
THE ORIGINS OF PUBLIC RELATIONS

By the end of this chapter you will:

appreciate why there are problems with defining PR 
have a clearer understanding of why the history and theory of PR matter
understand the current dominant theory and the main theoretical origins of 
PR, as well as see how and why PR theory relates to PR practice 

INTRODUCTION
This chapter looks at the relationship between the history and theory of PR 
and the way that PR history has influenced the development of PR theory. It is 
important for PR practitioners to have an understanding of theory because it 
can, among other things, help them to understand why some campaigns suc-
ceed and others do not. 

communication theory, and secondly the analysis of how PR has been prac-
tised in the past – and together they have produced a distinctive PR theory. 
Communication theory is the study of the transmission of information and the 
methods by which information is delivered: it is a huge subject in its own right, 
encompassing many different schools of thought. For the purposes of this book, 
we will look at those areas of communication theory that are most relevant to 
PR, for example, the study of the processes of communication from sender to 
receiver. From PR theory, we will go on to examine in detail the excellence theory, 
developed by American academic James Grunig. This theory is currently the 
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Part One: Public Relations in Theory

PR: ONE OR MANY DEFINITIONS?
There are some books, mostly hostile to PR (and also the occasional first student 
essay on PR), that will start with almost gleeful opening lines: ‘It’s very difficult 
to define public relations’ or ‘There are many definitions of public relations and 
each one is as relevant as the other’. Critics of PR will then seize on this apparent 
lack of agreement about a definition as proof that PR is fundamentally flawed. 
They will argue that a definition cannot be provided because there is nothing 
of substance to PR: it is an illusion, all spin and floss. On the other hand, how 
can there be any confusion about what it stands for when we all know what PR 
is – namely getting publicity for your client or company in the media? One of the 
aims of this book is to demonstrate that PR has a lot more to it than this and 
that it now stands at the very centre of modern day communications. 

Public Relations is the distinctive management function which helps estab-
lish and maintain mutual lines of communication, understanding, accept-
ance and co-operation between an organisation and its publics; involves the 
management of problems and issues; helps management to keep informed 

-
bility of management to serve the public interest; helps management keep 

-
tem to help anticipate trends; and uses research and sound and ethical 
communication as its principal tools.

Critics of Harlow have said that precisely because this definition tries to cover 
everything, it becomes too detailed and is therefore useless. There are also many 
who would argue that it is not possible to provide a definition for a profession 
that covers such diverse practices, ranging from the campaigning activities of 
Greenpeace to getting coverage for an out-of-favour actor in the tabloids.

had agreed on one that they could all accept: 

Public Relations is the art and social science of analysing trends, predict-
ing their consequences, counselling organisation leaders and implementing 
planned programmes of action which will serve both the organisation’s and 
the public interest.
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The key element in this was the attempt to enhance PR’s credibility by linking it 
with social science and suggesting that there was a scientific, objective, and there-
fore factual basis for it. In contrast to these somewhat lengthy definitions theorists 
have also made their contributions to the definition game. James Grunig and 
Todd Hunt produced this more focused definition: PR is ‘The management of com-

. 
-

‘Public Relations is the 

relationships between an organisation and various publics on whom its success or fail-
ure depends’. 
of an organisation’s management, which gives it clout and credibility and lifts it away 
from the mechanical process of merely supporting a company’s sales (see below).

that introduces another new dimension: 

Public relations is about reputation – the result of what you do, what you 
say and what others say about you. Public relations practice is the disci-
pline, which looks after reputation – with the aim of earning understand-

and sustained effort to establish and maintain goodwill and mutual under-
standing between an organisation and its publics. (www.cipr.co.uk)

seem reasonable, as we shall see below, there are many who would criticise the 
idea that PR is ‘about’ reputation management (for a detailed exploration of this 

show how the industry has had to adapt to changing circumstances. 

Society of America (PRSA): 

Public Relations helps an organisation and its publics to adapt mutu-
ally to each other. Public Relations is an organisation’s efforts to win the 
co-operation of groups of people. Public Relations helps organisations effec-
tively interact and communicate with their key publics. (www.prsa.org)

Where PR comes from and why history matters

or enhance your effectiveness as a PR practitioner? The history of PR matters 
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because it has been used by theorists to explain how PR is practised and to 
produce theories. Practice develops theory and theory helps develop practice, so 
theory and practice are however linked thereby. 

There are those together who want to give PR a very long history because in so 
doing they believe it enhances its credibility. For example, according to Cutlip 

traced from the earliest civilisations. Archaeologists found a farm bulletin 

irrigate. Public relations was used many centuries ago in England, where 

is another example of a PR event that any modern PR company would be proud 

-
ducing publicity. The motives of those who carried out these actions were totally 

a bit of harmless fun to describe the Boston Tea Party as a ‘PR event’ there is 
a serious element to such interpretations. 
events we are placing our values and viewpoints on the past when in fact they 
might have had a completely different meaning in that time and place. The past 

cultural context. 
One of the problems with the study of PR history is that there is no single history 

of its development worldwide, instead there are a number of different and unrelated 

history and development of PR has been conducted in the USA and this has been for 
a number of reasons. Firstly, the USA has the largest PR industry in the world and 
many of its consultancies have played a role in developing PR practice and ‘export-
ing’ it abroad. Secondly, the USA has a long established community of PR academ-
ics who have been able to carry out more research. However, there is a problem in 
simply relying on a history that is so focused on one country. This could lead to the 
belief that PR can only be practised in one way and with one set of values and ignore 
the contribution made to PR practice by other countries, cultures and traditions. 

Academics are now beginning to look at the history of PR practice elsewhere. 

-
lights the different origins for PR there from those of the USA. Zerfass, van Ruler 

and theory. Having said that we do need to know about how PR developed in the 
USA because the key PR academics James Grunig and Todd Hunt drew on that 
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become known as the excellence theory. 

The early years: Ivy Lee and Edward Bernays
PR, as we understand it today, began in the last years of the 19th and in the early 

became infamous in the 19th century for the often cynical way he promoted his 
shows. Barnum coined the phrase ‘There’s no such thing as bad publicity’ and 
used a variety of dubious publicity stunts to attract crowds to his shows. In one 
example, Barnum toured with a blind and paralysed African-American slave 

years old. Barnum didn’t mind if he was attacked in the press – it all added to 

As we shall see later on in the book publicists are still at work and some of 
them are using those selfsame and dubious publicity stunts to attract attention 
to their clients.

This link between theory and practice is nowhere better illustrated than in the 

practice and theory of PR. Interestingly they also represent two different and 
opposite ways of practising PR: to Lee it was an ‘art’ in which creativity and inno-

Lee and Bernays were contemporaries who were practising PR in New York at 
the same time. Lee was in many ways the ultimate PR practitioner and unlike 
Bernays was not interested in developing a theoretical basis for PR or even in 
attempting to understand how it operated. He is supposed to have told Bernays 

or may not be true, it usefully illustrates the difference between the two. For Lee, 
PR activities were no more than a series of short-term events to attract public-

Ivy Lee

production, railways and banking – were run by companies that were owned by 
several powerful families. The Rockerfellers, the Vanderbilts, the Astors and the 
Carnegies were among the richest and most powerful businessmen in the world 
and their names have become synonymous with wealth and power. Collectively 
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they were known as the ‘robber barons’, because the dominance of their respective 
industries was often based on anti-competitive and unfair business practices. 
Big business also virtually controlled federal and local government. 

The communication practice they and their companies carried out is sometimes 
called ‘the public be damned’ phase of PR, as it summarises their lack of concern 
and interest in communicating with the general populace. The actual phrase was 

contempt that the robber barons had for ordinary people history might have been 
a little unfair to Vanderbilt in this instance. He was replying to a reporter who had 
asked him why he ran one of his railways at a loss and had then suggested he was 

get as much out of them for as small consideration as possible. Of course we like 

executive of a modern public company – that the interests of the company’s share-
holders are paramount and that companies are not run as ‘social enterprises’. 

These companies used press agents or publicists to communicate for them 
and their role was to try to restrict and control the activities of the media. They 
banned the press from industrial activities because they believed that public 
disclosures about what they did would have been fatal to many operations. 
Press agents were often hired to serve as buffers between businesses and the 

story, the media ran hostile stories which helped to create an anti-business 
climate. Anger at poor working conditions caused a series of major strikes, 
indeed some estimates suggest that half a million workers were either killed or 
injured during this period. There were a series of nationwide strikes such as in 

Rock, Pennsylvania, erupted into a bloody battle between striking steel work-

-
ness, which was made worse by a communications policy that not only refused 
to speak to the outside world but that also treated journalists as the enemy.

 published a 
series of articles by Lincoln Steffers on corruption in municipal and city government, 
accusing big business of buying politicians and controlling the government. The 
Commissioner of the New York Police at the time, Theodore Roosevelt, described 
this type of ground-breaking journalism as ‘muckraking’. This marked the lowest 
point in the relationship between business and the media and led to the emergence 

working in New York at the same time as the ‘muckrakers’, but unlike many of his 
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he wrote about and thought they were good people, although misunderstood. 
Lee spotted a business opportunity in representing the interests of big 

George Parker, another ex-journalist. He became an adviser to big business 
corporations who were under attack on a variety of fronts. He took a totally dif-
ferent approach from that of the press agents and publicists. He believed that 
rather than keep quiet and say nothing, the best policy was to be as open as 
possible and to communicate with the outside world.

It was a company that was typical of many at that time, refusing to communi-
cate with journalists or to give any information about accidents in which it was 
involved, and believing that by doing so they would be admitting to weakness. Lee 
changed such practices by granting access to journalists and speaking to them. 

-
torians of PR believe was the first clearly designated ‘Press Release’. ‘Statement 
from the Road’, the public statement from the Pennsylvania Railroad, was printed 
verbatim by the New York Times and won the company praise for its openness 
and honesty. By systemising communications and encouraging companies to be 
more open Lee demonstrated the benefits that good communication could bring.

To make clear that his approach was a totally different way of communicat-

he made clear how he intended to work. The principles were to set new standards 

Box 2.1 Extracts from Ivy Lee’s ‘Declaration of Principles’

‘This is not a secret press bureau. All our work is done in the open. We aim to supply news.
‘This is not an advertising agency. If you think any of our matter ought properly to go to 

your business office, do not use it.
‘Our matter is accurate. Further details on any subject treated will be supplied promptly, 

and any editor will be assisted most carefully in verifying directly any statement of fact. ...
‘In brief, our plan is frankly, and openly, on behalf of business concerns and public insti-

tutions, to supply the press and public of the United States prompt and accurate informa-
tion concerning subjects which it is of value and interest to the public to know about.’

The important point about this Declaration of Principles is that it says that PR will be different 
and this marked a revolution in relations between business, the press, and the public. This was 
no longer the ‘public be dammed’ phase but now ‘the public be informed’ phase (Hiebert, 1966).
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Edward Bernays
For all Lee’s impact and influence on developing a new way to practise PR, it is 
Edward Bernays who is known as the ‘father of public relations’ for his attempts 
to introduce systems and science into PR. As the nephew of the psychologist 
Sigmund Freud he tried to use his uncle’s insights to manipulate public opinion. 
In some ways Bernays illustrates the darker side of communication practice; he 
was an elitist and believed the manipulation of public opinion was necessary 
as society’s tendency to follow the ‘herd instinct’ was irrational and dangerous. 

what could happen when such theories where used for evil purposes.

-
mittee was an American propaganda machine set up to package, advertise and 
sell the war as one that would ‘make the world safe for democracy’. Its aim was 
to get the American people to support the war. Here, Bernays had an opportunity 
to put his interests in psychology, as applied to human behaviour, into operation. 

In 1919 when the war ended he opened his own practice in New York, describ-

, and in the same year 

modern propaganda techniques and applied theories of mass psychology and 
persuasion to the needs of corporate and political organisations. He believed 
these techniques could sell anything, from bacon to cigarettes to soap. In the 

the practice of linking corporate sales campaigns with popular social causes 
when he persuaded women’s rights marchers in New York City to hold up Lucky 

smoke cigarettes in public, but by linking smoking to the freedom to vote – a 
right that women had just won – it made smoking look like the activity of the 
modern, emancipated woman and was a gesture demonstrating their equality 
with men. It was one of Bernays biggest publicity successes. 

Golden Jubilee’ for General Electric, a world-wide celebration commemorating the 

of what he called ‘overt acts’ (modern media events) that could awaken apparently 
subconscious feelings. Bernays openly described what he did as propaganda but 

The different ways that Barnum, Lee and Bernays practised PR were used by 
the theorists Grunig and Hunt as the basis for three of their four models of PR 
practice. These are discussed later in this chapter in the section on PR theory.
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International growth
The international growth of PR practice began with countries with strong links to 
the USA and US companies. In Brazil, for example, PR can trace its origins back 
to 1910, about the same time that PR began in the USA. In the UK, American 

even countries previously hostile to the USA began to embrace PR. In Russia, one 
of the most recent PR markets, the emergence of PR can be directly linked to a 

Olympic Games played an important role in helping the industry to develop. The 
development of Chinese businesses globally, and the inward movement of multi-
national companies to China, have also been important factors in the growth of the 

-
stances will produce a particular type of PR practice. For the US/UK model of 
PR to thrive it has to have two essential requirements – a market economy to 
allow for the uncontrolled buying and selling of goods and a free press that will 
allow communication that is free of censorship of news. In China and Russia 
these conditions have been relatively recent – Russia has only enjoyed a free 

a result the PR industries in both countries are not robust but are nevertheless 
growing very quickly. 

As the number of studies into how communication is practised in other non-
English speaking culture increases a different picture might emerge of the US/

-
tions from a number of largely German-speaking theorists and argue that PR 
has a longer history there than in the USA. Van Ruler and Vercic argue that 
PR in continental Europe is increasingly becoming known as Communication 

this point that we shall see alternative forms of practice emerge. 

The history of PR in the UK

-

sector were generally confined to advertising, but are nevertheless significant 
in the story of public relations in terms of their relationship with propaganda, 
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the self-image of practitioners, and the structures and terminology adopted in 
consultancies. Public relations was limited to a handful of press agencies, inter-

-
munications activity across a wide range of fronts. On the Home Front it helped 
keep up morale during the war. In key neutral countries, such as the USA, it 
was used to counter German propaganda and build support for the Allied cause. 
Propaganda was also aimed at occupied countries and Germany itself. L’Etang 
argues that the wartime experience had an impact on how the UK population 
reacted to news, ‘sensitising civilian and military populations to issues of prop-
aganda, information and intelligence. Although Britain cultivated notions of 
media independence and truthful information, there was an extensive internal 

According to L’Etang, those who practised propaganda during the Second 

Operation Executive’s ‘F’ section during the war. Before that he had worked for 

Public Relations. 

THEORY: WHY SOME CAMPAIGNS WORK  
AND SOME DON’T
The reaction of many people outside PR when confronted by the phrase ‘public 
relations theory’ might well be the type of baffled bemusement similar to that expe-
rienced by the comedian Peter Kay’s father when first confronted with the delights 
of garlic bread: ‘Garlic? Bread? Garlic and bread?’ Public relations? Theory? How 

for gaining publicity for your celebrity client by getting a story in the News of the 
World? Because at the end of the day, that is what PR is all about – generating 
as much coverage in as many newspapers, magazines, TV and radio stations as 

continually demonstrate throughout this book, there is a lot more to PR than that. 

practice: ‘Theories – essentially generalizations about how people think and 
behave – help determine appropriate goals and objectives for a communications 

develop effective strategies to achieve those goals and objectives’. And accord-

use theories to guide their work. Often these are their own theories based on 
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research, both academic and non-academic has generated a continuously grow-
ing body of theories applicable to planned communication’.

those who send out messages and those who receive them. As PR practitioners we 
are working with the way humans absorb messages and information. Some cam-
paigns work, some do not; some messages will have a resonance and impact, and 
others will not. As a PR practitioner it is necessary to understand why one campaign 
has worked but others have not, to explore the language that we use and how and 
why it is important. This is where theory can help. To understand this and a great 
deal more – such as, for example, the role that culture plays in shaping the way we 
perceive and understand facts and information – we require a theoretical basis. 

-

focus was on producing results that would help the daily work of PR practition-
ers, that is, it looked at how to make what they did in their practice more effec-
tive. Theories that have such a practical focus are known as ‘normative’ theories: 

media relations and activities and planned public information campaigns. Public 
relations researchers, therefore, joined with mass communications scholars to 

of the PR and advertising industries there and their relationship with the media. 

COMMUNICATION THEORY
Communication theory is the study of the way that humans communicate with 
each other. It includes the analysis of interpersonal communication and also 
theories about how the brain functions. It encompasses both written and spoken 
language. The term communication theory can refer to one single theory, or it 
can be used as the summary, the ‘collective wisdom’ of all those single theories 

-
mental explanation of communication. Instead, there are many different commu-
nication theories and each has a validity because they can help us to understand 
different aspects of reality or why some actions work and others do not. From 
among the many communication theories, we shall only look here at those that 
can help to explain how the process of communication works. These are the most 
relevant to PR as they can assist us in understanding why the transmission of 
information through certain channels of communication does or does not work. 

The act of communication is arguably one of the most important activities, if 
not the most important, we undertake and it is central not only to our role in 
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the world but also to our ability to make sense of the way we live and relate to  
others. Think of how much we communicate not only verbally but also non-verbally 
through our body language, which is said to betray our real emotions and feel-
ings. Through body language we are communicating even when we believe we 
are not. As body language experts tell us when analysing the body language of 
politicians, we may say one thing but our body language may tell a different 

The study of communication has had a long history that goes back to Ancient 
Greece and Aristotle, but its academic study really only started in earnest after 

the most important being the rise and growth of the mass media and advances 
in communication technology. This growth of the mass media was accompanied 

media such as television and radio, advertisers wanted to know whether the 
adverts they were placing there were having an impact and the ways they could 

-
ogy and social psychology also emerged as legitimate academic disciplines and 
began to contribute to communications theory from their perspectives. 

researchers in the USA and Europe approached communication theory. Broadly 
speaking, US researchers followed research methods that were used in the physi-

-
munication they based their methods on objective and quantitative research and 
statistics. In Europe, however, research focussed on the analysis of cultural and 

-
tion which argued that an individual cannot be separated from their economic and 
social context. Communication must therefore be understood within this setting. 

-
vation of communication research, illustrating how it drew on a wide range of 
sources: ‘Research into communication in general had its origins in the wish to 

propaganda, telecommunications, advertising and public and human relations. 
Research activity began with practical concerns and was fed by developments 
in psychology and sociology and by general advances in methodology, especially 
the use of experiments, social surveys and statistics’.

Laswell’s communication model
Two early, influential, and similar theories that emerged from the US scien-

-
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analysing Nazi propaganda and identifying how it was used to secure the acquies-
cence and support of the German population for Hitler and his regime’s atrocities.

Information 
source Transmitter Channel Receiver Destination

Noise source

Signal
Signal 

Received

Who? Says what? In what channel? To whom?

Communicator Message Channel Receiver

His answers offer an explanation as to how the mass media impacts upon an 

the receiver, and secondly, that the receiver is not only a passive receptor of what 
is sent from the source and that we all respond in exactly the same way. The theory 
does not allow for any feedback, interruption, or interference with the message. 

Linear model

working for Bell Telephone Laboratories and together they developed a similar 
model to Laswell’s. This became one of the most influential of the earliest commu-

Theory which grew out of the boom in the telecommunications industry after 
The 

of Communications. This prompted social scientists to look at communication 
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use of models was initially appealing to communication scholars of the time 
primarily because they were developing a particular interest in effects and effec-
tiveness. It was also consistent with the stimulus-response model of behaviour 

-
munication scholars were also increasingly interested in ordering and codifying 
existing knowledge and enquiry in their research. 

 
models – where communication is reduced to transmitting information. However, 
the aim of PR is not just to transmit information in a passive way, but also to 

-

communication; theirs is a linear, one-way process from sender to receiver who 
apparently communicate in isolation with no social context.

a source selects and then transmits a 
message (consisting of the signs to be transmitted). The transmitter then trans-
lates the signs into signals that are sent over a channel to a receiver
element in the model is noise. Noise can be any outside distortion or distraction 
from outside that interferes with the transmission and receipt of the signal. For 

Realms of
Understanding

Message

FeedbackNoiseNoise

Realms of
Understanding

Source Encoding Decoding Receiver
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students in a lecture theatre, for example, noise can be any anything outside that 
disturbs or interferes with what’s being heard – a car or conversation coming from 
other students, or someone moving their chair in the room, anything which dis-
turbs how the lecture is received. Thoughts that are more interesting than the 

Noise is any outside interference that is not intended by the receiver (Fiske, 

screens. ‘Noise, whether it originates in the channel, the audience, the sender, 
or the message itself, always confuses the intention of the sender and thus 
limits the amount of desired information that can be sent in a given time’ (Fiske, 

and a received message are not always identical, is a common reason why com-

does seek to understand how communication takes place, but only for a limited 
range of situations, and it is certainly not a universal explanation for all forms 
of communication. It is helpful in explaining what happens in interpersonal 
communication – the speaker’s brain is the source, the voice is the transmitter, 
and the air through which the voice travels is the channel. The listener’s ear is the 

The linear model, or bullet theory as it is sometimes called, was one of the 

such as the production of a press release and its distribution through the mass 

produce plenty of coverage and press cuttings but it does not show the qual-
ity of the coverage, that is, whether anyone took any notice of what they read 
or whether the right aspects of the campaign were covered in the newspaper 
articles. 

the linear model and the one he developed with C.E.Osgood, said: ‘It is mislead-
ing to think of the communication process as starting somewhere and ending 

is not concerned with the communication channels but with the participants in 
the process.

news and information is disseminated through the mass media, undiluted and 

02-Butterick-4177-Ch-02.indd   19 19/01/2011   9:50:09 AM



20

Part One: Public Relations in Theory

that it implies equality between the sender and receiver, which in practice is not 
the case as clearly the sender has more power than the receiver. 

Two-step communication model
PR theorists are interested in theories that look at how information is transmitted 
and received. One of the most interesting communication models, from a PR per-
spective, was developed by Paul Lazarsfeld and his colleagues. Lazarsfeld analysed 

-
enced by their friends during an election campaign than by the media – opinions 

-

on our understanding of the role of the mass media. According to this model, 
-

munity and from them to people they know who are in effect receiving their 

 Paul Lazarsfeld and Elihu Katz devel-

exist in all social and occupational groups. They receive their information from 

T3Mass Media

T6

T5 T4

T2

T1

OL

Message prevented
from reaching T5 & T6
(eg noise)

T = member of target audience OL = opinion leader
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you didn’t, they will proceed to tell you what happened. Your opinion and per-
ception about the content and even the quality of the programme will be shaped 
by their opinion and what they have chosen to tell you. The internet has given 
inter-personal communication a new dimension, with users having access to a 
whole range of different sources of information through chat-rooms, message 

richness of opinion. 
These are useful models to PR and illustrate how theory can help practical 

campaigns – simply using ‘the mass media’ in order to get a message across is 
no longer possible or appropriate. A sophisticated campaign will need to be tar-
geted and based on a proper understanding of where key audiences receive their 
information from, and that may not be via any of the traditional outlets at all. 

PR THEORY
Communication research and the PR theory that grew out of it look at the relation-
ship between the senders of information and the receivers of it and in many ways 
this defines that most basic of PR activities – how to communicate effectively with 
a group. But how do we characterise the group to whom we are communicating? 

T3Mass Media

T6

T5 T4

T2

T1

OL

02-Butterick-4177-Ch-02.indd   21 19/01/2011   9:50:09 AM



22

Part One: Public Relations in Theory

to use the term found in communication theory – the ‘audience’ or ‘mass audience’. 
An analysis of this leads to one of PR’s most basic theories – ‘publics’.

-
lished in academic literature it is not as widely used by PR practitioners who will 
often use similar terms as used in marketing and advertising. This can sometimes 
cause confusion. ‘Publics’ describes the recipients in the process of communica-
tion between the sender and receiver and according to the theory there are dif-
ferent categories of publics. The confusion occurs because other terms can also 
be used to describe these recipients, such as ‘target audience’ and ‘stakeholders’. 

Mass audience

emerged the process communication theories made it all seem relatively simple. 
A mass (large) audience was reached directly through a limited range of media – 
radio, television, newspapers and films. Newspapers still had large readerships: 
daily national newspapers were read by millions, so it was possible to speak of 
a ‘mass media’ that communicated with a ‘mass audience’, and the emerging 
public relations research was largely based around how to make PR messages 
work more effectively through mass media channels reaching mass audiences. 

The term ‘mass audience’, however, suggests an audience that is largely pas-
sive and simply and uncritically consumes whatever they are watching, lis-
tening to, or reading, with little or no critical feedback from them reaching 
the media. There is also the implication that such audiences might be easily 
manipulated by media owners. However, even if that was the situation in the 

aware of what it is adverts are attempting to do. They are more active and dis-

change appears to be increasing and consumers have to work hard to keep up 
with the latest developments in mobile phones, TVs and satellite receivers, and 
internet and PC-based communications. 

trends and developments from across the globe and the technology has swung 
the balance of power away from the media owner towards the audience and 
the consumer. The new channels of communication, such as the internet and 
digital television, mean the audience is no longer in the hands of the TV pro-
gramme makers. Audiences can now choose when to listen to the radio or watch 
TV programmes, and in effect create their own TV schedules, cutting across the 
traditional idea of a single channel.

Social network sites, blogs and an ability to download TV programmes onto 
computers all increase consumer power. In the face of such a fragmented market, 
it might appear impossible for advertisers or anyone wanting to communicate 
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with an audience to decide where and how to deliver their message. In fact, the 
reverse is true as it provides them with more opportunities. It is now possible to 
identify channels of communication that will appeal to niche audiences who have 

because it is on. It is also now possible to identify much more easily than before 
those key niche markets, or more appropriately, to target audiences, and this 
can command a higher advertising premium than one based simply on volume.

Target audience
In this fragmented, rapidly changing landscape what advertisers need are com-
munication channels that will deliver targeted groups with precise socio-
economic information about their make-up. They can answer such questions 
as who do we want to communicate with and why? And knowing who it is you 
are going to communicate with is an absolute prerequisite for any successful 
PR, marketing, or advertising campaign. Before the launch of any campaign, 
intensive research should be carried out into the nature of the target audience. 

-

are their typical likes and dislikes? Only when there is a clear idea of all this can 
a proper campaign be planned. This campaign can then utilise a whole range 
of different communication channels, such as TV, radio, print, and now social 
networks in order to reach their target audience.    

Publics

and PR and mean roughly the same in each discipline. PR also uses ‘publics’ 
which whilst initially appearing to mean something similar to audiences in fact 
does not. ‘Audiences’ is used to describe a group of people who are to be commu-
nicated to, while ‘publics’ when used in PR describes people who are affected by 
an issue.

In a democracy, people have the freedom to choose a course of action, while 
those who are concerned about how an issue might impact on their lives have 
the freedom to join together to try and do something about it. The theory of pub-
lics helps PR practitioners understand why it is and under what circumstances 
people will come together to take action. 

publics and using it to describe a group of people who will consciously choose 
to act and work together to confront a similar issue or problem. They recog-
nise that it exists and then organise to do something about it. Elements of the 

02-Butterick-4177-Ch-02.indd   23 19/01/2011   9:50:10 AM



24

Part One: Public Relations in Theory

of responses from different people when confronted by a problem – some will 
ignore it and live with it, perhaps not even recognising it as a problem; or they 
will recognise it is a problem but choose not to do anything about it. Others will 

context is whether or not these different groups will always have similar socio-
economic characteristics, or whether a problem will unite people from different 
backgrounds around the issue. As people take sides according to their interest 
in the issue, and join together with other like-minded individuals on the sub-

can be members of several different publics.

 Non-public – the organisation has no consequence on the group or the 
group has no consequence on the organisation.

 Latent public – a group faces a common threat from the organisation, but 
they do not detect a problem.

 Aware public – the group recognises a problem exists. 
 Active public – having recognised that a problem exists, the group organises 

to do something about it and to establish what should be done to stop such 
problems emerging.

The role of PR practitioners working for the organisation is to identify which 
category their various publics fall into and then to organise their communica-
tion programme to deal with the most pressing problems. If, for example, the 
organisation has to deal with a non-public, then there is no PR problem and no 
need to do anything about it. However, Grunig and Hunt believe that a com-
mon mistake made by PR practitioners is to start organising a communication 
programme only when a public becomes active. 

already made a decision and formed their views about both the issue and the 
company; they are not looking to be persuaded by the company’s point of view. 
They will only have negative opinions about the company and will not believe 
either the company or any independent third parties. In these situations there 
appears to be a fundamental breakdown in trust. Later in this book we will explore 
further the importance of trust and the consequences for an organisation when 
it breaks down. PR practitioners, both in-house and as consultants, often forget 
that publics will and do change, that they are not static. It is therefore necessary 
to be constantly reviewing what the company is doing and how it responds to its 

-
ing issues in advance to attempt to prevent issues becoming a problem. PR has 
an important role to play here – not only should it be responsible for sending 
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communication out, it should also listen to what is happening outside of the 
organisation. It can then feed what it learns back into the organisation and help 
to shape not just the presentation of information but also its actual content.

THE FOUR MODELS OF GRUNIG AND HUNT
Publics theory is an important tool for PR practitioners but Grunig and Hunt’s 

to identify four types of practice based on the work of practitioners. Three of 
the four models were drawn from their analysis of PR history described above, 
and although based upon historical practice they nevertheless found it still 
described in the way many practitioners practise PR in the UK and USA. 

The press agentry/publicity model
The first model is based on the work of the press agents and publicists who 

century. Their role was straightforward – to try to get as much publicity as pos-

many ways their PR practice was similar to propaganda because the information 
disseminated by the practitioner was probably incomplete, selective, distorted, 
or partially true. The flow of information was one-way and one-sided from the 
organisation to the intended recipients and no feedback was expected from them. 
The sole purpose of the publicity was to persuade people to pursue a specific 
course of action. Press agents and publicists used whatever tactics were neces-
sary to achieve their aim – from the conventional press release to a range of pub-
licity stunts and events – to maximise media coverage. Some of them, as we saw 
with the circus owner Phineas T. Barnum, were downright dubious and deceitful. 

Box 2.2 Propaganda, Publicity and Public Relations

Grunig and Hunt, when considering the relationship between propaganda and press 
agentry, linked some forms of PR activity to propaganda: ‘Public Relations serves a prop-
aganda function in the press agentry/publicity model. Practitioners spread the faith of 
the organisation involved, often through incomplete, distorted or half-true information’ 
(1984: 21).

(Continued)
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What is propaganda? Is PR propaganda? What is the relationship between PR and prop-
aganda? The modern PR industry is understandably nervous of accusations that any of its 
activities are in any way propaganda. This has acquired sinister overtones that imply delib-
erately lying in an attempt to manipulate the minds of others, usually by using concealed 
or underhand means. Propaganda developed negative associations during the Second 
World War, when the Nazi regime used sophisticated techniques to promote their ideal of 
the supremacy of the Aryan race, which led to the demonisation of Jews and the horrors 
of the Holocaust. People realised that one-sided, unchecked, state-inspired propaganda 
could have devastating consequences.

The techniques of propaganda are well established. At their most benign they aim to 
deliberately persuade a group of people to adopt a particular point of view. Some critics 
argue that PR is propaganda used on behalf of the commercial sector. 

With the growth in PR–originated content in much of the contemporary media, there 
are dangers that if not operated responsibly, the modern PR industry could be accused of 
attempts at manipulating public opinion. These issues are discussed in detail below.

Barnum was an infamous, historical example of a press agent but does the press 
agentry/publicity model have any relevance today? It does indeed describe the 
work of some PR practitioners. Look, for example, at the pages of tabloid newspa-
pers and celebrity magazines, or television and radio chat shows when a new film 
or book is launched – the stars are all there plugging their latest project. Even the 
so-called ‘exclusive’ pictures of a semi-naked celebrity on a beach in a Sunday 
newspaper can sometimes be the result of a collusion between the star’s publicist 

are the modern equivalent of the 19th century publicist/press agent – although 

And although the phrase has sometimes acquired pejorative connotations, it also 
describes the way that many small and medium-sized PR practitioners operate by 
attempting to generate as much publicity as possible for their clients. 

The public information model
Grunig and Hunt’s second model is based on the way PR was practised by the 
big companies that dominated some sections of the US economy in the latter part 

upon the work of Ivy Lee and the ‘public be informed’ approach where information 
is sent out by an organisation. It is still a one-way process as in the press agentry 
model, with information flowing from an organisation to recipients. The intention 
is to persuade, but crucially – and here is the real difference from the press agentry 

(Continued)
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mode – there is no attempt to deceive the recipients. The public information model 
is based on an honest approach to communications. The role of the in-house PR 
practitioner is to transmit information objectively, reporting on the company just 

-
paign would a public information campaign such as the anti-smoking campaign 

how much their teenage children worried about their future health. 

was the way that most companies practised PR at the time. It was also charac-
teristic of the way the public and voluntary sectors, education organisations, 

communicate information about themselves using a variety of methods – not 
just news releases but also newspapers, guidebooks – and these would now 
include electronic communication such as websites. 

The two-way asymmetric model 
To Grunig and Hunt this model is characteristic of the type of PR practised from 

Bernays, who attempted to provide a scientific basis for communication. Two-
way asymmetric communication shares many features with the press agentry 
model, though the major difference between them is that the two-way asymmet-
ric model attempts ‘scientific persuasion’ rather than the crude and sometimes 
manipulative techniques used by publicists. The communication, however, is 
still all one way (asymmetric) from the organisation to the target audience, and 
the attempt is to persuade those on the receiving end of PR campaigns to take 
a form of action, whether to buy a product or in the case of a charity to support 
its campaigns. The communication is aimed at changing one type of behaviour 
to another. There is no dialogue or communication with the audience, or if there 
is it is only in order to improve the sales message.

the type of communication practised, for example, when a company wants to 
try to persuade consumers to buy its products. It is also, arguably, the most 
dominant model practised by PR consultancies working on behalf of their 
clients. In the two-way asymmetric model, the communicator gets feedback 
from the public and then applies it the latest communication and persuasion 
theories to persuade that audience to accept the organisation’s point of view. 

The two-way symmetric model
In terms of historical development the model of the modern era is the practice 
of two-way symmetrical communication. The key characteristic of this model is 
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that the company engages in a real dialogue with stakeholders – not just to persuade, 
but also to listen, learn and, most importantly, to adapt organisational behav-
iour as a result of the communication process. In contrast to linear one-way 
communication models this is intended to be a circular two-way process, with 
the parties engaged in communication on equal terms.

Two-way symmetric public relations is supposed to rely on an honest two-
way communication with give and take rather than one-way persuasion, focus-
ing on mutual respect and efforts to achieve a mutual understanding between 
parties. Negotiation and a willingness to adapt and compromise are important 
elements in this process. It requires organisations engaging in public relations 

two-way symmetrical manner as a matter of policy.

Strategy’, states that its aim is: ‘To protect and enhance the reputation of the 

 Good, honest and open two-way communication. This is the lifeblood of 
any successful operation.

 Strong communication with stakeholders. This is essential to how the 
organisation works and provides services.

 Clear communication. All written, spoken and electronic communications 
should be clear, easily understood, timely, and up to date. 

-
tice to substantiate the other models, the evidence for the symmetric model in 

asymmetric communication). However PR practitioners working in consultan-

way that many believed PR should be undertaken. It was only with the research 
that Grunig and others carried out for the excellence project (see below) that 
enough evidence was accumulated to suggest that the best way to successfully 
practise PR was symmetric communications. 

‘the best’ model was irrelevant because organisations used communications that 

demanded different solutions and organisations will use a combination of 

02-Butterick-4177-Ch-02.indd   28 19/01/2011   9:50:10 AM



29

The Origins of Public Relations

an overall principle, say that they will operate in a two-way symmetric manner, 

they must then utilise asymmetric communications in order to boost sales.

The excellence project
The excellence project matters to PR because the depth of the research and 
the conclusions drawn from it have made a contribution to the way PR is prac-

years, a leading body of work has developed around excellence theory, which 
has probably done more to develop public relations theory and scholarship 
than any other single school of thought. Its founder, James Grunig, is the most 

James Grunig has had, stating that his work: ‘Provides a theoretical basis for 
public relations claiming for it the status as an academic discipline’. 

The idea of building ‘excellence’ in a company was a popular management the-

his book, 

that made them successful. Becoming an ‘excellent’ company meant becoming 
a leader in its sector, a world-class company, respected and admired by others, 
and this could be achieved by any company provided they followed the prac-

and his team looked for were those factors that would enable every company to 
practise excellent PR.

of Business Communicators (IABC). The aim of their research was to identify 
how and why PR gives value to an organisation and they sought answers to the 
following questions:

They undertook a huge research programme looking at the practice of PR in the 
USA and UK, with the aim of producing an action programme that companies 
could follow in order to practise excellent PR.
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-
cal guide for in-house and external PR practitioners that demonstrated how to 
achieve excellence in communication for their organisation. It analysed excel-
lent PR on four different levels:

 Programme level: why, when, and how individual communication pro-
grammes  were implemented.

 
departments and the organisation as a whole.

 Organisational level: how an understanding of, and respect for communi-
cation processes and audience feedback could impact on the organisation.

 Economic level: how the tangible value to the organisation provided by 
excellent PR could produce happy internal and external audiences.

So how is excellence theory applied to PR? At its heart is the following proposition 
about the role of PR: 

Public Relations contributes to organisational effectiveness when it helps 

constituencies. This contribution has monetary value to the organisation. 
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 PR manager is a member of the 
dominant coalition (that is the ruling group who actually run a company) 
where he or she is able to shape the organisation’s goals and help determine 

To really provide value to an organisation and to achieve excellence in commu-
nications, PR practitioners must be working at the highest levels in the board-
room. The issue of the role PR plays in a company and whether it should have 

-
cially important one that we will return to in later chapters. Grunig’s research 
also provided the practical evidence to support Grunig and Hunt’s earlier argu-
ment that the practice of symmetrical communication was the most effective of 
the four models. They asserted that two-way symmetric communication was the 
foundation for excellent PR practice and that the value of PR comes from the 
relationships that organisations develop and maintain with their publics. 

There have been criticisms of the excellence theory and Grunig continues to 
develop it in light of changing situations and circumstances. One major criti-
cism is that it aligns the PR function in a company too closely with management 
and PR then becomes a management tool that might be used to justify appalling 
environmental or labour practices. For example, many of the companies that Ivy 
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Lee worked for were terrible employers and the fact that he improved their pub-
lic image by telling their side of the story didn’t make them better employers. 

do not agree with the actions and activities of a company. The ethical dimension 

was carried out, arguing that the nature of the research determined the out-
come and that the nature of the research questions limited the answers. The 
assumptions present in the questions meant the researchers were basically 
determining the outcome, which is to support the management role of PR.

somewhat proselytising approach emanating from the theory of excellent pub-
lic relations: if public relations practitioners resist or do not understand the 
excellence ideas, it is because they do not know any better, even if through no 

patronising: ‘Practitioners often do not understand or accept theories like ours 

practitioners with a pragmatic worldview have symmetrical presuppositions 
even though they do not realise it. They take an asymmetrical view, usually a 
conservative one, because their clients hold that view’.

Excellence theory is not the only PR theory but it has achieved its dominant 
position partly because of the level of support for it amongst the powerful US PR 

theory as: ‘The proselytizing of the rather heavenly “symmetrical” communication 
model which would allow young students (and teachers) to feel good about their 
occupation’. If it is practised it is likely to be in public sector organisations but 

-

research and evaluation. Excellence Theory focused on organisational relation-

A key assumption of the dominant paradigm seems to be that academic work 
should directly contribute to practice’. It raised the status of PR research by 
presenting PR ‘As an outgrowth of management sciences, to democratic and 

-
tions could gain a respectable academic status that could deliver “strategic” 

That so few organisations actually practise symmetrical communications led 
Grunig to adapt his theory, introducing elements of game theory to produce a model 
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which effectively utilises and combines asymmetric and symmetric communication. 
This model is a continuum, with the company at one end and the public at 
the other. At the far end of each the public and company engage in asymmetric 
practices. In the middle of the continuum, the organisation and public meet and 

a win-win situation for both the company and the public. 
Theories rise and fall, change and develop. No theory is immutable, particu-

larly in the social sciences, and this is so with the excellence theory. Alternative 
frameworks are emerging, although one problem with many of them is that they 
still share many of the fundamental assumptions of the dominant theory. 

One alternative that has developed outside the dominant paradigm and is 
independent from it is the Critical Paradigm, but even this still has to use the 

Paradigm: ‘Points out the limitation of systems by asking hard questions about 
the possession and use of power, the nature of authority, morality and political 
economy. Critical academics explore questions about propaganda, corporate 

SUMMARY
This chapter has deliberately covered a lot of ground and should, among other 
things, illustrate what a complex subject this is. Communication theory can 
help PR practitioners understand why some campaigns work and others do 
not. However, PR is not solely based on communication theory: the history of 
PR has contributed to the growth of PR theory and in turn helped to develop 
its practice. 

The current dominant paradigm in PR is the excellence theory which argues 
that the most effective form of both external and internal communication is 
symmetrical communication. This means that organisations must engage in a 
constructive two-way communication with stakeholders, but in addition should 
be prepared to change policy as a result of that dialogue. The most effective 
companies practising excellent PR have the PR function operating at the high-
est level in the company. For most businesses however PR practice tends to be 
pragmatic and to use a number of different PR models depending on the situa-
tion and circumstances.

constantly developing, changing, and adapting to new circumstances and situa-
tions. For new entrants this opens up many exciting possibilities, and equipped 
with the right skills, the desire to succeed and a commitment to hard work, new 
PR practitioners will have the opportunity to make an impact. 
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