
decision-making practices based on negotiation between client and agent.
Grunig (2000) posits that public relations should establish a set of values for the
profession to further support professionalisation of public relations. Data yielded in
this study indicate that the goals and values of dialogue, relationships, symmetry,
and communication, are pervasive and critical to public relations practice and
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scholarship in Australia. Given the widespread presence of these ideas throughout
the data, it is unsurprising that these values would also underpin decision-making
practices across the field.
Given this majority perspective, models of professionalism that privilege expert-led
decision-making (that is, models underpinning most of the scholarly literature on
professionalism reviewed in an earlier chapter of this dissertation) are not particularly
useful when defining professionalism for public relations in an Australia context.
In particular, Wilenski’s (1964) directively-focused model of professionalism and
process of professionalisation are not appropriate benchmarks for public relations in
Australia, as (other than reference to a ‘service ideal’) they barely consider the
client/agent relationship when determining professional status of an occupation, and
indeed identify a ‘market focus’ as a barrier to professionalism. From Wilenski’s
perspective, the occupation itself is an autonomous closed system and largely in
control of its own professional development. This way of thinking directly opposes
notions of collaborative client/agent decision-making and the importance of
relationship-building; ideas that are central to both academic and practitioner
perceptions of public relations in Australia.
Considering these findings through the lens of van Ruler’s typology, it is apparent
that Australian academics and practitioners in the field both conceive
professionalism in the same way; that is in terms of the ‘competition’ model, which
promotes “the exclusivity of the job that individuals exert for their clients” (van Ruler
2005: 163) over professional structures or job demarcation.
Given these findings, earlier-presented notions of professionalism, and Wilenski’s
(1964) process of professionalisation are not particularly useful tools to help us
understand or define professionalism in Australian public relations. More helpful is
Middlehurst and Kennie’s (1997) conception of professionalism. They assert that
professionals employ a rhetoric to persuade clients of their legitimacy. This rhetoric
includes many of the characteristics included in the earlier literature review such as
technical and theoretical expertise, adherence to standards, and independence,
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autonomy and discretion. In this way, professionalism is constructed and maintained
through a dynamic relationship “between clients facing decision-making complexity
and those that can satisfy client demands with respect to such complexity” (Gold,
Rodger & Smith 2002: 47). Gold et al (2002: 47) go on to articulate the process of
embedding professionalism based on this way of thinking:
Over time, the social recognition gained feeds a dynamic which
results in institutionalised attempts to protect the emerging
professional status and which may further result in monopoly
power and dominance with [professional work]. Accompanying
such processes is the emergence of the valuation ethos of
[professional work] and the incorporation of this ethos into
espoused standards and codes of conduct, set and defended by
a [professional association].

Positioned this way, the starting point for any discussion about professionalism, and
professionalisation of an occupation, is consideration of the value of that occupation
as perceived by potential clients when faced with important decisions.
Furthermore, it is reasonable to assume that problems involving complex decisionmaking require more than an agent merely providing context-free information to a
client, but rather that value is perceived by the client in the agent’s application of this
knowledge to context-specific problems. As such, “the gap in knowledge cannot be
bridged by simply accessing information; such information has to be transformed into
knowledge by its application within a context” (Gold, Rogers & Smith 2000” 47).
As van Ruler (2005: 170) asserts “power and influence of professionals are accepted
only if the clients are willing to acknowledge their expertise”, and ultimately
professionals add value to a client “via their valued expertise”.
A complementary model of professionalism here is Biemans (1999) scale-based
understanding of professionalism comprising two elements: ‘technicality’ (that is the
documented and transferable skills and knowledge required for the profession) and
‘indetermination’ (the recognition that situations and problems are context-specific
and as such each problem needs to be dealt with individually, thus requiring a
professional to employ creativity and intellectual independence).
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Biemans argues that ‘technicality’ and ‘indetermination’ are two ends of a continuum,
where most professions can be identified as more or less oriented to either end of
the scale. That said, this classification is not fixed, with a profession’s position on
the scale able to change depending on the work situation. Of particular interest here
is the notion that professions heavily reliant on ‘indetermination’ cannot be taught
and are therefore difficult to legitimise. On the other hand, a profession dominated
by ‘technicality’ is highly predicable and skills are therefore easily acquirable. While
this significantly increases opportunities for professional legitimisation, heavy
‘technicality’ reduces a profession’s applicability, and thus potentially client-perceived
value, because it will only be useful in standardised situations.
Ideas surrounding the legitimacy of a profession based on the degree to which
knowledge may be transferred are echoed in Eraut’s (2000) article where he
identifies two forms of knowledge. The first is “public knowledge or propositional
knowledge”; this knowledge form is explicit, able to be communicated, and forms the
content of formal learning programmes that lead to professional recognition.
Following acquisition of this codified or abstract knowledge, moving from a novice to
expert necessitates the development of “situational knowledge within a field of
practice” (Gold, Rodgers & Smith 2002: 47). Eraut (2000) refers to this knowledge
as “personal knowledge”, which accumulates over time in line with “episodic
memory”. It is clear that, as noted by Cheetham and Chivers (2000: 381),
“professional practice involves a combination of applied specialist knowledge,
rationality and more intuitive forms of thought”, labelled “technically grounded
extemporisation”. This thinking supports Roberts and Dietrich’s (1999: 994) views
that “the core economic aspect of professional activity is the non-transferability of
information used in the client-agent relationship”.
These ideas about different types of knowledge and knowledge application are
relevant to the ‘competition’ model of professionalism in that this model emphasises
“scientific knowledge, but the question of which knowledge is needed, depends on
the situation and the client” (van Ruler 2005: 163). The relevance of the
‘competition’ model of professionalism for public relations in Australia is again clearly
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apparent when considering this statement in concert with this study’s research
findings. While very strong on determining negotiation as the preferred decisionmaking practice, both academic and practitioner respondent groups displayed
greater division when considering preferred knowledge types. The majority of
comments from both groups emphasised the importance of scientific, verifiable
knowledge and its link to increased professionalism. This demonstrates a desire to
legitimise the industry through the existence of transferable, codified knowledge.
That said, many respondents remarked on the value of both forms of knowledge,
suggesting that successful public relations practitioners in Australia skilfully apply
both knowledge-forms according to the demands of a particular job. As such, public
relations can be understood as a field characterised by opportunities for high
‘indetermination’, and thus at once highly valuable to the client faced with complex
decisions, and also a field that is difficult to demarcate or define.
In these ways, public relations roles in Australia can be imagined as covering the full
spectrum of Biemans’ scale, with varying positions depending on the requirements of
the job and the individual practitioner’s skills and experience. While this inclusive
picture of professionalism would not be acceptable given traditional academic
rhetoric (what van Ruler refers to as the ‘knowledge model’ of professionalism),
when considered through the lens of the ‘competition’ model, this variable role
characteristic becomes an invaluable tool for defining professionalism in public
relations in Australia.
A range of ideas and models of professionalism have been presented in this section
with the intent of determining the most useful models of professionalism for public
relations in an Australian context. The results of administered research questions
based on van Ruler’s 2005 four models of professionalism typology were presented
and scrutinised. Findings indicate that both public relations academics and
practitioners in Australia conceive professionalism in terms of what van Ruler
describes as the ‘competition model’. Results highlight the centrality of collaborative
decision-making to professional public relations practices in Australia, with
academics and practitioners emphasising the importance of relationship-building as
not only vital for client/agent relations and job success, but also as an underlying
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value of public relations in Australia. In addition, results pointed to the importance of
practitioners possessing both scientific and situational or personal knowledge.
Emphasis on the scholarly creation and practitioner-possession of expert, verifiable
knowledge legitimises the field, while individual practitioner-creativity and situational
knowledge is important when resolving new client problems in new ways, as it is this
application of knowledge to a particular context where professionals demonstrate
value to clients, and thus reinforce their professional standing. In these ways and in
line with the findings of this research project, it is apparent that the competition
model of professionalism, in contrast to traditional scholarly perspectives of
professionalism (that is, to use van Ruler’s term, the ‘knowledge model’ of
professionalism), is a more useful tool for considering professionalism in public
relations in Australia.
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4.5 Public relations education and power of the practitioner
If a country truly wishes to promote professionalism,
that country should examine how it trains its public
relations practitioners.
- Coombs et al 1994

This section discusses the key skills, attributes and knowledge prioritised by public
relations academics and practitioners in Australia, noting areas of alignment and
variance. Both academics and practitioners identify writing and interpersonal skills
as the most important skills for practitioners to possess. In addition and contrary to
popular belief, both groups, and not solely academics, prioritise knowledge of public
relations theory and principles. That said, practitioners do highlight the need for
greater emphasis of knowledge about business administration and management
practices, while academics promote the need for public relations training courses to
include attention to ethical considerations. The literature points to links between
notions of ethics, professionalism, inclusion in the dominant coalition, and public
relations as a management rather than technical function. Given these links, at first
glance these differences in the data appear to indicate a division between
(practitioner emphasised) graduate job-focused training and (academic emphasised)
career-focused training. Further findings from the research project indicate that
public relations practitioners have the opportunity to be reasonably powerful in their
organisations; and as such it appears that public relations does indeed have the
opportunity to be a management function in the Australian context. Given these
results, the author asserts that practitioner emphasis on knowledge of business
practices does not merely meet the needs of the first technical graduate position, but
rather is indeed focused on training for a management career in the field. In
addition, the author believes that the PRIA’s National Education Committee
accreditation guidelines should be reviewed to include training in business practices
as a core learning outcome to provide practitioners undertaking the public relations
function with the best possible training for a seat at the board table in more
Australian organisations.
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The earlier review of the literature outlined a range of scholarly work surrounding
notions of professionalism, power, dominant coalition, and education.
It is clear that effective public relations education is a critical component of increased
professionalism in the field, as well as central to public relations managers gaining
entry to the dominant coalition in their organisation. Investigation into preferred
learning outcomes in terms of skills/attributes and knowledge prioritised by both
Australian academics and practitioners can offer insight into the needs of the field
from both perspectives, and can then support refinement of curricula for Australian
public relations education courses.
It is worth briefly noting here that the concept of ‘learning outcomes’ (following Neff,
Walker, Smith & Creedon 1999) are understood as desired characteristics of
practitioners at various stages of their careers.
The following table summarises the overall ranking results derived from this research
project for those skills and attributes deemed most important for practitioners to
possess by both academics and practitioners.
Most important skills and
attributes
1

For current
practitioners

For graduates

For practitioners in
the future

Academic

1

Writing skills / Interpersonal
skills
Organisational skills
Research competence
Writing skills
Interpersonal skills
Organisational skills/
Research competence
Writing skills

2

Research competence

3

Leadership skills

2
3
1
2
3

Practitioner
Writing skills
Interpersonal skills
Organisational skills
Writing skills
Interpersonal skills
Organisational skills
Writing skills / Interpersonal
skills
Research competence /
Organisational skills
Public communication

Table 67: Summary of overall most valuable skills/attributes by type

Considering the above table, it is evident that several strong patterns exist in the
findings, regardless of the practitioner career stage or perceived future trends. In
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particular, there is unexpected yet strong agreement from both academics and
practitioners regarding the importance of writing skills for public relations
practitioners. Writing skills is the top-ranked skill for practitioners to possess across
all categories by each group.
A report from the (American) Commission on Public Relations Education echoes this
finding when arguing that “public relations writing is an essential, discrete skill not
addressed in journalistic writing, composition or creative writing” (1999: 21). King
(2001) too endorses this sentiment and summarises the unique characteristics of
public relations writing when asserting that
[…] public relations students must master various styles
including objective journalistic styles and indirect and direct
persuasive styles, and they must learn to blend these seemingly
disparate styles to serve multiple purposed for multiple
audiences (p. 28).

Furthering the argument that strong writing skills underpin the public relations field,
Marken (2002: 31) notes
PR people want to be management counsellors, crisis
management specialists or any of the other growing number of
specialities … regardless, at the end of the day something has
to be written, and it has to be written well.

Indeed, it is clear that “students’ writing competency is inextricably linked to the
future of the public relations profession” (Hardin & Pompper 2004: 358). Everyone
agrees that ‘writing skills ’is among the top-ranked skills for public relations
graduates and more experienced practitioners alike. Unfortunately, comments from
practitioners published in the scholarly literature indicate that lack of strong writing
skills are also among the most regularly cited problems with public relations
graduates (see Eaton 2000; Haberstroh 1995; Alexander 1995). It appears that the
ability to write well is among a practitioner’s “most marketable skills”, yet “may be the
most challenging to acquire” (Hardin and Pompper 2004: 357).
It is clear that public relations courses should pay increased attention to practitioner
writing skills. The PRIA National Education Committee (NEC) Guidelines for
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Accreditation are currently under review in light of recent research. As with the
findings of the current study, that research also highlighted the importance of writing
skills, and as such, the NEC Guidelines will be placing greater emphasis on
developing writing skills as a core component of public relations education in
Australia, and will state a requirement for “writing and editing for a range of media
and organisational communication” as “practitioners and graduates generally view
writing and editing skills to be central studies” (PRIA in press: 3).
Several practitioners and academics in the current study noted an overemphasis on
media release-writing in current public relations education curricula:
PR is more than just writing media releases and gaining
publicity.
[Too much emphasis on] media release writing... events
organisation.
They're so keen to teach media releases and events. Anyone
who is ever going to make it in PR will be able to learn those
things on the job in 3 weeks.

It will be important then that along with this continuing emphasis on writing skills, so
too must the diverse nature of public relations writing be emphasised in public
relations curricula.
Another interesting aspect to the above-presented summary table of findings is the
frequent academic promotion of research competence, while this skill is only ranked
in the top three on one occasion by practitioners. As mentioned in the earlier review
of the literature of this dissertation, Walker’s (1994) study into the extent and nature
of research in the Australian public relations industry concluded that most
practitioners did not regard their regular informal research processes as ‘research’ at
all, but rather that practitioners understood the notion of ‘research’ as referring to
formal research practices only. The findings of the current study, in particular the
omission of ‘research competence’ as a top-ranked skill for current practitioners and
graduates, may indicate a continuation of these practitioner perceptions. Following
this way of thinking, findings also indicate that practitioners see Australian public
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relations in the future as likely underpinned by more formal research practices.
Walker asserted that “dependence on research increases as public relations is
conceptualized along a scale of complexity and perhaps legitimacy” (1994: 141). In
this way, the inclusion of ‘research competence’ as a top-ranked skill for practitioners
in the future suggests that current public relations practitioners see Australian public
relations practice obtaining greater professional legitimacy in the future.
‘Research competence’ was nominated as a top ranked skill in each category by
academics in the study. Academic comments regarding the degree of research
undertaken by public relations practitioners highlights this perceived value of
research in the field by academics:
I’d like to think there is more research going on… I think perhaps
practitioners lean towards instinct or experience as opposed to
actual research, even though they probably know better.
All work should be solidly researched…
[Practitioners who do not use research] are going to be
overtaken by the growing numbers of tertiary educated people
who understand and know the value of research.

This final comment reminds us of the centrality of research to higher education and
the traditional goals of the academy. As such, it is not surprising that academics
frequently nominated ‘research competence’ as a top-ranked skill for public relations
practitioners following a prescribed course of study.
Furthermore, findings discussed in an earlier part of this chapter note the perceived
importance of the development, maintenance, and transference of a scholarly body
of scientific knowledge to the increased professional standing of public relations in
Australia. Obviously, competent research practice is critical to the development of
this body of knowledge, and thus, considering the above-summarised results, it is
reasonable to hypothesise that academics perceive a link between professional
legitimacy and practitioner research competence. In this way, findings may indicate
an academic preoccupation with increasing the professional standing of public
relations in Australia.
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The following table summarises the overall most frequently ranked knowledge
deemed important for a public relations practitioner to possess.
Most important
knowledge
For current
practitioners

For graduates

Academic
1
2
3
1
2
3
1

For practitioners in
the future

2
3

Public relations theories
Social/political trends / Public
relations Principles
Ethical standards
Public relations principles
Public relations theories
Social/political trends / Ethical
standards
Social/political trends / Ethical
standards
Public relations principles
Public relations theories

Practitioner
Public relations principles
General business practices
Public relations theories
Public relations principles
Public relations theories
General business practices
Public relations theories
Public relations principles
General business practices /
Message production, delivery
and receiving theories

Table 68: Summary of overall most valuable knowledge by type

These results indicate strong agreement between academics and practitioners in
terms of the centrality of public relations-specific theories and principles to the
practitioner’s knowledge base now and in the future. This agreement is unexpected,
as anecdotal evidence suggests that practitioners would not value theory as highly
as more practically-based knowledge forms. Indeed it is interesting that practitioners
in the sample have ranked public relations theories lower than public relations
principles in all categories except when considering the needs of practitioners in the
future. As with practitioner recognition of ‘research competence’ as an important skill
for practitioners in the future, this primary ranking of public relations theories could
indicate a perception that public relations practice in Australia is striving for higher
professional standing, and that practitioner knowledge of a scientific, public relationsspecific knowledge base will support this professionalisation in the future.
A particularly interesting finding is the clear practitioner emphasis on the importance
of practitioner knowledge of general business practices across all categories, while
this type of knowledge is not prioritised in any academic ranking. Qualitative findings
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support these results, with many practitioner respondents indicating a desire for
increased student exposure to the real life elements of the job of a public relations
practitioner when asked about aspects missing from current public relations
curricula:
A lot of students go from doing assignments to fulltime work and
have no concept of what to do, there needs to be that practical
component to prepare these students for 'real life'.
Broad practical experience/understanding of practice is
generally missing.
The reality of what you'll be doing in PR on a daily or even yearly
basis.

Some academics in the study second-guessed these comments, anticipating that
practitioners would demand a greater emphasis on understanding the practical
aspects of public relations educational course content. While this expectation in
essence proved accurate, there exists a difference in academic and practitioner
perceptions of what ‘practical experience/understanding of practice’ means.
Academics appear to primarily perceive this to mean experience in media relations,
producing media releases and events management. The following comments about
public relations education programs made by academic respondents in the study
support this assertion:
They overemphasise 'job readiness' in some places. They're so
keen to teach media releases and events. Anyone who is ever
going to make it in PR will be able to learn those things on the
job in 3 weeks.
There's more to PR than this, especially if you see PR as a
strategic management tool rather than a toolbox of technical
practices.

In contrast, practitioner notions of ‘practical experience/understanding of practice’
includes a broad range of functions all pertaining to general business structures,
processes, and practices. The following table outlines functions put forward by
practitioners as requiring more attention in public relations curricula, and is
reproduced from the earlier findings chapter to exemplify the variance between
academic and practitioner perspectives.
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Integrating and using
common IT programs
Complexities of
Australian media
Leadership
Graphic/ web design
process
Conflict
resolution/management
Editing skills

Dealing with senior
management
Writing

Organisational
behaviour
Measurement

People
management
Shorthand

Economics

Community
consultation
Strategy

Business
terminology
Being a consultant

Printing process
Client
management
Project
management
Basic
administration
Financial
management

Table 69: Practitioner-nominated items requiring more attention in public relations curricula

It is evident that practitioners perceive a need for public relations education to more
thoroughly include aspects of business management and business administration.
Demonstrating their continued preoccupation with increased professionalisation of
public relations in Australia – and thus increased opportunities for organisational
power – is the top-ranking of ‘ethical standards’ by academics in each category. In
1994, Cutlip, Center and Broom defined professionalism as the aspirational
combination of skills and ethics a professional should possess; “one without the
other falls short of the ideal: ethics without competence is meaningless; competence
without ethics is directionless” (1994: 158). In this way, public relations training
courses working to promote professionalism in the field must balance these two
components – ethical considerations together with more pragmatic skills. The
findings indicate that academics perceive ethical standards as becoming more
important for practitioners in the future, suggesting an expectation that those
practising public relations in Australia in the future will be faced with greater decisionmaking complexity. In an organisational context it is reasonable to hypothesise that
decision-making complexity increases as the practitioner gains increased
organisational power.
Thus far, overall findings indicate that both practitioners and academics display
significant focus on practical skills, such as writing and organisational skills. Both
groups also show strong agreement in terms of the importance of public relations-
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specific theory and principles. Practitioner respondents emphasise a need for
practitioners at all stages of their professional development to have knowledge and
expertise in a range of business practices, while academic findings focus on pursuits
traditionally linked to notions of increased professionalism such as ethical standards
and research competence. Considering this difference, on the face of it, it appears
that practitioners may perceive the task of public relations education in Australia as
one of preparing graduates for their first job, while academics take a longer term
view.
To determine which perspective is more appropriate for public relations education in
Australia today, this dissertation considers the current organisational role and power
of public relations practitioners in the sample and uses these findings to extrapolate
priority learning outcomes for public relations curricula.
The results of several questions administered through the practitioner questionnaire
are able to provide indicators of organisational power. These questions, and
associated results, are summarised below.
As noted in the earlier review of the literature, roles are an important idea in public
relations. A practitioner’s organisational role can provide us with insight into how
public relations is practised in that organisation. As Sriramesh (1992) notes
The role that is assigned to public relations departments
and practitioners determines the nature of their activities.
If the power holders of an organization view public
relations as a technical, publicity function, they are most
likely to hire technicians who will fulfill these basic
requirements. On the other hand, if the power holders view
public relations as a strategic managerial function, they are
more likely to hire communication experts who will
contribute to organizational policy making at much higher
levels (p.56).

Using Dozier’s 1984 four empirical public relations roles typology, the majority of
practitioners in the sample nominated their current role as equivalent to either a
Public Relations Executive (35.9%) or Public Relations Manager (34.4%). In
contrast, a total of only 29.8% of practitioners in the sample identified their current
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role as one of the other more technically-focused roles (public relations technician;
media specialist; or communication liaison). This indicates that the majority of
practitioners are working in organsiations where the public relations function is
reasonably powerful – that is, where it is perceived as a management function.
Grunig (1992) asserts that “the value the dominant coalition attaches to the public
relations function” within an organisation is central to the degree of power public
relations may have, but that “the relationship between placement in the hierarchy
and the organization’s degree of centralization” is an important contingent as “public
relations departments in centralized structures would lack power unless they were
located at the top of the hierarchy because rigid structures preclude decision making
at lower levels” (1992: 485).
This study found that, when considering horizontal organisational structures, the
public relations function was most frequently nominated (30.8%) as residing in the
marketing division. This implies that, on the whole, public relations may not be seen
as a standalone function in Australia, but rather as an aspect of integrated marketing
communications. The second most frequently nominated location for public relations
was in the corporate division (25%), which emphasises the relevance of the
corporate communications role of Australian public relations practice and suggests
public relations may be perceived as a core business practice for organisations. In
addition, a significant proportion (19.2%) of respondents indicated that public
relations was a standalone function or part of the CEO’s office. In this way, it is clear
that some organisations in Australia do indeed perceive public relations as a
management function, and imbue this function with appropriate power.
Practitioner respondents in this study were asked about whether or not the public
relations function reports directly to senior management in their organisation.
Results strongly indicated that the public relations function does indeed report
directly to senior management, with 62.5% of valid responses attesting to direct
reporting arrangements. In addition, another 23.4% of practitioners identified
variable reporting arrangements, where the public relations function can report
directly to senior management on issues considered to be of greater organisational
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importance. It is reasonable to assert that the nature of the reporting arrangements
between the public relations function and senior management may be indicative of
the perceived power and importance of the public relations function in that
organisation. Given this, it appears that public relations has access to, and is
deemed valuable by, senior management, and may thus be considered imbued with
reasonable power, in many Australian organisations.
As outlined in the review of the literature, L. Grunig (1990) linked the concepts of
‘authority’ and ‘clearance process’ when studying the degree of power a public
relations department may have within an organisation. When asked to nominate the
statement most representative of their current authority, most practitioners (39%)
indicated that they have autonomy over the majority of the budget, with a small
percent already committed. This result indicates that the majority of public relations
practitioners in Australia have a significant degree of freedom when organising the
work of the public relations department, and as such display notable authority.
In contrast, when asked to comment on the process by which information and other
public relations outputs are approved for dissemination, most practitioners in the
study (46.8%) indicated that the process by which information from organisations is
approved for dissemination in Australia is complex. That said, almost as many
defined approval processes in their organisation as adaptable in line with the type
and importance of the information (43.5%). Following L. Grunig’s thinking, this
finding indicates that the public relations department may be less powerful or
adaptive in most Australian organisations.
When considered in concert, data gathered in this study indicates that many public
relations practitioners in Australia hold managerial positions; have direct access to
the dominant coalition; and have a reasonable degree of budgetary control. Most
practitioners must work in reasonably bureaucratic environments, yet there exists
significant opportunities to streamline or increase the complexity of approval
processes as required. In most cases, the public relations function is located in the
marketing or corporate divisions, while a notable number of organisations locate the
public relations function as a standalone or Chief Executive’s Office function. Given

362

these findings, and remaining mindful of the results of earlier research by Steiner
and Black (2000)5, it is clear that public relations practitioners in Australia have the
opportunity to be reasonably powerful and empowered in their organisations, and
indeed have various opportunities to access and influence – if not join – the
dominant coalition. As such, it is reasonable to assert that public relations
educational outcomes should focus on not only the skills and knowledge required to
prepare graduates for their first technical positions, but also for the management
roles many practitioners will undertake during their careers.
Indeed, it appears that, as mentioned earlier, lack of knowledge and exposure to
business practices and business management may be a central factor that limits
greater involvement by the public relations manager in the dominant coalition.
On the surface, results highlighting practitioner emphasis on increased knowledge of
general business practices could be interpreted as practitioners emphasising skills
and knowledge required by practitioners for more technical, lower level roles (that is,
for example, production of media releases or events management). However, this
desire for increased attention to general business practices (such as financial
management; dealing with senior management; conflict management; and
leadership) may actually be an attempt to increase practitioner organisational power,
and thus represent more long-term, strategic thinking about outcomes required for
public relations specialists to achieve mid- and executive-management levels.
Academics too appear interested in prioritising knowledge needed by the practitioner
to gain organisational power. For example the academic emphasis on practitioner
knowledge of ‘social/political trends’ reminds us of the boundary spanning and
potential strategic counselling function of public relations when positioned as a
management function within the organisation.

5

Steiner and Black’s (2000: 70) research into public relations practitioner involvement in
corporate strategic planning indicated that many Australian CEOs are prepared to grant
practitioners access to the dominant coalition, but that practitioners “are not capitalising on that
opportunity or are not capable of capitalising on that opportunity”.
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The literature tells us that insufficient knowledge of business practices limits
practitioner opportunities for inclusion in the dominant coalition. As a result of their
study of 74 senior executives, Lindeman and Lapetina (1981) concluded that lack of
knowledge and insight into business operations and problems was a critical
weakness of public relations professionals. In calling for greater emphasis on
business management practices for public relations practitioners, Falb (1992: 100)
reminds us that “public relations is in fact moving in the direction of being a part of
the management process. Therefore, it must be based on a knowledge of business
and management practices”. Other authors such as Heath (1991) and Dozier et al
(1995) also advocate the importance of business knowledge for practitioners.
Clearly, knowledge of business planning and management will increase the
likelihood of senior management support for public relations initiatives. A practitioner
respondent in this study articulated the necessity of exposure to business practices
when commenting
How are we to get our seat on the Board if our education
focuses on the soft skills without any reference to business
leadership skills?

Increased attention to business practices in the public relations curricula will not only
work to appropriately prepare graduates for more technical roles in entry-level
positions, but will also provide practitioners at all levels with greater business
acumen and credibility. As such, it is indeed reasonable to assert the importance of
practitioner knowledge on a range of general business practices.
The PRIA’s National Education Committee (NEC) produces guidelines for the
accreditation of tertiary education programs in public relations. Since being
published in 1996, these guidelines were reviewed once in February 2002. At the
time of writing, they are again under review, with an updated version of the
Accreditation Guidelines due for distribution in late 2008. Accreditation is a private,
voluntary process, and findings indicated that many respondents perceive positive
accreditation as a symbol of program alignment with industry:
The PRIA ensures that the accredited courses are in touch with
the industry.
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At the time of writing, the current Accreditation Guidelines do not require public
relations programs to include business management and administration subjects as
part of the core, which makes up a minimum of 25% of a total undergraduate degree
in professional communication/public relations. Instead, knowledge and skills linked
to general business practices are noted as one of many suitable ‘support studies’
(the other 75% of the program), where “business subjects are a recommended area
of concentrated study – especially for those wanting to make careers as
communicators in the business environment”, but “the Institute places no boundaries
on the range of support courses” (PRIA in press: 4).
Keeping in mind the findings presented here which highlight the importance of
general business practices to the public relations practitioner’s skill and knowledge
set, this author suggests the PRIA reconsider the current position of ‘business
subjects’ as an elective component of undergraduate public relations education in
Australia. Instead, units promoting knowledge and experience in a range of
business practices should be promoted as a core element of public relations
curricula, alongside other core learning outcomes such as ‘theoretical engagement’,
‘industry engagement’, and ‘practical experience’.
While academics are right to emphasise a need for continued focus on subjects
traditionally leading to increased indicators of professionalism (such as ethical
standards), it is increased knowledge, experience and expertise in general business
practices that may be the key to unlocking the boardroom door, and thus progressing
public relations status as a true ‘management function’ in Australia.
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Conclusions
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5.0 Introduction to Conclusion Chapter
The results of this research have inspired an abundance of lessons and
recommendations. A number of these have been presented throughout the previous
chapter. That said, it is important to make the major lessons and recommendations
clear before concluding this dissertation. As such, this chapter begins with a
summary of answers to the research questions originally posed by the study.
Following that, conclusions take two forms. First are those directly applicable to
enhancing theorising about and practice of public relations in Australia. Secondly,
there are those recommendations designed to guide future research aimed at further
developing the body of knowledge on public relations.
At the outset of this dissertation Dozier and Lauzen’s (2000) notion of ‘invisible
clients’ is presented as rationale for the current pre-occupation of the intellectual
agenda in this field with the “day-to-day thoughts […] of practitioners” (p. 4). An
overview of this idea can be reviewed at page 28 of this dissertation.
The researcher does not attempt to deny affliction of the potential pressures of her
‘invisible clients’ and so instead consciously identifies them here. It is hoped that the
findings of this study will offer points of interest and insight into the field for three key
‘invisible clients’. First and foremost is the primary client of this work, the academy,
and in particular academics in the public relations field in Australia. This group is
perhaps unsurprisingly (given the focus of this study) followed by another important
client, public relations practitioners in Australia, and finally the Public Relations
Institute of Australia (PRIA). While this final ‘client’ was not originally positioned as a
central consideration of this study (i.e. only one question in the questionnaire
explicitly referred to the PRIA), both academic and practitioner respondents
themselves made implicit and explicit reference to the peak body throughout the
data.
With these now not so ‘invisible’ clients in mind, rather than more traditional
presentation of this dissertations conclusions, following summation of answers to the
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this study’s research questions, conclusions here are presented as key lessons and
recommendations for each of these clients in turn, before presenting
recommendations for further research, and my final remarks.
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5.1 Summarising answers to the research questions
This dissertation posed five overarching research questions. Exploration of the topic
and answering these questions has been the central task of this research project.
While answers to these questions are presented throughout the dissertation, this
section provides explicit summary answers to the research questions in order to
confirm completion of the task of this study.
At the outset of this summary, the researcher reminds the reader of the construct
theory perspective that underpins all aspects of this research project. Further detail
about the articulated epistemological perspective is presented at page 90 of this
dissertation.
Question 1: How is the notion of public relations thought to be conceptualised,
and practised by public relations practitioners in Australia?
Findings presented at page 165 of this dissertation outline practitioner conceptions of
the meaning of public relations. Just over 100 practitioners participated in the study,
and this research yielded just as many different definitions of the term ‘public
relations’. That said central themes such as ‘relationships’, ‘communication’,
‘publics’, ‘management’, and ‘organisation ’were present across many practitioner
definitions. Indeed, the notion of ‘relationships’ appears time and again in the data,
indicating the centrality of this and associated ideas, such as two-way
communication and mutuality, to the underpinning values of public relations in
Australia. For example, most practitioners identified ‘relationship management’ as
the most representative orientation of public relations in Australia (see page 168).
Most practitioners see a valuable role for academia in the field (see page 198), and
some even articulate the link between research and teaching, and increased
professional practice.
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Findings presented at section 3.1.3 of the findings chapter (see page 175), and
discussed at section 4.1 (see page 282), paint a picture of contemporary public
relations practice in Australia. Practice is characterised in particular through
consideration of various dimensions of practice, such as degree of interactivity, goal
orientation, and level of initiative. In addition, findings presented at section 3.1.4
(see page 192), portray practitioner roles, job titles, main duties, and indicators of
organisational power (such as reporting arrangements). Considered together, these
variables provide a comprehensive map of public relations practice in Australia.
Question 2: How is the notion of public relations conceptualised, and thought
to be practised, by public relations academics in Australia?
Findings presented in section 3.2.2 (see page 225) report on academic
conceptualisations of public relations. Themes present in practitioner definitions
were also present for academics. Again as with practitioners, academic definitions
varied dramatically. In addition to the notion of ‘relationships’, ‘ethics’ is clearly a
central concern for academics in the public relations field (see page 226), and
reference to this idea is present throughout academic responses.
In addition, most academics firmly position public relations as a management
function; this is evidenced with the high ranking bestowed on ‘management’ and
‘business management’ by academics when nominating the disciplines most relevant
to public relations (see page 230).
This dissertation also presents a range of findings regarding academic images of
public relations practice. For example, section 3.2.3 (see page 235) reports on
various dimensions of practice as conceived by academics, and in addition section
3.2.4 (see page 246) details academic perceptions of practitioner duties and
indicators of organisational power. Furthermore, data regarding academic
conceptions of the perceived value, helpfulness and role of academia in the field is
detailed at section 3.2.5 (see page 251). When considering all of these aspects, it is
clear that this dissertation thoroughly responds to this research question.
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Question 3: In which areas do academic and industry concepts of public
relations in Australia converge?
Academic and practitioner conceptions of public relations in Australia converge at
many sites of inquiry in this study. Several areas of convergence in particular are
selected from the multitude presented in the findings chapter for more detailed
consideration in the discussion chapter of this dissertation.
In terms of meaning within the field, both academics and practitioners largely
conceive public relations in the same manner, with ideas of relationship-building and
mutualness central definitional themes. Both groups mostly agree that there is
disagreement about the meaning of the term ‘public relations’ in the field, yet share
many opinions on this topic.
When considering practice, both academics and practitioners on the whole
underestimate the degree of professional practice apparent in the data (see section
4.1.3, page 295). Academic findings also indicate significant insight into various
aspects of practice, relating to, for example main practitioner duties and the usual
intent of public relations activities. Most academics and practitioners also agree that
the academy can play a valuable role in the field (see page 314). In addition,
academic and practitioner research interest display notable overlap in areas such as
new media and community consultation (see figure 47 at page 318).
Surprisingly, both groups conceive assumptions underpinning notions of
professionalism similarly, with both academic and practitioner data revealing a
preference for negotiated decision-making practices and for expert verifiable
knowledge (see section 4.4 at page 324).
Furthermore, both academics and practitioners prioritise writing and interpersonal
skills as key skills for practitioners to possess (see table 67 at page 340), and both
groups also prioritise public relations-specific principles and theories as important
knowledge for practitioners at each stage of their career (see table 68 at page 344).
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Thanks to the findings of this study, it is evident that practitioners and academics in
public relations in Australia share many similarities.
Question 4: In which areas do academic and industry concepts of public
relations in Australia diverge?
In addition to the above-summarised spaces of convergence, data yielded in this
research project also reveals several interesting differences between academics and
practitioners in the field.
When asked to nominate the top two most relevant disciplines for public relations,
both groups, as expected, selected ‘communication theory’ as the first most relevant
discipline, yet academics nominated ‘business management’ second, while
practitioners overwhelmingly selected ‘marketing’ (see figure 46 at page 309 ). This
difference is significant as it indicates potential variance in the underlying
assumptions, scope, parameters, and purpose of public relations in Australia.
Interestingly, it is then practitioners that emphasise the field’s link to business
management when highlighting the importance of practitioner knowledge of general
business practices. In contrast, academics were more likely to emphasise
practitioner awareness of social/ political trends and ethical standards when
nominating the most valuable knowledge for practitioners to possess now and in the
future (see page 344).
A final significant point of variance among academic and practitioner groups lies in
each group’s conceptions of the role of an academic in the field. As discussed at
section 4.3 (see page 312), practitioners imagine academics in the field as teachers,
researchers, credibility-builders, practitioner-problem solvers, facilitators, and
industry advocates. Most academics do not see their roles as broadly, usually
identifying with only teacher, research, and (to a lesser extent) credibility-builder, role
themes. This difference in academic role expectations is significant and may
devalue notions of academia in the field. These assertions are discussed at length
in section 4.3 of this dissertation’s discussion chapter.
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Given that the vast majority of academics in the sample have previously worked as
practitioners in the field, it is unsurprising that both groups would share many
similarities. That said, this study reveals that patterns of variance do exist between
academics and practitioners, and that these differences may have considerable
implications for the public relations field in Australia.
Question 5: In light of these findings, do accreditation guidelines for public
relations education curricula align with industry and academic expectations of
the field in Australia?
The final section of this dissertation’s discussion chapter (that is, section 4.5, see
page 339) addressed this question by considering prioritised learning outcomes of
both academic and practitioner respondents. These results are then considered in
concert with other results that provide an indication of current practitioner
organisational power to determine the appropriateness of those prioritised learning
outcomes, given current organisational positioning of the public relations function in
Australia. The PRIA’s National Education Committee Accreditation Guidelines are
then reviewed in light of these findings. This section concludes with the
recommendation that, while on the whole sound, the Accreditation Guidelines could
be revised to incorporate greater attention to business management and business
practices as a core element of the curriculum.

This section confirms achievement of the tasks established at the outset of this
research project by explicitly summarising responses to each of this the original
research questions of this thesis. This chapter now turns its attention to the key
lessons and recommendations for each of the three nominated ‘invisible clients’ of
this work.
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5.2 Lessons for academics
This dissertation presents a range of information that Australian academics in public
relations/ professional communication fields may find valuable.
This study confirms notions of relationship-building, symmetry, and two-way
communication as values central to public relations practice in Australia. While most
agree that there is disagreement about the precise meaning of the term ‘public
relations’, key concepts such as ‘communication’, ‘organisations’, ‘publics’,
‘management’, and ‘relationships’, are articulated by both academics and
practitioners in the field. These findings will support further inquiry into the specific
parameters of the field.
Also supporting this work are findings surrounding multiple dimensions of practice in
Australia. In addition to providing a sound basis for comparing findings with
normative constructs (such as Grunig & Hunt’s 1984 models) and the results of
earlier research (such as that conducted by Walker in 1994), these results expose
aspects of Australian public relations that had not previously been empirically tested,
for example, characteristics of practice such as stakeholder identification, as well as
orientation and emphasis of public relations activities. As such these findings
represent a significant step forward in the task of mapping the Australian public
relations landscape.
Consideration of the dimension of practice has also provided us with insight into the
degree of professionalism, and thus organisational power, evident in Australian
practice. Indicators suggest that practitioners are, on the whole, very interested in
furthering professional standing of the field. Academics too share this preoccupation
with issues of professionalisation, yet both groups display a tendency to
underestimate the professionalism of their practitioner colleagues.
Indeed academics and practitioners are more alike than anecdotal expectations
would suggest when it comes to notions of professionalism. This study found that
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academics and practitioners in Australia both conceive the underlying principles of
professionalism in the same way. This finding disproves van Ruler’s (2005) theory
that practitioners and academics imagine professionalism differently, and paves the
way for the work of both groups to progress professionalism in the field in a
complementary manner.
Academics may also find their collective conceptions of professionalism of interest
as it does not align with the traditionally dominant ‘knowledge model’, but rather
acknowledges the relationship between client and practitioner in the process of
professionalisation, and determinations of professionalism. Such notions of
professionalism are more suited to academics functioning in vocationally-focused
schools in universities, as the client/agent relationship AND expert, verifiable
knowledge are both emphasised, echoing the individual academic’s tensions
between the concerns of the business world and academic imperatives.
Research also disproves the commonly held view that academics are out of touch
with practice. Rather, findings indicate that academics have a good understanding
of the main duties of practitioners in the field, and that their research interests are
surprisingly well-aligned to those of practitioners. Dozier and Lauzen (2000) see this
preoccupation with the concerns of practitioners as the hallmark of disciplinary
immaturity. Given that (at the time of writing) public relations in only 60 years old in
Australia (Tymson & Sherman 1993: 3), the author posits that this preoccupation is
reasonable, and a necessary phase in the evolution of public relations in this
country. Indeed, this alignment of research interests highlights opportunities for
significant collaboration between academics and practitioners – undertakings that
could add considerably to the useful body of knowledge and tools for both parties,
and thus, over time reduce reliance on American-derived knowledge and models.
In fact it appears that ambiguity surrounding the role(s) of the academic, rather than
a gulf of interests or knowledge, may be the cause of any perceived gap between
academics and practitioners in Australia. Academics see themselves as undertaking
the major dual roles of teachers and researchers. While anecdotally expected to
perceive a limited role for academics in the field, practitioners actually imagine the
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academic as fulfilling more than just these two major roles, and also perceive
academics as industry-advocates.
While this divergence of opinion has various implications for public relations in
Australia, it is good to see that the majority of respondents conceive strong, ongoing
and valuable roles for academics in the field.
So far, the lessons summarised here focus on academics in their capacity as
researchers. That said, both academics and practitioners agree that education is
critical to public relations as a professional domain.
Findings reveal that academics and practitioners are in agreement about the most
important skills and attributes for practitioners to possess now and in the future, with
writing and interpersonal skills seen as central to practitioner success. Academics
and practitioners also agree on the importance of knowledge of public relations
principles and public relations-specific theories. While practitioners highlight a desire
for greater knowledge of general business practices, academics must remain mindful
that this practitioner emphasis on more practical and business-focused knowledge
forms does not imply a desire for less theory in undergraduate courses. Nor does it
represent a desire for universities to only prepare students for their first graduate
position. Rather, greater practitioner expertise in business practices is seen as
central to facilitating perceptions of greater functional value and professionalism,
leading to increased organisational power and empowerment for the public relations
function. In this way, both groups are merely emphasising different modes of
transport, both of which are required to reach the destination – a destination that is
equally sought by both academics and practitioners.
While practitioners display indicators of reasonable organisational power (another
characteristic of practice underestimated by academics in the sample), there is still
much to be done in support of public relations fulfilling it’s potential as a true
management function in this country. The work of academics will be pivotal in this
journey.
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Drawing from these lessons, the key recommendations for academics working in the
field of publics relations in Australia are:
o Know the field – practice may have evolved since your last experiences as a
practitioner; practice in this realm is dynamic and will continue to evolve in the
future.
o Don’t underestimate professional practice – doing so may perpetuate
negative images of the field and thus obstruct efforts towards increased
professionalisation.
o Communicate and seek out collaborative opportunities with
practitioners – dialogue between academics and practitioners will enhance
accurate understanding of the dimensions of practice and value of theorising
in the field.
o Educate – prepare public relations students to function in organisational
contexts by emphasising writing, interpersonal, and organisational skills, and
research competence. In addition to knowledge of public relations principles
and theories, graduates need to possess knowledge of ethical standards and
general business practices.
o Professionalism – underpin all this by remaining mindful of the model of
professionalism most suited to the field. From a ‘competitive model’
perspective, the public relations in Australia is already a professional domain,
rather than an occupation striving for acknowledgement.
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5.3 Lessons for public relations practitioners
The author acknowledges the academic nature of this dissertation, and appreciates
subsequent issues surrounding practitioner accessibility to this work. That said, the
findings of this dissertation centre on topics that may interest many practitioners, and
as such can offer some valuable industry insights for practitioners.
First and foremost, results indicate that practitioners are better than they think they
are. As a collective, practitioners report significant indicators of professionalism
throughout most dimensions of practice scrutinised in this dissertation. For example,
it appears that much public relations work in Australia is underpinned by research.
In addition, practitioners overwhelmingly articulate a desire for increased
professionalism in practice, with most practitioner responses imbued with calls for
emphasis on two-way communication, relationship-building, more research, and
longer-term, more proactive use of public relations.
Many practitioners imagine other practitioners as less professional, and thus less
concerned with professionalisation of the industry, than themselves. Findings
indicate that this is not actually the case. Rather, it appears that the minority position
is wrongly assumed as the majority position. Occurrences of what is known as
‘pluralistic ignorance’, are concerning as they may result in limited professional
confidence in the case of individual practitioners, as well as a collective perpetuation
of damaging norms and images of the public relations industry in Australia. In this
way, practitioner impressions of their colleagues, as opposed to actual lack of
practitioner professionalism and/or expertise, could be limiting increased
professionalisation of the industry.
Academics share this practitioner underestimation of the field. Indeed, practitioners
should note that most academics are more like them than anecdotally expected, and
display reasonable understanding of the dimensions, duties, organisational power,
and organisational location associated with the public relations function in Australia.
Furthermore, academic research interests indicate significant alignment with
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research interests reported by practitioners. In fact, the vast majority of academics
who took part in the study have spent more time working as a practitioner than as an
academic.
Interestingly both academics and practitioners agree on the underpinning principles
associated with the notion of professionalism. This shared image of professionalism
is one characterised by consideration of the client/agent dynamic when determining
professional status, as well as emphasising the need for a body of scientific,
verifiable knowledge to help strengthen and grow the field.
It is important to remain mindful of these commonalities because (as many
practitioners attest) academics can play a valuable role in sustaining and developing
the field in a variety of ways, for example as teachers, to both undergraduate and
post-graduate students, and as researchers, adding to the field’s body of knowledge.
The role of advocate is crucial to the field’s growth and professional status. While
many practitioners understand this role as falling within the realm of academic
responsibilities, the majority of academics do not see themselves fulfilling this role.
The author posits that the role of advocate is central to the PRIA charter; however,
the PRIA can not fulfil the responsibilities of this role without a broad and active
membership. The findings of the current study reveal that just over half of the
practitioners who took part in the research are members of the PRIA. The peak
body can only be as representative as its membership. In this way, both academics
and practitioners should engage with the PRIA at every opportunity to support strong
and accurate advocating of the industry in Australia.
Dialogue between academics and practitioner facilitated via the PRIA will also work
towards increased professionalism in the field. Findings suggest that practitioners
are very interested in portraying public relations as a professional domain to their
colleagues and the wider community. Paraphrasing one respondent, those involved
in the field tend to be fairly reputation-conscious. Academics too share this interest.
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Given agreement between both groups in terms of preoccupation with, and notions
of, professionalism, as well as many shared research interests, it is reasonable to
imagine a range of opportunities for effective collaboration in the shared quest for
even greater levels of professionalism. Increasing the body of knowledge of the field
can in turn lead to new models and tools useful to the practitioner and to higher
levels of organisational power and empowerment for the public relations function.
As a final point, it is worth commenting on the field’s association with notions of
persuasion. Results indicate that many practitioners explicitly divorce themselves
from notions of persuasion and deny any link between that form of communication
and their practise of public relations. The author asserts that this response is due to
the prevalence of Grunig and Hunt’s four models of public relations in the practitioner
psyche, as this construct is commonly seen to imply a link between persuasion and
power differentials resulting in the unethical practice of public relations. The author
believes it is this assumed link between persuasion and unethical practice that
promotes practitioner-distancing from the term ‘persuasion’. This author rejects the
assumptions commonly thought of as inherent in Grunig and Hunt’s normative
model, and argues that notions of persuasion can be reasonably uncoupled from
notions of unethical practice. As Leitch and Neilson (1997) posit, Grunig and Hunt’s
model privileges only the form of the relation used when implicitly determining
indicators of ethical practice, and does not consider the purpose of the
communication. Surely consideration of the communicative rationale is just as
reasonable a consideration as relational form when determining ethically palatable
practice?
The author has restated this assertion due to a fear that inevitable use of persuasive
communication tactics may bring about a sense of deviance for the individual
practitioner, and reinforce the myth of public relations as unprofessional and
unethical for the collective, thus unnecessarily damaging the perceived professional
standing of the field.
In summary, the key recommendations for practitioners that can be drawn from the
results of this research project are:
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o Don’t underestimate the degree of professional practice 1) displayed, and
2) sought, by your colleagues in the field.
o Remember that academics are more like you than you think.
o Remember that your notions of professionalism are valid.
o Use of persuasive communication tactics does not necessarily imply
unethical practice.
o Engage with the peak body – the PRIA can only be as representative as its
membership.
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5.4 Lessons for the Public Relations Institute of Australia (PRIA)
The PRIA is the peak body for the public relations field in Australia. As this
dissertation is focused particularly on public relations in an Australian context, it
would be remiss of the author not to summarise the key points of interest and
recommendations for the PRIA.
Of primary interest to the PRIA would be the many insights into the field that they
represent, gained as a result of this research. In particular, results pertaining to
actual and idealised practice, the central interests and preoccupations both of
academics and practitioners, as well as their hopes for the future of the industry,
would all be of significant interest to the PRIA. All of these findings have already
been outlined in earlier parts of this chapter. It is hoped that insight into these
aspects of the field will allow the PRIA to more accurately represent the field and
tailor services to meet the needs of their clients.
In addition, the perceived role and reputation of the peak body among these groups
will be of interest to the PRIA. The only question that mentioned the PRIA in either
questionnaire was that checking respondent membership of the body (which was
located in the final section of the questionnaire). That said, many respondents chose
to comment on aspects of the PRIA of their own accord when responding to various
questions. For example, the following remark was made by a practitioner
commenting on the difficulties associated with accessing academic work:
The role of academics in the field of PR could be a useful tool, if
the industry in Australia had appropriate channels for distributing
theory – such as an active and representative industry
association dedicated to the promotion of thought leadership.

Comments such as these, in addition to figures reporting practitioner membership at
only 52.8%, suggest that the PRIA may need to increase ‘brand’ awareness within
the industry and clearly define and articulate the role of the peak body.
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Representativeness may also be an issue for the PRIA. Highlighting this concern is
the following comment, made by a practitioner when responding to a question
regarding agreement of the term ‘public relations’ within the field:
The Australian industry falls short of strength and effectiveness
of a leading industry body - with the PRIA lending itself to young
consultants rather than being representative of the industry as a
whole (including in-house practitioners). A thought leadership
position from an industry association would help the industry to
better define itself holistically.

To this end, this dissertation promotes membership of the peak body for both
academics and practitioners.
Findings indicate that the PRIA can play a critical role in facilitating useful dialogue
between academics and practitioners with a view to:
o Furthering opportunities for collaboration;
o Reducing occurrence of pluralistic ignorance and increasing accurate
understanding of contemporary practice and academia;
o Supporting professionalism; and
o Refining public relations curricula requirements.
Results indicate that PRIA accreditation of courses is well respected and courses
imbued with this accreditation are seen as aligned to the contemporary practical and
disciplinary needs of the field. With this in mind, it is important to maintain this solid
reputation through regular revision of guidelines based on empirical inquiry.
On this last point, results yielded from this study indicate that it may be worth
revising current Accreditation Guidelines to further promote learning outcomes
prioritised by both practitioners and academics.
Through facilitating strong networks between academics and practitioners in the
field, the PRIA will become an increasingly relevant and valuable resource.
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In summary, this dissertation presents the following recommendations for the PRIA:
o Know your clients – with a view to ensuring your services are tailored to
their needs.
o Strengthen the breadth and depth of your membership – to increase the
representativeness of the peak body.
o Further articulate the role of the PRIA – with a view to communicating the
value of the peak body to practitioners.
o Continue to facilitate opportunities for dialogue between practitioners,
and between academics and practitioners – as this can only strengthen
public relations as a professional domain.
o Consider revising the PRIA Accreditation Guidelines – to ensure that they
include reference to learning outcomes prioritised by academics and
practitioners.
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5.5 Recommendations for future research
In the following section recommendations are made for further research as inspired
by the findings of the current study. These recommendations are:
o Explore in detail the relationship between variables. Having painted a
broad landscape of the public relations field in Australia, an obvious next step
is to start to delve into the details. Exploring interactions between the
patterns identified here, for example, would be of great use, both to describe
more thoroughly the state of play in the public relations community, and to
provide predictions. For example, it might be considered how preferred
models of public relations interact with age, education, and gender, to have
an impact on the perceived degree of organisational power afforded to the
public relations function.
o Search for interactions that provide evidence for specific predictions
relevant to the practice of public relations in Australia. This is particularly
important as data yielded in this study rely on self-reports, not observation or
experimentation, and the link between attitudes and behaviour can be
problematic. For example, it could be worth investigating if decisions actually
are most usually negotiated between the client and practitioner, and how the
results of that inquiry affect notions of professionalism.
o Revisit aspects of the research using a co-orientation approach to
research design. The proposition made in the last chapter regarding
evidence of occurrences of pluralistic ignorance is worthy of continued
scrutiny. Data in this realm could be strengthened through the application of
co-orientation measures determining accuracy of practitioner estimations of
their colleagues’ perceptions towards various professional standards and
dimensions of public relations practice in Australia. American researchers
have already established a precedent for this type of inquiry (see Sallot et al
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1998; Broom, Casey & Ritchey 1997; Ryan 1984).
o Triangulate results with research, checking the same points of inquiry
using a different method. In the spirit of dialogue, it is highly recommended
that in-depth research be conducted via a Delphi panel to capture expert
opinion, both academic and practitioner, on typical aspects of public relations
in Australia. This research method is based on “iterative and anonymous
group interviews”, where the group comprises “experts who are capable of
clarifying complex issues descriptively or normatively” (van Ruler, Vercic,
Bűtschi & Flodin 2004: 37). This method has been used to charter
parameters of public relations in Europe with reasonable success (see van
Ruler et al 2004). See Emmons and Kaplan (1971) for further information on
this research method.
o Undertake research to determine the presence of desired learning
outcomes in graduates. This research could be undertaken seeking the
perspective of both graduates and employers to determine the effectiveness
of the PRIA Accreditation Guidelines and current public relations curricula
more broadly.
o Undertake longitudinal inquiry into the dimensions of public relations
practice in Australia. This research could check the operationalised
variables relating to organisational power of the practitioner and other
indicators of professionalism to determine whether or not practice is
becoming more professional over time, and whether the public relations
function is gaining greater organisational power and empowerment as
practice evolves.
o Undertake similar research in other countries to facilitate empirical
cross-cultural comparison of findings. International public relations has
grown fast as an area of academic and practical interest due to the potential
for culture to impact modes of practice. It would be interesting to distil the
cultural variables that distinguish practice of public relations in Australia from
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other countries.
o Explore the academic/ practitioner divide in other related contexts. To
conclude, these recommendations move from a specific focus on public
relations in Australia to the communication industry as a whole. There is
previous research, cited earlier, indicating that this academic/practitioner
conceptual divide exists in the context of other business disciplines such as
management, accounting, and marketing. It would be interesting and
relevant to specifically test or observe how this dichotomy applies to other
professional communication contexts and subject matter, such as journalism
and/or advertising. Generally, all the major areas explored in this research
project could be modified to suit inquiry into other communication industries.
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5.6 Concluding remarks
This research project set out to shed light on a relatively ambitious array of issues
surrounding public relations in Australia. In particular, this study was designed to
explore differences of understanding about the public relations field in Australia
between academics and practitioners. As this dissertation demonstrates, exploring
the multifaceted complexities of the Australian public relations landscape is a large,
but worthwhile task. The major recommendations are seen as a starting point from
which to take this exploration further. The current project has provided an
assortment of lessons and practical suggestions for academics, practitioners, and
the peak industry body. That said, the author acknowledges that issues surrounding
definition, practice, theorising, professionalism, organisational power, and education,
are complex. Managing these issues and building a robust professional domain for
the field will at times be at least as complex.
A thesis statement was articulated at the outset of this dissertation which asserted
that:
Public relations in Australia has not reached an accepted
definition of itself in terms of its purpose, scope, and underlying
principles. As such, areas of convergence and divergence exist
between academic and industry understanding and expectations
of public relations in Australia.

Due to the exploratory nature of this research, this thesis statement was intentionally
broad, and it is perhaps due to this broadness that the statement can be asserted as
proven. This dissertation cannot report evidence of a consensus definition of public
relations, nor its specific purpose or scope. However, it can and does present key
concepts and values central to public relations theorising and practice in Australia.
Further, the findings of this research have resulted in an articulation of multiple
dimensions of public relations practice that illustrates the current understanding and
expectations of both academics and practitioners in the field. There is evidence of
areas of divergence and convergence among these groups in terms of their thinking
about and practice of public relations. Given the literature, some of these differences
and similarities were expected, such as differences in learning outcomes prioritised
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by academics and practitioners. Other findings were more surprising, such as a
shared academic and practitioner conception of the underlying principles of
professionalism.
Research questions fleshed out this dissertation’s thesis statement and specified
items of inquiry. As findings related to multiple research questions, discussion was
presented thematically, using topics such as definition; dimensions of practice;
conceptions of academia; professionalism; organisational power; and public relations
education; as vehicles to present academic and practitioner conceptualisations of
theory and practice; areas of convergence and divergence; and alignment between
practitioner and academic expectations with documentation guiding public relations
curricula development in Australia.
The results were diverse and intriguing, leading to a number of specific
recommendations and suggestions for further research. Findings suggest that both
academics and practitioners underestimate the professional practice of their
practitioner colleagues. It is likely that these collective perceptions limit opportunities
for increased professionalisation of the field’s self-image. On the other hand, this
information indicates that public relations practitioners in Australia are more
professional than they are commonly given credit for.
Findings also indicate that there is a significant gap between what people within the
field say and what they do. This dissertation asserts that claims of public relations
as dialogic, where the central organising theme of public relations is ‘relationship
management’, are due to the perceived ethical superiority of such models, and are
not legitimate operational descriptions of the field in Australia.
While most practitioners in the sample see academics as adding value to the public
relations field, a significant proportion do not and claim that academia is out of touch
with industry and unresponsive to practitioner needs. This dissertation’s findings
indicate that academics may not be as out of touch as practitioners imagine.
Variance in academic role expectations between academics and practitioner is seen
as leading to devalued notions of academia, and the Public Relations Institute of
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Australia is positioned as a powerful intermediary between academics and
practitioners in Australia.
Results also reveal that both public relations academics and practitioners in Australia
conceive professionalism in the same manner. Both groups agree that
professionalism is underpinned by collaborative decision-making practices and
emphasise the importance of practitioners possessing both scientifically verifiable
and situational or personal knowledge.
The final key findings of this research project relate to the key skills, attributes and
knowledge prioritised by public relations academics and practitioners in Australia.
For example, both groups identify writing and interpersonal skills as the most
valuable skills for a practitioner to possess. Contrary to popular belief, both groups,
and not just academics, prioritise knowledge of public relations theory and principles.
In addition, practitioners highlight a need for greater attention to knowledge of
general business practices, and academics promote the importance of public
relations training courses including consideration of ethical standards and research
competence.
What should be clear at the closing of this dissertation is that the public relations
community in Australia is engaged and interested in furthering public relations as a
professional domain. Increased dialogue between academics and practitioners can
only support this goal. There is no doubt that a clear and agreed understanding
between academics and practitioners of contemporary public relations practice and
academia in Australia will benefit practice, teaching, and theory development in the
field.
Mindful of results indicating a trend towards underestimation of our colleagues within
the field individually and collectively, and heeding the self-fulfilling power of our
conceptions, Henry Ford’s oft cited quote comes to mind: “If you think you can do a
thing or think you can’t do a thing, you’re right”.
Together we will shape the future of public relations in Australia.
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Appendix 1: Information promoting research project in PRIA
newsletter and home page
Words for PRIA Newsletter
The Face of Public Relations in Australia
You are invited and encouraged to participate in The Face of Public Relations in
Australia study by completing a confidential online questionnaire at
http://www.praustralia.net.au
This research project is looking into similarities and differences of understanding and
expectations between public relations practitioners and academics in Australia, and
hopes to produce a comprehensive national picture of public relations in Australia today.
To learn more about this research project and to complete the questionnaire, go to
http://www.praustralia.net.au

Words for PRIA Home Page
The Face of Public Relations in Australia
You are invited and encouraged to participate in a valuable initiative. The Face of Public
Relations in Australia study is inviting all public relations practitioners and academics in
Australia to participate in the research project by completing a confidential online
questionnaire at http://www.praustralia.net.au
The research is being conducted by Kate Byrne, a PhD candidate at the University of
Canberra, and is fully endorsed by the Public Relations Institute of Australia.
The study is looking into similarities and differences of understanding and expectations
between public relations practitioners and academics in Australia, and hopes to produce
a comprehensive national picture of public relations in Australia today.
Ms Byrne believes that public relations in Australia is suffering from an identity crisis.
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“Research has been conducted into how those outside the profession view public
relations, but it seems very few have asked those within the industry about their
understanding of public relations in Australia”, says Ms Byrne.
With more than $250MIL spent on public relations annually in Australia, this is an
important research project that will provide benchmarks for the industry and better
grounds for relationship building between practitioners and academics.
Data for the study is being collected via a confidential online questionnaire for both
public relations practitioners and academics. To learn more about the study and to
complete the questionnaire, go to http://www.praustralia.net.au
Once you’ve completed the questionnaire, let all of you colleagues know about the
research project too. “The more participants we get, the more representative research
findings will be”, says Ms Byrne.
If you have any questions or comments about this study, please e-mail the investigator,
Kate Byrne, at k.h.byrne@student.canberra.edu.au
Kate holds a first-class honours degree in communication (public relations), tertiary
qualifications in management, and has been awarded a university medal, three
scholarships and two Public Relations Institute of Australia (PRIA) awards.
In addition to her academic pursuits, Kate is a senior consultant with a management
consultancy and specialises in project, programme and communication management.
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Appendix 2: Email invitations to participate in research project
FIRST EMAIL INVITATION FOR BOTH ACADEMICS AND PRACTITIONERS
Hi there!
You are invited and encouraged to participate in a valuable initiative. The
Face of Public Relations in Australia study is inviting all academics and
practitioners in public relations (and related fields like public affairs,
corporate communications, and marketing communications) in Australia to
participate in the research project by completing a confidential online
questionnaire at www.praustralia.net.au
The study has been established to conduct research into the public relations
field in Australia. In particular, this research is investigating areas of
convergence and divergence of understanding and expectations between public
relations practitioners and academics in the field in Australia.
This research is being conducted by Kate Byrne, a PhD candidate at the
University of Canberra, and is fully endorsed by the Public Relations
Institute of Australia.
Your participation in this study would be sincerely appreciated, and your
responses are valuable to the success of this research project.
To learn more about this research project and to complete the questionnaire,
please go to www.praustralia.net.au .
Please feel free to pass this e-mail onto your colleagues – the more
participants we get the more representative research findings will be!
If you have any questions or comments about this study, please e-mail the
investigator, Kate Byrne, at k.h.byrne@student.canberra.edu.au or
praustralia@hotmail.com.
Your time and input in this study are greatly appreciated.
Kate Byrne
PhD Candidate
School of Professional Communication
University of Canberra
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PRACTITIONER FOLLOW UP EMAIL INVITATION
Hi there!
This is a follow-up e-mail about your participation in The Face of Public
Relations in Australia (www.praustralia.net.au). A while ago, I sent you an
e-mail inviting you to participate in a research project into the public
relations field in Australia. If you have not yet completed the
questionnaire, your participation would be greatly appreciated. If you have
already filled out the questionnaire, thank you, and please feel free to
pass this e-mail onto your colleagues – the more participants we get the
more representative research findings will be!
To participate in the study, please click on this link:
www.praustralia.net.au
The Face of Public Relations in Australia research project has been
established to conduct research into the public relations field in
Australia. In particular, this research is investigating areas of
convergence and divergence of understanding and expectations between public
relations practitioners and academics in the field in Australia.
This study builds on research that has already occurred in the public
relations industry, and seeks to produce a comprehensive national picture of
public relations in Australia.
This research is being conducted by Kate Byrne, a PhD candidate at the
University of Canberra, and is fully endorsed by the Public Relations
Institute of Australia.
Your participation in this study would be sincerely appreciated, and your
responses are valuable to the success of this research project.
To participate in the study you only need to respond to one confidential
online questionnaire. It should only take you about 20 minutes to complete
the questionnaire.
To learn more about this research project and to complete the questionnaire,
please go to www.praustralia.net.au .
If you have any questions or comments about this study, please e-mail the
investigator, Kate Byrne, at k.h.byrne@student.canberra.edu.au.
Your time and input in this study are greatly appreciated.
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FOLLOW UP ACADEMIC EMAIL INVITATION
Hi there!
This is a follow-up e-mail about your participation in The Face of Public Relations in
Australia (www.praustralia.net.au). A while ago, I sent you an e-mail inviting you to
participate in a research project into the public relations field in Australia. If you have not
yet completed the questionnaire, your participation would be greatly appreciated. If you
have already filled out the questionnaire, thank you, and please feel free to pass this email onto your colleagues – academic response rates have been particularly low and the
more participants we get the more representative research findings will be!
To participate in the study, please click on this link: www.praustralia.net.au
The Face of Public Relations in Australia research project has been established to
conduct research into the public relations field in Australia. In particular, this research is
investigating areas of convergence and divergence of understanding and expectations
between public relations practitioners and academics in the field in Australia.
This study builds on research that has already occurred in the public relations industry,
and seeks to produce a comprehensive national picture of public relations in Australia.
This research is being conducted by Kate Byrne, a PhD candidate at the University of
Canberra, and is fully endorsed by the Public Relations Institute of Australia.
Your participation in this study would be sincerely appreciated, and your responses are
valuable to the success of this research project.
To participate in the study you only need to respond to one confidential online
questionnaire. It should only take you about 20 minutes to complete the questionnaire.
To learn more about this research project and to complete the questionnaire, please go
to www.praustralia.net.au .
If you have any questions or comments about this study, please e-mail the investigator,
Kate Byrne, at k.h.byrne@student.canberra.edu.au.
Your time and input in this study are greatly appreciated.
Kate Byrne
PhD Candidate
School of Professional Communication
Division of Communication & Education
University of Canberra
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Appendix 3: Email invitation to participate in the pilot phase and
worksheet

Hi [insert name],
I am writing to ask for your help with pilot testing my PhD research instrument.
As you know, my PhD will consider areas of convergence and divergence between
public relations practitioner and academic understandings and expectations of the field
in Australia.
Central to my research project will be data collection via two online questionnaires: one
targeted at academics; the other practitioners.
The initial version of these online questionnaires has now been developed and can be
accessed at http://creweb001.cre8ive.com.au/onlinesurvey/
I would be very appreciative if you could take half an hour or so to look through the
‘academic’ questionnaire and advise me of any comments/feedback you may have. I
have attached a Word doc you might like to print out and use to record your comments
as you look through the questionnaire.
At this stage the questionnaire is full of typos – please disregard these if you can. I am
particularly interested in any comments about the order and wording of questions, and
the general look and feel of the questionnaire.
If you have time to participate in this pilot, I’d be grateful if you could review the
questionnaire and respond to me with your feedback by no later than COB Friday 8
September 2006. I will send you a reminder e-mail towards the end of this week.
Please do not hesitate to contact me (email k.h.byrne@student.canberra.edu.au; mobile
0405 180 876) if you have any queries about this process or my research more broadly.
Thank you so much for your help – it will really make a difference to my project!
Cheers,
Kate Byrne
PhD Candidate
School of Professional Communication
University of Canberra
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Excerpt from worksheet
The Face of Public Relations in Australia
Online questionnaire
Pilot testing worksheet
Thank you for participating in the pilot testing phase of this research project.
You may find it useful to print this sheet off and use it to record any comments and/or
feedback you may have about the online questionnaire.
Once completed, I’d be grateful if you could provide me with your comments and/or
feedback by COB Friday 8 September 2006.
Please do not hesitate to contact me directly (email k.h.byrne@student.canberra.edu.au
mobile 0405 180 876) if you have any queries regarding this process or my research
project more generally.
Thanks again for your help with piloting this research instrument!
Section 1: What does public relations (PR) mean?
Comments on Question 1a

Comments on Question 1b

Comments on Question 1c
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Appendix 4: Screen dump images of the website and
questionnaires
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Appendix 5: Results of Pearson Chi-Square tests
Results of Pearson Chi-Square test to determine correlation between practitioner results
for preferred type of decision making and most important type of knowledge.

Value
Pearson Chi-Square
Continuity
Correction(a)
Likelihood Ratio

Asymp. Sig.
(2-sided)

df

1.077(b)

1

.299

.491

1

.483

1.122

1

.290

Fisher's Exact Test

Exact Sig.
(2-sided)

Exact Sig.
(1-sided)

.502

Linear-by-Linear
Association

1.060

N of Valid Cases

63

1

.245

.303

a Computed only for a 2x2 table
b 1 cells (25.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 4.54.

Results of Pearson Chi-Square test to determine correlation between academic results
for preferred type of decision making and most important type of knowledge.
Chi-Square Tests

Pearson Chi-Square
Continuity Correctiona
Likelihood Ratio
Fisher's Exact Test
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of Valid Cases

Value
.351b
.000
.593

.333

df
1
1
1

1

Asymp. Sig.
(2-sided)
.554
1.000
.441

Exact Sig.
(2-sided)

Exact Sig.
(1-sided)

1.000

.750

.564

20

a. Computed only for a 2x2 table
b. 3 cells (75.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .
25.
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