COMMUNICATION & SOCIETY

Special issue
C&S30 anniversary

Johanna Fawkes
https://orcid.org/0000 -0002-
9257-695X
jofawkesresearch@gmail.com
University of Huddersfield

Submitted

July 12th, 2018
Approved

August 10th, 2018

© 2018

Communication & Society

ISSN 02140039

E ISSN 23867876

doi: 10.15581/003.31.4.159 -171
www.communication -society.com

2018V Vol. 31(4)
pp. 159-171

How to cite this article:

Fawkes, J. (2018). The evolution of
public relations research v an
overview. Communication & Society,
31(4),159-171.

The evolution of public relations
research —an overview

Abstract

The field of public relations is often misunderstood, due to its
hybridity, complexity and competing perspectives within the field
of scholarship. This essay, which is based on extensive
engagement with literature conducted over decades of teaching
and researching the subject, outlines the main schools of thought
within the field. These are summarised as a) Excellence; b)
Advocacy; ¢) Dialogue; and d) Critical and Cultural approaches.
Each perspective reflects variations in understanding of the role of
public relations in theory and practice, ranging from an idealised
conceptualisation of the practitioner to a demonised view of the
practice. It refers throughout to different attitudes to ethics found
within these schools, as approaches to ethics provide insight into
understandings of the role of public relations within society. The
piece concludes with reflections on the growing engagement with
promotional culture and emerging research directions.

Keywords
Excellence, rhetoric, critical theory, promotional culture,
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1. Introduction

When I present to colleagues in the fields of cultural or communication
studies I am frequently met with astonishment as I unpack the multiple
perspectives that comprise the academic terrain of public relations. They
have conceptualised public relations as monolithic and utterly toxic.
Meanwhile, many scholars within public relations characterise it as a key
force in the democratic process and a contributor to social good.

As I have written elsewhere (Fawkes, 2007, 2012 & 2015) this comprises a classic schism
between the idealised and the demonised, or what Carl Jung called ‘Persona’ and
‘Shadow.” Rather than revisit that theme, I set out the different schools of thought
within public relations scholarship, to help elucidate the diverging foundations on
which these approaches are built. The essay concludes with remarks concerning the
shift from the study of public relations as a management discipline to a driver of
promotional culture.

Throughout this narrative I examine the role of ethics in different approaches, as this

constitutes the core of any profession’s relationship with the society it claims to serve.
Considering the competing views of ethics helps illuminate the lacunae between approaches

to public relations.

My perspective is broadly that of a critical scholar, seeking to challenge assumptions and
note where ideals have become normative, for example. But given that my aim here is to ‘map’
the field of scholarship, I will try and present the different positions from within those
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perspectives before offering a critical analysis, generally by scrutinising its ethical
commitment.

Inevitably, my map will be partial and limited. To be clear: this paper offers an oversight
of the main schools of thought, some commentary on professionalism and ethics (my main
research interests) and an indication of an emerging trend in the literature. It cannot be
comprehensive but offers some insights to those less familiar with the workings of this field
of study.

While most of this paper concerns research outputs, it is worth briefly summarising the
field of practice. Public relations and communication management (many practitioners and
scholars prefer the latter term) has expanded throughout the past half century, broadly in line
with the growth of consumerism and free market capitalism (Ewen, 1996). Other historians of
the field such as Cutlip (1994) and L’Etang (2004), note the different origins in the USA and
Europe, as practice emerged from private agencies and consultants in the US and from local
government and other state bodies needing to communicate with citizens in the UK and
mainland Europe.

Such differences may be blurred in today’s fast changing world of digital communication
and the increasing outsourcing of communication from central to agency based suppliers.
Public relations in the UK has experienced considerable growth in the past decade (PRCA,
2016) and is now worth £13bilion to the UK economy (from obn in 2013). They estimate there
are 83 thousand practitioners in public relations, of whom less than half belong to the main
professional bodies. In Australia, Macnamara (2012) points out, only 3, ooo practitioners
belonged to the Australian professional body in 2009 out of an estimated 21, ooo potential
members, a point made earlier by van Ruler (2005) regarding European representation. The
Global Alliance for Public Relations and Communication Management (GA) is the
confederation of the world’s major PR and communication management associations and
institutions, representing 160,000 practitioners and academics around the world.

Public relations is unlicensed, in that anyone can practice, and in recent years many
journalists have crossed ‘to the dark side’ (Addicott, 2018). PR workers now outnumber
journalists, creating a power imbalance between the sources of information in a news-hungry
age and the capacity to ‘speak truth to power’ (Greenslade, 2016).

While many still associate the field with publicity, it also comprises corporate
communication, strategic communication planning and implementation, internal
communication, investor relations and a plethora of sub-specialisms. There is common
resistance to the term ‘public relations’ due to its pejorative connotations, with some
preferring to identify themselves by their specialism —or even say they work in advertising
(Thurlow, 2000). But this paper addresses broader issues affecting the field as a whole and I
therefore use the term public relations as a loose term encompassing a range of non-sales
related communication practices across commercial and not-for-profit organisations,
particularly those involved in building and maintaining relationships with key groups.

Public relations has been taught in higher education institutes (HEIs) since the 1960s in
the USA and Australia and since the late 1980s/early 1990s in the UK and other parts of Europe.
Delivery is usually from either a Business School or a Media and Communication Department
(Tench & Fawkes, 2005). Recent research (Fawkes et al., 2018) identified a lack of public
relations education in Spain, which senior communicators felt contributed to the lack of
understanding of the discipline in Spanish organisations.

Given the geographical location of public relations education for much of the past half
century and its frequent delivery from Business Schools, it is not surprising that the dominant
theoretical approaches originate in the USA and are organisation-centric. The following
overview starts with the most successful theory, in terms of reach and influence, the
Excellence Project.
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2. Approaches to public relations

2.1. Excellence

The Excellence project, based in systems theory and developed in quantitative longitudinal
studies (Grunig ef al., 1992 & 2007), seeks to measure the dimensions of best practice both in
its country of origin (USA) and worldwide. Here the practitioner is primarily (though not
exclusively) conceptualised as a boundary spanner, linking external publics to organisational
strategic communications. The boundary spanner role is central to systems theory-based
communication and the main focus is on the role of the practitioner in negotiation between
the interest of key publics inside and outside the organisation. The organisation is the main
unit of study and public relations is positioned as a management function, with aspirations to
sit on the Board and advise the ‘dominant coalition.” It sees the excellent communicator as the
key player with access to internal stakeholders via the dominant coalition (such as the
boardroom) and salient external stakeholders. White and Dozier explain how public relations
practitioners interact with the organisations environment to “gather, select, and relay
information from the environment to decision makers in the dominant coalition” (1992, p. 93).
This role achieves its highest level in symmetric communication when the full range of
negotiating and diplomatic skills is deployed to secure positive outcomes for all parties: “In
the two-way symmetric model, practitioners serve as mediators between organisations and
their publics. Their goal is mutual understanding between practitioners and their publics.”
(Grunig & Hunt, 1984, p. 22). This level is also described as inherently ethical, with all other
approaches being less ethical. The resonance of this statement can be seen in the UK
Chartered Institute of Public Relations (CIPR) definition of public relations as: “The planned
and sustained effort to establish and maintain goodwill and understanding between an
organisation and its publics” (1987). The historical model (Grunig & Hunt, 1984), which
describes public relations’ evolution from propaganda, though publicity, and public
information role to two-way dialogue, has come to dominate the literature (Pieczka & L’Etang,
2001) and is accorded the status of a paradigm (Botan & Hazleton, 2006).

2.1.1. Excellence and ethics

The ethical approach in Excellence tends to rely on structural issues, stating that public
relations is only truly ethical when it is symmetrical: “it is difficult, if not impossible, to
practice public relations in a way that is ethical and socially responsible using an
asymmetrical model” (Grunig, 1992, p. 175).

Bowen offers a detailed Kantian perspective on excellence, finding that “ethics is a single
excellent factor and the common underpinning of all factors that predict excellent public
relations” (2007, p. 275). She concludes that “public relations is serving a larger and more
ethically responsible role by communicating for the good of society, both for the benefit of
specific groups and for the maintenance of society itself” (p. 279).

Overall, the project tends to focus on codes and idealised or excellent behaviour
particularly regarding duty to client and society. Core texts referred to elsewhere may include
a page or two on ethics at most but lack depth or detail, preferring to rely on codes for
guidance. The image of the ethical boundary spanner contributing to ‘social harmony’ (Seib
& Titzpatrick, 1995, p. 1) dominates the conceptualisation of public relations, informs attitudes
to corporate social responsibility, issues management and many other aspects of the field.
Parkinson (2001) suggests that the Public Relations Society of America (PRSA) code of ethics
is influenced by the Excellence model in its emphasis on symmetry and avoidance of
persuasion.

Critical scholars first challenged the assumptions of the Excellence approach in the mid-
1990s (L'Etang & Piezcka, 1996) and its limitations are well documented (e.g. Davis, 2016;
Piezcka & L’Etang, 2001; Holtzhausen, 2012; Pfau & Wen, 2006; Moloney, 2006). They point
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out that the Excellence approach is non-reflexive and treats the description of ideal
communication as normative. They also note that in this schema, persuasion is either
marginalised or demonised, rendering advocacy outside the realms of best practice. In
response, Grunig (2001) accepted that not all ethical dialogue can be symmetrical, or there
would be no room for debate. There was also a recognition that symmetrical communication
amounted to a small percentage of actual practice, though much of the literature continues to
emphasise the ideal over the real.

Nevertheless, this is the model which informs most curricula around the world and many
codes of conduct globally (Parkinson, 2001). For many decades it was the sole body of theory
taught in public relations courses so its influence is considerable. This is obviously testament
to its salience, but as others have pointed out (Holtzhausen, L’Etang, Moloney), it is popular
with pro-PR voices because it glorifies their contribution to democracy, and social progress
and avoids awkward discussion of its involvement with historical or contemporary
propaganda.

The problem remains that many practitioners see themselves as working in behalf of a
client, as advocates.

2.2. Advocacy

This model recognises that public relations often plays a more asymmetrical or persuasive
role than is encompassed by the boundary spanner. One view locates this approach in
marketplace theory (Fitzpatrick & Bronstein, 2006), which argues that all organisations are
entitled to have a voice: ©

3 L)

2.2.1. Advocacy ethics
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