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Planning and
managing: the
context

The world of public relations has changed radically in the last few years.
Indeed, as a barometer of society itself, it has had to. The challenges we face
as a society, such as globalization, global warming, the need to re-base our
notions of business and to re-evaluate our values away from ever increas-
ing consumption, are unparalleled.

Added to that are the seismic changes that new, communications-based
technologies bring to the way we connect and the nature of the interactions
we have. These changes are generating fundamental shifts in power away
from traditional sources of authority. Those individuals and groups who
can understand what is going on and are able to work with the new
communication tools at our disposal will emerge as a new elite.

It is not the remit of this book to explore the details and ramifications of
all these deep and wide changes that are happening, but the impact on the
practice of public relations overall is profound and therefore cannot be
ignored. A report by the Arthur W Page Society in 2007 called The Authentic
Enterprise’, examines and evaluates some of these issues and concludes that
we have reached a point of ‘strategic inflection” which requires organiza-
tions to embrace a new way of operating: communication is at the heart and
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the key is authenticity. It goes on to enumerate four new practices and skills
for which the more senior public relations practitioner must assume a
leadership role:

defining and instilling company values;

building and managing multi-stakeholder relationships;
enabling the enterprise with ‘new media’ skills and tools;
building and managing trust in all its dimensions.

This view is very much complemented by the findings of the European
Communication Monitor 2009%, which reveals that senior corporate commu-
nicators believe that by 2012 they will have increased their activity in
responsible business and sustainability, internal communication and change
management, international communication, and coaching and training in
public relations and communication skills. Conversely the proportion of
time spent on marketing/consumer public relations, traditional media rela-
tions and investor relations will have decreased.

Organizations will have to be adept at responding to a variety of societal
issues, they will have to engage with a range of stakeholders who to date
have not been on their radar and who will hold them to account in new
ways and they will need to engage in different ways. They will have to
demonstrate that they are living their espoused values and the mandate, or
‘licence to operate’, given them by this complex web of multi-stakeholders
will be fragile and in need of attention and reinforcement constantly. Their
organizations will be judged not only by their corporate words and actions,
but by the myriad of individual transactions that they and their employees
engage in — hence the increased emphasis on internal communication and
coaching.

WHAT IS THE POINT OF PLANNING?

It is quite legitimate to ask, therefore, given the level of complexity that
public relations practitioners face and the fact that things are in constant
flux and change, what is the point of planning and managing public rela-
tions programmes at all? Undoubtedly there are individual communicators
who thrive in chaos, who ‘sense’ their way through situations and are very
good at it. Most people are not like that, they are rational creatures who
seek a level of order and who, as far as possible, want to be able to operate
in a work environment that has some control and predictability about it.
Having a sense of direction and of what is important is part of wellbeing at
work and indeed, management by objectives is an accepted way to frame
and prioritize work.

Furthermore, organizations are purposeful entities. They exist for a
reason, whether that is to fulfil a social or business purpose. They too are
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mainly based on rational and tested business models that comprise recog-
nized working principles and established methods of planning. These can
vary enormously between those organizations that employ quite mechan-
istic processes and bureaucratic planning approaches, to those who are
more entrepreneurial and intuitive in their planning, but who are nonethe-
less strict in identifying and evaluating business opportunities and ensur-
ing that new ventures are in line with what the brand stands for.

Public relations as a functional department of any organization needs to
follow the same disciplines that other functional departments such as legal,
finance, HR and operations do if it is to be respected and if its activities are
to properly support and shape the organization. A key feature of the strate-
gic role of public relations (which will be explored in this book) is that it is
founded on a clear understanding of the contribution that the function can
make and an underpinning philosophy and way of operating that are
research-informed. Tactical public relations on the other hand focuses on
the delivery of communication services as directed by others.

Strategic planning does not mean that everything can be controlled: that
is never possible, but it does take the planner through a process that helps
them define the contribution they can make, how they can go about their
tasks and how they are to measure if they have been successful. They must
be mindful that a level of flexibility and pragmatic adjustment is required
along the way, and indeed unforeseen events may require a radical depar-
ture from even the best of plans. Planning and managing strategic
programmes is both scientific and creative. It is a process that stimulates the
intellect, engages the emotions and puts the building blocks in place for
creating efficient and effective interventions for the planner’s organization.

A starting point

A starting point when conducting strategic public relations planning is to
examine some of the definitions. According to the UK Chartered Institute of
Public Relations (CIPR), which is Europe’s largest professional body in the
field:

Public relations is the discipline which looks after reputation, with the aim of
earning understanding and support and influencing opinion and behaviour.
It is the planned and sustained effort to establish and maintain goodwill and
mutual understanding between an organization and its publics.

At the heart of this definition is the notion that public relations has to be
planned. It is a deliberate, carefully thought-through process. It also requires
ongoing (sustained) activity: it is not haphazard. The activity is concerned
with initiating (establishing) and maintaining a process of mutual under-
standing. In other words it involves a dialogue where an organization and
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its various publics seek to listen to each other and understand each other.
This will usually result in some change or action by the parties involved.
Note, the change can be both ways.

The first part of this definition covers the idea of reputation. A good repu-
tation is not something that is earned overnight. It has to be carefully and
considerately cultivated. It is something that is earned over a period of time
as understanding and support develop for an organization. The develop-
ment of reputation has to be meticulously undertaken with integrity and
honesty and because reputation is a notion that exists in the perceiver’s
mind (like image) this is a complex process. It is also something that is very
fragile and can be lost quickly if words or actions are found to be out of step
with reality, or if rumour gets out of hand. There is no better example of that
than Nike, who despite their statements on ethical business were exposed
as exploiting child labour.

On the other hand the careful handling by Apple and fresh fruit drinks
producer Innocent of their reputations means that they have enjoyed public
esteem for many years. The reality of their spoken, public claims is borne
out by their actual products and services.

A virtuous circle is created where a good reputation raises expectations
about the kind of products or services a company supplies and the quality
of the products or services enhances reputation.

Public relations has a major contribution to make

All this means that public relations has a significant contribution to make.
It can contribute directly to organizational success. If its task is guarding
and managing reputation and relationships this must have a demonstrable
effect, and not just result in a ‘feelgood’ factor. Spending money on estab-
lishing a dialogue with key publics and building a reputation does result
in tangible benefits to the organization. Publics are influenced in their
favour.

If a company has a good reputation the evidence is that people are more
likely to:

try its new products;

buy its shares;

believe its advertising;

want to work for it;

do business with it when all other things are equal;
support it in difficult times;

give it a higher financial value.

For private sector companies these benefits often become apparent when
the organization is sold. The actual fixed asset value of a company will be
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declared, but on top of that a buyer will pay a premium for goodwill or the
good name of the company — its brand. That is when an actual value is put
on the reputation of the company and reputations are built by developing
strong and valuable relationships with stakeholders who count. Establish-
ing and maintaining a good reputation with key publics is a meticulous,
time- and energy-consuming business, requiring all the skills and attributes
of planners and managers of the highest calibre.

THE ROLE OF PUBLIC RELATIONS
IN ORGANIZATIONS

To understand how public relations programmes and campaigns are
planned and managed, it is first essential to understand the role of public
relations in organizations.

It is not the aim of this book to go into the detail of how organizations are
structured and managed, and how they function. There are many excellent
textbooks on this. It is, however, incumbent on all public relations practi-
tioners to understand these issues; otherwise they will not be able to fulfil
their proper role within their organization and certainly will not be able to
operate as senior managers.

Simply put, an organization consists of three elements:

® fixed assets such as its buildings, office furniture, car fleet and products;
® liquid assets or the money which lubricates the business;
® people.

Its fixed assets have a finite value and can be accounted for on a balance
sheet. Similarly, the amount of liquid assets an organization has can be
measured. It is obvious that the number of people that work for an organ-
ization can be counted, but in many ways employees are an unquantifiable
asset. Their capabilities are basically unbounded. They are the ones who
put life into an organization to create added value. They are the ones
who use their creativity and ingenuity to design new products and sell
them. They provide the customer service. They make organizations work.

Furthermore, people interact with other people who are not necessarily a
formal part of the organization. They create customer relationships, they
have families and friends who may or who may not support their organiza-
tion. They deal with suppliers, with local and central government, with the
local community and so on.

People are an infinitely expandable resource and they blur the edges
of an organization’s boundaries by drawing into the organization other
people, who strictly speaking are external to its operation. Furthermore,
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some employees are also members of groups external to the organiza-
tion, but critical to its success. As well as being employees, they can be
customers, shareholders, and are probably members of the local commu-
nity.

In addition, employees are virtually connected. They blog, are
members of social networks and online communities, they twitter and have
an almost infinite variety of potential connections at their disposal.

In times past, the public relations department was the formal conduit for
internal and external communications. Of course there was always a flour-
ishing grapevine of informal communication internally and externally, but
the limitations of technology, or the requirement to meet face to face, meant
that this was largely bounded in time and reach. Now there is no such
barrier. Everyone has the potential to be a powerful channel of communica-
tion and can create their own content with ease. Thus organizational bound-
aries become ever more porous... information can leak out from any source.
In addition, organizations are also more transparent: people from outside
can look in very easily and connect with a range of individuals to build up
their own picture of the organization. If that picture is different from the
one presented in formal channels, there is a potential issue for the organiza-
tion. This level of interconnectedness provides therefore, a very permeable
organization, linked to a host of formal and informal stakeholders through
a host of formal and informal channels. Figure 1.1 illustrates some of
that complexity, but it by no means captures all the stakeholder groups,
channels or interactions that happen between an organization and stake-
holders.

The main role of the chief executive of an organization is to provide
vision. That vision will give direction to the organization: a picture of the
future that can be arrived at and organized for. Badly managed organiza-
tions have no clear direction, but stumble along being constantly diverted
to deal with the crises or apparent opportunities of the day without being
focused on achieving their main, long-term objectives.

THE ROLE OF THE PUBLIC RELATIONS
PROFESSIONAL WITHIN ORGANIZATIONS

An organization’s strategy (which determines how the vision will be real-
ized) is determined after a great deal of analysis and decision making. Anal-
ysis of how chief executives go about this reveals that it is often conversation
based. Ideas are advanced and tested and revised, rejected or
re-ordered. Out of this iterative process a route map to the realization of the
vision is developed. Many people, both outside and inside the organiza-
tion, will contribute to this process. Having developed a strategy, this will
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Figure 1.1 The multi-stakeholder, multi-connected view of
organizational structure

need to be communicated so that it can be supported and implemented.
Public relations has an essential role to play in this process, both in helping
to develop the strategy itself and in its communication.

Relationships provide intelligence

The job of the public relations professional is to communicate with and
build relationships with all the organization’s publics. They are (or should
be) acutely aware of the environment in which the organization operates.
This is vital because publics exist within that environment and it is not
possible to understand people fully unless there is a clear appreciation of
the social, technological, economic, political and cultural issues and factors
that influence them and drive their lives. Being in touch with the public
mood, having contextual intelligence is essential. Organizations that are not
conscious of the public mood find themselves in difficulties, whereas those
in touch with it can find that it provides a significant advantage. Thus the
Walmart-owned supermarket chain Asda stopped using celebrity models
for its George range of clothing in 2009 because its Pulse of the Nation
research told it that the excesses of the celebrity lifestyle clashed with
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the experience of their customers, many of whom were facing the harsh
realities of the recession. Instead they used ‘ordinary” people, representa-
tive of their customer base. Public relations professionals, along with other
colleagues, can supply that contextual intelligence to decison-making plan-
ners. Thus they can be seen to have a ‘boundary-spanning’ role. They oper-
ate at the edge of the organization, bridging the gap between it and its
external publics. They have one foot in the organization and one foot
outside. Being able to represent the views of externalpublics, and their
likely reactions to decisions, is a vital perspective that public relations
professionals can bring to strategic planning. Furthermore, public relations
professionals are also usually the communication managers within organi-
zations and can draw information together about an organization’s internal
publics. The issues and concerns of external publics may well be reflected
internally, but there will also be additional issues and concerns that affect
employees as members of the organization.

Information about the specifics of contextual factors, for example
economic and financial facts, and intelligence about public opinion gener-
ally, will also be provided by specialists scattered throughout the organiza-
tion. The public relations function, because of its ‘boundary-spanning role’,
can act as a central intelligence-gathering function and, provided there are
suitably trained individuals, supply an analysis and interpretation service
too.

This strategic use of the public relations function implies that there is a
recognition of its status by management. Public relations is more than a
tactical tool used purely to ‘communicate” information or add a gloss to
information. It is an integral part of the strategic development process
grounded on thorough-going research and skilled, objective analysis.

Some of the linkages that the public relations function have are inval-
uable sources of early information and can pinpoint emerging issues that
may have profound impact on an organization. For example, monitoring of
the blogosphere or of Twitter traffic can help to identify emerging "hot’
issues. Media content analysis can identify the importance of an issue or the
direction that public opinion is likely to take on an issue. Public affairs
contacts can flag up government thinking on prospective legislation and
think tanks can give opinions on likely social or economic change.

Being able to make sense of the environment, public relations profession-
als not only provide intelligence to the strategic development process, but
contribute to the general decision making within organizations. Further-
more, because they have antennae that are alert to the external and internal
environment that the organization operates within, they can bring an
invaluable, independent perspective to decision making by managers” who
are often too close to a situation to act objectively, or who are unaware of
some of the ramifications of those decisions as far as the wider world is
concerned. It could well be that what on the face of it appears to be correct
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business decisions have to be questioned when they are set within a
broader, stakeholder context. For example, it might make apparent busi-
ness sense for an organization to obtain supplies from the cheapest, most
reliable source. But what if that source is thousands of miles away and the
environmental impact of transporting these supplies is considerable?

There is therefore a twofold role for the public relations professional here.
First, it is to keep senior management informed of what is happening in the
social environment, which is peopled by its stakeholders, so that this is
taken into account as decisions are made. The communication process is
two-way as Figure 1.2 shows.

Impact of organizational

decisions on stakeholders
and social environment

Organization Environment
including including
Management Stakeholders

Impact of environment
and stakeholders’
views on organizations

Figure 1.2 The two-way information flow between an organization
and its environment

Second, it is to counsel management on the implications of its decisions,
taking into account the likely reaction of key publics who directly affect the
well-being or otherwise of a company. The public relations professional is
the monitor of public opinion, and the conscience and ethical mentor of the
organization.

Communication skill

Once strategy is determined, it needs to be communicated. Ideally, during
the process of strategic development, external and internal stakeholders
will have been involved. The organization will have tested various proposi-
tions and have asked for the input of employees and other stakeholders. So,
again, ideally there will be no surprises, and through the process of prior
discussion and engagement stakeholders will already be amenable to the
final version. Technology-driven tools make this type of consultation rela-
tively easy and the benefits of building up a web of influence and positive
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relationships are obvious. The converse is deeply undesirable. Public
relations professionals can be used by senior management to advise on
both the content of the communication itself and the mechanics to be used
for relaying the content to publics and back from them. Because strategic
information and plans are so important, management are often tempted to
communicate them in technical and/or pompous language and in an
inappropriate form, for example a highly glossy brochure that permits no
discussion or feedback. The information is presented as a ‘done deal’. The
communication professional must resist such actions and provide skilled
advice on how to undertake the communication task.

The very process of insisting that communication is clear and relevant for
the people who will consume it helps to put rigour into strategic thinking
and decision making. It helps to eliminate woolly, unrealistic aspirations
and forces management to think through the practical implications of their
planning. It is possible to cloak reality behind fine-sounding words, but
distilling ideas down to clear and relevant language provides a check on
how realistic those ideas are and makes comparisons between what'’s said
and what’s done more simple. The task of the public relation professional is
to check whether the reality meets the claim, and if not, to point this out.

At a tactical level, the role of the public relations practitioner is to manage
appropriate communication between an organization and its stakeholders
and vice versa by ensuring that both the content and the channel are
suitable and timely.

For example, shareholders will want to know about the future develop-
ment plans of a company in some detail, including its overseas aspirations.
How and when that information is relayed to them is very important. UK
customers, on the other hand, may be less likely to be so concerned about
this. They will want to know that a particular shop will be open next week,
or that a favourite product will continue to be available. The fact that
the company plans to open outlets in Hong Kong or Singapore in 2014
will probably not concern them, unless of course they are shareholders too,
or an activist group with a particular concern about trading in these
markets.

The importance of communication

So why is communication important?

First of all it helps to further the strategic objectives of an organization
because it is the vehicle used to enlist the support of all the various groups
or key publics by ensuring the vision and values of the chief executive and
organization are understood. The point of the communication is not just to
pass on information about the vision, but to gain active pursuit of or at least
assent to those objectives (depending on the public). The communication is
designed to influence behaviour.

10
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Of course, if the organization listens as well as speaks and acts, its
communication will have been influenced by research undertaken with
those key publics as mentioned earlier, but it will also continue to be affected
by them as it continues to listen. It is, therefore, more likely to be effective in
its communication and action, as it is not likely to say and do things that are
opposed by its stakeholders.

Second, it positively fosters relationships with key publics. These publics
are ultimately responsible for the destiny of the organization for good or ill.
Good communication enhances the opportunities for incremental intelli-
gence providing an ‘early warning’ system for the organization. In this way
it can capitalize on opportunities that are presented to it by both identifying
them early and facilitating the actions that are required to capture them (for
example, if this is a sales opportunity or an opportunity to influence legis-
lation). It also helps minimize the threats by spotting problems or potential
conflicts early (for example, identifying increasing employee disquiet, or
discontent with a proposed company action coming from an influential
blogger).

THE POSITION OF PUBLIC RELATIONS
WITHIN ORGANIZATIONS

More detailed information on the role of public relations practitioners is
given in Chapter 2. At this stage it is important to look at the position and
status that public relations occupies within organizations, since that is
linked to its role as a strategic or tactical function.

A good indication of how public relations is regarded is to establish
where the function is placed. It is no surprise that the European Communi-
cation Monitor 2009° found that the more senior the lead public relations
practitioner was in the organization, the more influence they had. If senior
public relations managers are part of the ‘dominant coalition” of company
decision-makers, then public relations is likely to serve a key strategic role.
Those individuals are likely to undertake the research and counselling
activities already outlined. If not, public relations is likely to be largely tac-
tical. It could well be seen just as a part of the marketing communications
mix or regarded as mainly to do with presenting information about the
organization in an acceptable (usually to the organization) way.

Another indication of how seriously the activity is taken is to gauge
whether it is mainly reactive or proactive. There is always a level of reactive
public relations in any organization. However good the planning, the un-
expected is likely to occur, whether that be a pressure group making an
unexpected attack (justified or ill-founded) or another organization making
a takeover bid out of the blue. There are also opportunistic openings that
should be grasped. For example, British Airways provided transport for the
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very successful British Olympic Team to and from the Beijing Olympics in
2008. Because the team won so many medals, overnight BA painted the
nosecone of the returning aircraft gold and renamed it ‘Pride’. They also
hosted a celebratory return at the new Terminal 5 in Heathrow. This quickly
organized sequence proved highly beneficial, associating the airline with
the successful team and helped to rebuild its reputation following the prob-
lems encountered with the opening of Terminal 5.

In organizations where public relations is taken seriously and proactively,
it is normally found that the senior practitioner holds a major position in
the organization. Apart from being a good all-round business manager with
the battery of appropriate skills and knowledge that all managers must
have, he or she will provide a counselling role for fellow senior managers
and directors and will have overall responsibility for the communication
strategy of the organization. That might include determining the key over-
all marketing, advertising and promotional strategy. It will certainly involve
working very closely with those disciplines.

Activity will be directed at building reputation positively and will have a
strategic purpose. Issues like social responsibility and corporate govern-
ance will be taken seriously. Programmes will be based on careful formal
and informal research, and a knowledge of who the key publics are, how
these publics regard the organization and what they see as priorities.
Communication with publics will be dialogue-based with the organization
being responsive, indeed willing to collaborate with these publics. The
programmes that are devised will be concerned with impact, and aim to
influence attitudes, opinions and behaviours. They will not be obsessed
with process such as how many news releases are produced, but the effec-
tiveness of public relations activity will be closely monitored as will the
quality of the relationships that are being built. Often these organizations
will be industry leaders and set the pace in the market, as research by
Gregory and Edwards* found with the UK’s Most Admired Companies.
They will usually be the ones available to the media and seen to be the voice
of their industry. They are open, communicative organizations.

In organizations where public relations is seen as a lower order activity
and where its practice is normally reactive, certain telltale traits will be
evident. The practitioner will not hold a senior management role and will
not be involved in decision making. The task will be to respond to events
and will often be defensive. The function will tend to communicate what
has already happened, and the activity will be largely one-way, with the
organization telling the world what it has done or is doing and not being
influenced by what the world is saying to it. Any progress will be an evolu-
tion of what has happened in the past. The practitioner will not feel valued
or in control and will not be a part of the ‘dominant coalition’.

It is partly the public relations industry and individual practitioners
who have perpetuated this reactive, technical role for public relations. Too
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often public relations has been regarded as just media relations and recruit-
ment has been largely from the field of journalism where the priority is to
‘get the story out’. Public relations is restricted to free media publicity — or
as just a part of marketing communication. The schematic in Figure 1.3
shows the relationship between public relations and marketing, and indi-
cates the shared areas of activity and those areas where public relations has
a quite separate remit.

Research by Moss and colleagues® has found that the main reason why
practitioners are not taken seriously as senior organizational players is
because they do not know enough about how the sector and the business
operates. How can they be at the decision-making table if they have no real
grasp on what makes a business tick?

In surveys, lack of financial and budgeting skills are perceived as being
the greatest deficiency in public relations practitioners. Other deficiencies
are problem solving and decision making, goal setting and prioritising,
planning and organization, analytical skills and time management.

To mature fully as a discipline, public relations must take on the respon-
sibilities of knowledge, planning and management just as any other busi-
ness function.

The contribution of public relations at different levels
in the organization

It goes without saying that organizations operate at different levels and it is
important to understand these in order to define the contribution that
public relations can make at these various levels. There is often confusion
about terms like strategy and how it is used; for example, corporate strat-
egy, programme strategy and operational strategy. Being clear about the
levels of strategy helps public relations practitioners to talk about their role
in a way that is meaningful throughout the organization.

The South African academic Benita Steyn® has done a great deal of work
on matching the various levels of strategy in business to what she sees to be
equivalent level activities undertaken by public relations professionals,
however, her work focuses on the private sector. More practitioners work
for the not-for-profit or public sector than the private sector. Work supported
by the CIPR in the UK (Gregory and White, 2008) has identified that public
relations can make a contribution and be measured and evaluated at four
levels. Figure 1.4 shows these levels.

In brief, the contribution of public relations at the four levels is as
follows:

Societal

Public relations can and does make a contribution to society, particularly by
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Figure 1.4 The levels at which public relations can make a contribution’
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helping organizations understand their obligations in this direction. Much
of this work is around helping organizations define and implement their
values so that they maintain support, ‘or licence to operate’, from the
general public. Corporate responsibility commitments are an expression of
an organization’s societal level strategy.

Management

At this level public relations makes a contribution to management, leader-
ship and organizational performance by helping senior managers make
better decisions. These decisions are informed by intelligence gathered
from and about stakeholder groups and understanding what stakeholder
opinions are on issues. Knowledge about stakeholders’ likely reactions to
decisions also helps organizations avoid mistakes.

Programme

Planning, designing and implementing communication programmes and
activities that will help deliver societal and management level objectives.

The types of specific activities the public relations function will be
involved in commonly include (but this is not the complete list):

® Constructing communication programmes and activities to support
delivery of organizational priorities.

® Advising management and delivering campaigns of different types
depending on the requirements of the stakeholder group involved, for
example, social marketing programmes for behaviour change (eg child-
hood obesity), mass media campaigns for information dissemination
(eg changes in the date when tax returns must be made), personalized /
one-to-one engagement (eg with regulators or key delivery partners).

® Using recognized business disciplines to design effective communica-
tion plans that also embrace the full range of communication techniques,
including social marketing and online.

® Moving seamlessly between reactive, proactive and interactive roles
depending on the relationship with the stakeholder involved.

® Evaluating programmes and communication activities for effectiveness.

At this level, a great deal of time is spent on putting together public rela-
tions plans of different types depending on the needs of the stakeholder
groups involved. Hence, social marketing programmes may be needed to
encourage behavioural change in society as a whole, for example, driving
more safely; marketing campaigns will be aimed at potential customers to
help product sales, lobbying campaigns targeted at MPs individually will
be mounted to influence voting intentions and so on.
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Each plan will be different depending on its purpose; who is involved;
their communication channel-use habits; the timing of the campaign etc.
However, the disciplines behind the planning process are the same and it is
this that this book is primarily about.

Individual

The performance of individual practitioners in their functional role under-
pins the first three levels of operating outlined above. An individual’s
competence and capability is critical to their personal success in their role
and in the way public relations as a whole will be perceived in the organiza-
tion.

The point of going through the strategic levels at which public relations
can make a contribution is to:

® clarify the types of input that public relations can make to the organiza-
tion as a whole, including its input to organizational decision making;

® demonstrate that public relations contributes more to an organization
than just programmes and campaigns — it makes a strategic input at all
levels;

® show that programmes and campaigns have to be seen within a broader
context and ensure all programmes are aligned to societal and manage-
ment objectives;

® enable the practitioner to articulate and move between the various roles
that they must play within the organization.

ORGANIZING FOR ACTION

Another book in this series, Running a Public Relations Department, looks in
detail at how the public relations function should be organized. However,
this is covered briefly here to provide an indication of the main things to be
considered.

The way the public relations operation is usually organized is to split it
along either task or functional lines. Single operators, however, have to do
everything.

Some organizations have a task-oriented structure, that is, tasks
requiring particular skills and knowledge are separated out and given to
small groups or individuals to perform. Thus the structure may be as
follows:
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| Director of public relations |

Exhibitions Press
and events office

Publications Sponsorship Design Online

Other organizations split on functional lines. That is, the areas of activity
are separated out and groups or individuals tackle all the tasks. A func-
tional structure may look something like this:

| Director of public relations |

Community Business to Marketing
relations business communications

Corporate

) Financial
affairs

However, in some organizations neither of these structures are employed.
The view is that the public relations team effectively operates as an internal
consultancy, working on long- or short-term public relations projects that
will require a range of tasks and functions to be undertaken. The depart-
ment is therefore structured in teams depending on the requirements of the
project. Any one individual may belong to a number of project teams. Work-
ing like this can cut across some of the silo thinking that comes about with
task- or functional-based teams. It also means that individuals can work
with colleagues with a variety of knowledge and skills, facilitating learning
from each other and determining together the best way to approach the
project. Teamworking in this way can bring a great deal of variety and job
satisfaction, but it also requires good team leadership and management and
greater flexibility in the public relations department.

A typical structure in this matrix arrangement, which can appear quite
‘messy’, might look like the diagram on page 18.

Where public relations is conducted for a company that is split into
separate operating companies, sometimes with different names, the situa-
tion is infinitely more variable. Some groups have very large corporate
departments which undertake activity for the group as a whole and for all
the operating companies. In other groups there is a very small corporate
operation dealing with major corporate activities such as financial and
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government affairs, and maybe corporate sponsorship. The rest of the activ-
ity is then devolved to the operating companies. Normally the operating
pattern that applies in the business as a whole also applies to public rela-
tions activity, that is, if business is very much driven from the centre then
public relations is likely to be located in the centre also. On the other hand,
if the approach is to let the operating companies function as virtually auton-
omous units, then it is also likely that public relations will be devolved to
them.

WHO DOES WHAT IN PUBLIC RELATIONS?

Seminal work on public relations roles spearheaded by Glen Broom?® and
David Dozier® identified two dominant public relations roles:

® The communication technician. Who is not involved in making organi-
zational decisions but who carries out public relations programmes
such as writing press releases, editing house magazines and designing
web pages. This person is probably not too involved in undertaking
research or evaluating programmes; he or she is concerned primarily
with implementation.

® The communication manager. Who plans and manages public relations
programmes, counsels management, makes communication policy
decisions and so on.
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Within this second category, there are three main types of manager role.

® The expert prescriber. Who researches and defines public relations prob-
lems, develops programmes and implements them, maybe with the
assistance of others.

® The communication facilitator. Who acts as a go-between, keeping two-
way communication between an organization and its publics. He or she
is a liaison person, interpreter and mediator.

® The problem-solving process facilitator. Who helps others in the organ-
ization solve their public relations problems. This person acts as a sort of
counsellor/adviser on the planning and implementation of programmes.
(This is a role often fulfilled by specialist consultancies.)

David Dozier also identifies two middle-level roles that sit between the
manager and the technician role.

® Media relations role. This is a two-way function where the individual
keeps the media informed, and informs the organization of the needs
and concerns of the media. This is not just the production and dissemi-
nation of messages from the organization to the media, but a highly
skilled role requiring detailed knowledge and a profound understand-
ing of the media. It is often fulfilled by someone who has made the
crossover from journalism to public relations. It also goes some way to
explaining why, if a former journalist is employed to undertake public
relations, the function remains focused on media relations.

® Communication and liaison role. A higher-level public relations role
representing the organization at events and meetings, and positively
creating opportunities for management to communicate with internal
and external publics.

The broad technician and manager roles vary from organization to organi-
zation. At the lower level, in large organizations split on task lines, a techni-
cian may only write for the house journal. In other organizations he or she
may do several other writing jobs too, such as preparing speeches and
writing copy for the website, especially if the department is functional in
orientation or if it is small.

At the middle level, practitioners may be responsible for a whole press
relations programme or undertake employee relations only. They may be
involved in both. Some may specialize in research or planning and have
little to do with implementation, or they may be an account executive in a
consultancy who is responsible for a range of planning and implementation
tasks.

At higher levels, public relations managers plan whole programmes and
counsel senior management on policy, as well as supervise middle- and
lower-level practitioners.
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In practice most public relations activities require a mixture of technician
and manager roles. Many managers hold a number of the management
roles indicated either at the same time, or at various stages in their careers,
and not many people, at this stage of the profession’s growth, are entirely
removed from the implementation role.

Dozier and Broom' also identified a ‘senior advisor’ role at the man-
agerial level: someone who acted as a high-level counsellor, constantly
advising the Chief Executive Officer, or Chair of the Board. They have a
broad-ranging remit, but are effectively charged with spotting issues or
difficulties for the individual they work with and advising them on how to
respond.

More recently, Moss, Newman and De Santo" reported the findings of
empirical work they had undertaken in both the UK and the United States
that isolated five elements in the senior public relations role. Four are very
much linked to the managerial role: monitor and evaluator (for the whole
organization’s performance as measured by reputation and relationships,
see earlier in this chapter); key policy and strategy advisor; trouble shooter/
problem solver; and issues management expert. They also discovered that
even the most senior managers take on some technical work, usually high
risk or complex work, such as, for example, dealing with senior people in
the financial world on corporate earnings.

In the 2009 survey of Communications Directors mentioned earlier, of
those at the most senior level (CEO of a consultancy or Director in an organ-
ization), 64 per cent believe that they actually shape organizational strategy
as well as supporting business goals, which of course means that over a
third do not. All the evidence points to there still being some way to go in
establishing senior public relations practitioners as being automatically
involved in strategy making.

The growing complexity of the issues that public relations practitioners
are being asked to handle is leading to increasing specialization in some
areas. At the simplest level this is demonstrated by the fact that many
consultancies now bill themselves as specialists in, for example, fashion or
celebrity or online public relations and the larger, one-stop agencies have
for a long time had quite discrete specialist functions within them, such as
public affairs or consumer divisions. Indeed, the evidence is that many now
are splitting along technician and senior counsellor lines, with the technical
aspects of public relations becoming increasingly commoditized and indeed
automated as much as possible, thereby keeping prices down. At the other
end of the scale, however, there is a growing requirement for in-house prac-
titioners and consultancies to promote high level advice to the Board and
most senior executives of organizations.
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CONTEXT IS VITALLY IMPORTANT

To plan and manage programmes (long term, planned activities aimed at
addressing difficult and/or complex issues and opportunities that require
an ongoing approach) and campaigns (shorter term, planned activities
aimed at addressing a specific and time-limited issue or opportunity) effec-
tively it is vitally important to look at the context in which public relations
activity takes place, since this differs from organization to organization. It
helps to look at the factors affecting organizations in a systematic way, and
addressing the areas outlined in Figure 2.1 provides a blueprint for doing
this.

This contextual research is not about specific public relations problems or
opportunities necessarily (more of this in Chapter 3), but it is vital back-
ground information required in order to plan and manage effectively. As
mentioned earlier, programmes and campaigns have to be seen with this
wider context because issues and opportunities and the plans aimed at
addressing them do not exist in isolation. These days everything is
connected and the organization is looked at and judged as a whole, not as a
set of discrete activities.
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Stakeholders and Sectoral
Publics considerations
R Stage of
esources organizational
development
Organization
Timescales Organizational
characteristics
Public Issues
opinion

Figure 2.1 Factors to be considered when researching the background for
public relations activity

STAKEHOLDERS AND PUBLICS

Chapter 6 has a much more detailed discussion on stakeholders and publics,
but from the outset it is important that the public relations practitioner is
aware of the whole range of stakeholders that must be communicated with.
This will be a major factor in deciding the public relations task. Each stake-
holder will have a different communication requirement, although the
information given to each must not conflict.

Before going further, it is important to obtain clarity about terms. In
public relations there are a group of terms that are often used interchange-
ably, but they have slightly different meanings.

The word ‘stakeholder” rather than “publics’, is growing in popularity.
The word was first brought to the fore by Freeman' in the debates on corpo-
rate governance in the United States in the 1980s. The view was that compa-
nies had a primary responsibility to shareholders, but Freeman insisted that
there are others with a legitimate stake in the company. He defined stake-
holders as ‘those who are affected by, or who can affect’ an organization.

For some organizations, their range of stakeholders can be quite small.
For example, a niche manufacturer of mobile telephone parts will have a
relatively contained group of stakeholders since they operate in a confined
business-to-business environment and the end user of the telephone may
not even know the company’s name, or even that they exist: unless the part
is faulty.

An organization such as the US Army, on the other hand, will have many
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stakeholders, not only in the United States, but also around the world.
Indeed, it could be argued that ultimately just about everyone could have a
stake in the US Army, because its presence is widespread and potentially it
could be involved in operations in any part of the world. In addition, there
are millions of people around the world who take a virtual stake in the US
Army, discussing its activities online and sometimes using social network-
ing sites and so on to organize virtual or physical protests, or to support
action. However, to talk of everyone being a stakeholder is a difficult and
imprac-tical notion to handle. Most organizations wish to identify those
who they should prioritize because resources are limited. More on this in
Chapter 6.

Publics are stakeholders, but they are stakeholders with a particular rela-
tionship with the organization. Grunig and Hunt* describe publics as those
for whom an organization has created a problem or an issue. More
commonly now, publics are described as stakeholders who become active
either for or against the organization. The author’s view is that publics
combine both these factors: issues or opportunities, and activity.

Typically, stakeholders are categorized into broad groups that describe
the nature of the stake. For example, shareholders, customers and employ-
ees are typical stakeholders. Publics on the other hand can be drawn from
across all these groups and they coalesce around an issue. For example, a
company may wish to close down a factory; this creates an issue for a range
of stakeholders — employees, local shopkeepers, local community, sup-
pliers, etc. They could all group together to oppose the closure: they are
active and they are a recognizable and coherent group drawn together
because of the issue.

Conversely, there are often important stakeholders who remain inactive.
For example, there may be a number of individuals who have invested
significant sums of money in a company. As long as there is a reasonable
return on their investment they remain passive, even disinterested in the
activities of the company. If, however, returns decline, they and other stake-
holders may become active around this issue and therefore become a public.

The word ‘audience’ is sometimes used in public relations. Audiences are
usually broad, undifferentiated groups, reflecting the fact that the word
originates from the world of the mass media. Hence, TV and radio have
audiences, and these not only comprise large numbers, but also include
isolated individuals who are not organized into recognized groups.

Finally, ‘target groups’ is a term sometimes used in public relations. These
are the groups at which the campaign or programme is aimed: it is their
attitudes and behaviours that the originator of the communication wishes
to affect in some way. They are not to be confused with intermediary indi-
viduals or groups who may receive communication (receivers), but then
pass it on to the target group. So, for example, schoolteachers may be used
to communicate information about summer holiday activities in the local
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park: the schoolteachers are the receivers of the information, but the school-
children are the target group.

The object of the exercise in communication is to enlist the support of
stakeholders and publics. Sometimes that support will need to be active
and immediate, for example, an organization wanting customers to buy
their products or voters to vote for your political party in tomorrow’s
general election. Sometimes the support is less active and not bound by
specific timescales. For example, a company might organize a community
relations campaign, simply because they feel it right to put something back
into a community that provides most of its workforce. There might be no
specific business objectives at the time of implementing the programme
apart from to enhance the reputation of the company and build positive
relationships generally. However, the feeling of goodwill that the campaign
engenders may make recruitment easier or minimize the possibility of
objections automatically being raised if they want to extend their factory in
the future. Having undertaken alonger-term, goodwill-building programme
they can, if they need to, switch more easily to a focused programme which
seeks to enlist active support on particular issues.

With some publics a change in opinions and behaviour may be wanted,
with others existing behaviour or opinions may need to be confirmed, and
yet with others you might want to engender an opinion or pattern of behav-
iour may be wanted where previously that public was entirely neutral.

Factors to bear in mind when considering stakeholders and publics
include the following:

® Range. That is the breadth of stakeholders and publics concerned. For
some organizations, for example, a club for professional antique deal-
ers, the range of publics may be very narrow. For other organizations,
for instance, the Department of Health, the range of stakeholders and
publics is very large indeed.

® Numbers and location. Some organizations have a range of stake-
holders and publics that fall into large uniform blocks, for example, the
multiple retailers will have large groups of customers, suppliers and
local authorities as some of their stakeholders. Others, for example
project engineers, will have a whole range of publics, often small in
number, attached to each project. Some organizations have publics
covering a wide geographical or socio-economic spread; others have
very focused groups to concentrate on.

® Influence and power. Some publics, for example active pressure groups,
can gain a great deal of power, particularly if they catch the public mood.
They may not be large in number or have any direct link to the organiza-
tion, but they can be highly influential over the way an organization
conducts its business and are usually very skilled at putting together or
linking with other networks with whom they can forge common ground,
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especially online. Shell’s reversal of its decision to sink the Brent Spar oil
platform in the North Sea was forced by a relatively small, but highly
effective organization (Greenpeace) galvanizing public opinion. In a
different way, shareholders wield a great deal of power. They have an
obvious stake in an organization and, although they can be few in
number, can determine its future overnight. One of the tasks of the
public relations practitioner is to determine the relative influence and
power of all the publics concerned, and weight the public relations
programme accordingly. This is not to say that the most