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Reports on a mailed questionnaire survey of corporate
managers and executives from fields other than communi-
cation and public relations (accounting, administration,
engineering, legal, operations, marketing, etc.) in four
major corporations. Analysis included frequency and mean
tests plus factor analysis. Results suggest these managers
and executives consider the public relations function to be
significantly important to their organization. However,
most of those surveyed do not know what the public
relations function in their organization is or does. Respon-
dents (n = 423) ranked external communication activities

to be considerably more important than internal communi-

cation. Technical public relations skills were also consid-
ered more necessary than public relations management
abilities. Few thought corporate communication or public
relations people needed to be involved in strategic plan-
ning or organizational decision making.
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Introduction

Public relations is often considered to be a
misunderstood occupation. Many who help
shape what the general public thinks frequently
criticize public relations practitioners and the
work they perform. This criticism and misun-
derstanding has caused confusion about what
public relations is and does. Generally, this
discord has carried over into the corporate
environment where many who work in depart-
ments other than public relations and corpo-
rate communication question its value and
impact. Although some noted business execu-
tives have praised the value of corporate com-
munication and public relations (Iacocca,
1984), most appear to take the function pretty
much for granted.

Hammond (1994), who founded one of the
nation’s largest and most successful public
relations agencies, has suggested, “The most
important issue facing our profession is the
public’s almost total misunderstanding of
what public relations - as we know it - is and
does” (p. 27).

What practitioners say

Burson (1992, 1993) and Jackson (1994a)
have stressed, on a number of occasions, that
corporate public relations practitioners have
failed to convince most senior corporate
managers that public relations is valuable
enough to merit a dominant coalition seat at
the decision-making table. Jackson (1994b)
also says, “many organizations lack strategic
thinkers and old-fashioned counselors, who
can truly add a dimension to decision
making” (p. 37). This has led in many organi-
zations to a lack of acceptance of the role
public relations can play as strategic counsel-
lors to top corporate management.

Public relations people frequently worry
about negative opinions concerning the value
of their efforts. This topic was addressed
thoroughly three years ago when Public Rela-
tions Fournal interviewed a number of senior-
level public relations professionals (Bovet,
1994). In this article, Hunter explained that
public relations pcople “... are so often
involved in implementation that we fail to
make sure our efforts and results are effective-
ly communicated to higher levels of manage-
ment” (p. 28). And Felton encouraged practi-
tioners to “sell the concepts of public relations
as a top management function — then prove
that it works” (p. 39).
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Academic viewpoints

Ironically, few academic authors have dis-
cussed how the value of public relations is
perceived within organizations. And most of
the scholarly literature concerning the image
of public relations centres on the reality that
journalists hold a negative view about the field
and those who work in it. This concept of
negative perception about public relations by
journalists holds significance to the way the
general public — including top corporate
management — views public relations practice.
Saunders (1993) reported on the media’s
distortion of public relations, and showed
examples of publications recommending
public relations employment for those “who
have had secretarial or sales experience”, and
for those who “like people” (p. 10).

Spicer (1993) suggested journalists are far
from objective in their use of negative and
antagonistic words to describe public relations.
Ryan and Martinson (1988) said this animosi-
ty was the result of journalists believing their
work is more important to society than the
activities performed by public relations practi-
tioners. They also suggested this hostility is
“firmly embedded in journalistic culture, and
that the antagonism influences the mass com-
munication process” (p. 139). When Kopen-
haven (1985) asked journalists to rank order
the status of a number of occupations, public
relations was next to the bottom, between
lawyers and politicians, A number of other
studies have suggested these negative attitudes
about the public relations function have exist-
ed for more than two decades (Aronoff, 1975;
Cline, 1982; Pincus et al., 1991).

In spite of these negative perceptions about
public relations, the trade press serving print
and broadcast media employees frequently
offers stories about journalists who have
located “better” professional opportunities in
public relations (Gross, 1993). While Bivens
(1993) suggested some of this criticism cen-
tred on ethical issues, Newsom (1979) — one
of the nation’s most respected public relations
educators — claimed public relations some-
times is considered by journalism educators
to be “the bastard stepchild of journalism and
mass communication education”.

Examining the corporate public relations
function

Van Leuven (1991) observed the range and
scope of communication programmes under-
taken by public relations practitioners in
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corporate scttings. His findings explain more
about the possibility of function overlap
between public relations, marketing, human
resources, and other departments, than the
function’s image. Van Leuven (1991) repor-
ted the tasks performed by corporate public
relations practitioners differed between orga-
nizations and, more than anything else, were
determined by how the corporation structures
or organizes all of its departments or units.

Wylie (1994) pointed out public relations
continues to lag behind most other corporate
service functions on the road to professional-
1sm, suggesting public relations has a well-
defined body of knowledge but lacks a pre-
scribed course of university study; examination
and certification by a government agency; and
oversight and disciplinary action by a govern-
ment agency. And a Conference Board study
(Troy, 1993) suggested corporate public rela-
tions experts were being asked to function as
strategists, not just traditional implementers.

Studies examining the effectiveness of corpo-
rate public relations frequently have suggested
public relations is an important and necessary
strategic managcement tool (Winokur and
Kinkead, 1993). Skolnik’s (1994) survey of
public relations officers at Fortune magazine’s
list of “America’s most admired corporations”
reported public relations played a significant
role in building these corporate reputations.

For nearly 14 years, some of public rela-
tions’ greatest critics have praised corporate
communication efforts at Johnson & Johnson
during its handling of the Tylenol crisis. This
case thrust J&J chairman and chief executive
officer James E. Burke into the communica-
tions limelight (LLeon, 1983).

Fraher (1995-96) suggested CEOs are
becoming increasingly involved in their cor-
poration’s public relations and communica-
tion efforts; and Budd (1993) argued that
ineffective public relations contributed to the
demise of a number of noted CEOs including
Jim Robinson of American Express and John
Akers of IBM. Yet, while Campbell (1993)
reported that CEOs recognize the importance
of corporate public relations, she found many
of these executives confused public relations
with marketing. Campbell also claimed few
corporate leaders included a public relations
strategist in their senior management
planning and decision making. Pincus (1994)
said the CEO’s primary key to successful
leadership was the ability to use communica-
tion strategies effectively.
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Burson (1993) has shown concern about
the inability of many corporate public relations
managers to rise beyond the level of publicity
technicians, and said that was a major reason
why some major companies have abolished the
top corporate public relations job or hired
people from other fields - legal, human
resources, marketing, etc. —to be the organiza-
tion’s senior communication officer.

Role research and organizational studies
Some of the most thorough research studying
the image of public relations and corporate
communication as an important organization-
al function includes the role analysis studies
pioneered by Broom and Smith (1979) and
later perfected by Broom and Dozier (1986),
coupled with research developed as a result of
the IABC Research Foundation’s Excellence
Project (Dozier, 1995; Grunig, 1992).

Role studies have attempted to define the
various roles in which public relations practi-
tioners function. They determined that most
who practise public relations are communica-
tion technicians, responsible for task-oriented
activities such as writing, editing and per-
forming other technical skills. A smaller
number of practitioners function as commu-
nication managers who are involved in organi-
zational decision making and have been posi-
tioned high enough in a company’s structure
so they can contribute to the strategic man-
agement of the organization (Broom and
Dozier, 1986; Dozier, 1995). Results of the
Excellence Project’s studies echo the thought
that public relations departments do not
contribute towards making organizations
more effective unless public relations operates
within the organization as an integral part of
management (Grunig, 1992).

Many of these role and organizational
theories are based to some measure on where
the public relations function reports. Budd
(1995) suggested the important guestion in
this discussion might be sow the function
reported instead of where it reported. Budd
said some corporate public relations officers
report directly to CEOs but were not effective
because corporate management did not
respect the communication function.

Purpose of the study

This study’s major purpose was an attempt to
determine what corporate executives, from
fields other than public relations and
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corporate communication, think about the
public relations function. We were most
interested in how important they considered
the public relations function to be and in their
opinions about the importance of a large
number of professionat attributes.

The study was designed specifically to
discover what these executives thought about
corporate public relations in general, and how
they saw this function being implemented in
the companies they work for. We were inter-
ested in learning the relative importance these
executives place on a variety of activities
public relations professionals frequently
perform and qualities professional corporate
communication practitioners might possess.
In addition to this relative importance, we
were interested in testing for correlations or
patterns concerning the executives’ percep-
tions to these qualities and attributes.

Method

This was a mail questionnaire study of corpo-
rate managers and executives from fields other
than public relations and corporate communi-
cation. Subjects came from four companies,
two headquartered in the USA, one in Cana-
da, and another in Western Europe. In each of
these companies, the public relations/corpo-
rate communication function was responsible
for all external and internal communication,
including advertising.

Measuring scales asked these managers
and executives to rank the importance — to the
“ideal” corporate communication and public
relations professional ~ of a variety of profes-
sional activiries and attributes. Responses to
these questions comprise the major data set
that was analysed and reported on in this
essay. The questionnaire also asked a variety
of general or overview questions.

Subjects included senior and upper-level
managers and executives from fields other
than public relations and corporate communi-
cation in all four companies. In all instances
the CEQO, CFOQ, and all senior executive
officers were included in the sample. Man-
agers and executives from the following fields
were subjects in this study: accounting,
administration, division and business unit
management, engineering, human resources,
legal, operations, production, quality, techni-
cal support, sales and marketing.

In the case of two of these companies,
responses were mailed directly to the author.
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Questionnaires from the other two companies
were mailed to the public relations/corporate
communication departments, but envelopes
were not opened until the author received
them. In all four situations anonymity was
promised to all participants and to their com-
panies. Usable responses were collected from
a total of 423 subjects, representing a success-
ful return rate of almost 70 per cent.

The study’s response rate is higher than
usual because of a number of steps taken to
encourage participation, including letters sent
to all subjects by their organization’s chief
public relations or corporate communication
officer. Reminder postcards also were sent to
subjects approximately one week after the
questionnaire was mailed. A number of addi-
tional steps were taken to enhance the
responsc rate. For example, most of the acad-
emic literature uses the singular version
“communication” to describe corporate
public relations activities, but all four compa-
nics involved in this study use the term “com-
munications.” In the light of this, the plural
form was used in the study’s questionnaire.

All questionnaires began by asking a variety
of five-point, Likert-type scale response ques-
tions asking about each organization’s overall
communication and public relations efforts.
These measures were followed by two different
question sets concerning 37 separate activities
public relations professionals frequently per-
formed for these companies or attributes these
practitioners might possess. Subjects first were
asked their opinions about the importance of
each of these activities (or attributes) to the
“ideal” corporate public relations employee.
Next, the questionnaire sought an assessment
of each company’s corporate public relations
performance in each of these areas. The study
reported on here was concerned with res-
ponses to the general, or overall, questions and
with answers to those concerning the impor-
tance of these 37 attributes for the “ideal”
corporate communication and public relations
practitioner.

Other sections of the questionnaire sought
perceptions about the value and effectiveness
of each company’s public relations function in
communicating with and influencing a variety
of important stakeholders.

With the exception of demographic ques-
tions, all items were measured on five-point bi-
polar scales with most anchors ranging from
terms such as “important” to “unimportant,”
and “effective” to “ineffective”. In all cases,
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the “better” score received higher numbers
(for example “important” would equal “5”
while “not important” would equal “17).
Consequently, the higher the mean scores
reported in this report the “better” (i.e. more
important, more effective, etc.). Cover letters
from each organization’s chicef public relations
officer (usually the senior vice-president of
corporate communication) accompanied all
questionnaires when they were mailed.

Results were analysed in two separate ways.
Frequency and mean tests were conducted in
an attempt to gauge the perceived relative
importance of each of the 37 items.

Given the uniqueness of this research,
factor analysis also was employed as a sec-
ondary method of data analysis in an attempt
to reveal a sense of conformity between the
study’s variables. Factor analysis was used
because of its ability to examine intercorrela-
tions and predict patterns among variations in
values and variables. As Thurstone (1947)
points out, “Factor analysis is especially useful
in those domains where basic and fruitful
concepts are cssentially lacking, and where
experiments have been difficult to achieve.”

Principal component factor analysis was
performed on responses to the 37 items. An
eigenvalue of 1.0 was the established cut-off
for rotation. Only those factors containing at
least three items with + 0.50 or stronger
primary loadings and no secondary loadings
stronger than * 0.30 were considered for
primary discussion. Given the exploratory
nature of this study and the lack of similar
research in the public relations literature,
these criteria were considered as guidelines.

Results

Responses to general questions
As Table I indicates, responses to this set of
questions suggest executives from fields other
than public relations consider the public
relations/communication function to be
significantly important to their organizations,
but also indicate some frustration with the
overall performance of public relations and
communication professionals in their compa-
nies. Although 84 per cent said the public
relations function was important to their
organization, only 38 per cent were satisfied
with the overall performance of their compa-
ny’s public relations professionals.

Virtually the same level of frustration
appears to exist when these executives assess
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Table I Responses to general questions

Corporate Communications: An International Journal
Volume 2 - Number 4 - 1997 - 143-154

Item

How important is the public relations
communications function to this company?
How satisfied are you with the overall
performance of this company's public relations/
communications professionals?

How adequate do you consider this company’s
public relations/communications professionals
to be in their knowledge of this business?

Notes:

Per cent
Mean answering
score? important®
4.3 84 n=418
3.2 38 n=412
33 42 n=408

@ Mean scores are based on responses to the five-point Likert-type scales with "1 indicating “very unimpor-
tant ... unsatisfied ... inadequate” and “5" indicating “very important ... satisfied ... adequate”
b percentages provided in this column indicate the number answering “5” or “4" to each question. Anchors

with possible “5" or “4" answers were “very important (important)

adequate (adequate)”

" on

. "very satisfied (satisfied)” and "very

how much knowledge their public relations/
communication colleagues have about the
business in which each company operates.
Only 42 per cent said they thought their orga-
nization’s public relations people possessed an
adequate knowledge of the business.

Mean and frequency analysis

Mean and frequency examinations provide

some understanding about the relative impor-

tance observers place on each of the state-

ments measurcd in this study. Table II dis-

plays the results of this inquiry. With the

exception of having the ability to disseminate

messages to external audiences, being good

listeners, and possessing strong interpersonal

communication skills, executives suggest the

attributes most significant to the “ideal”

corporate public relations or communication

professional are qualities involving ethics,

trust, accountability, judgement, and so forth.

The following activities/artributes were

considered to be “important” or “very

important” by at least 90 per cent of the

respondents:

* Being moral and ethical.

» People with strong interpersonal commu-
nication skills.

» Able to be trusted — totally.

» People with good listening skills.

« Disseminating messages to external audi-
ences.

« Able to be counted on to deliver.

+ Able to think creatively and imaginatively.

* Understanding not only what this company
does, but how and why we do it.

» Able to help management develop and
execute constructive responses to key
issues affecting the company.

+ Able to build strong relationships with
business unit managers.

» People who apply communication
knowledge to help this company achieve its
business goals.

+ Able to identify situations as they are, not
just as one imagines them to be.

Table II presents a complete look at the mean
and frequency analysis. Of particular interest
are some items that fall at the low end of
perceived importance, especially “disseminat-
» o«

ing messages to internal audiences”,
how to inspire and motivate others”, “dedica-

knowing

LIRS

tion to continuous improvement”, “being

strategic thinkers and planners”

ELENN Y

leaders™,
and “mecasuring and cvaluating programme
results”. Serving as “communication and
public relations counsel to management”
scored much lower than expected.

These activities/attributes were considered
to be “important™ or “very important” by
fewer than 80 per cent of the respondents:

« Keeping management informed about
reactions to company activities.

+ Communication and public relations
counsel to management.

« Disseminating messages to internal
audiences.

+ Seceking feedback from “customers”.
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Table It Mean and frequency analysis
Per cent answering
Mean important or

Items scores very important
Being moral or ethical 4.7 95
People with strong interpersonal communication skills 4.6 95
Able to be trusted — totally 4.6 94
People with good listening skills 4.6 92
Disseminating messages to external audiences 4.6 91
Able to be counted on to deliver 4.5 93
Able to think creatively and imaginatively 4.5 93
Understanding not only what this company does, but also how and why we do it 4.5 92
Able to help management develop and execute constructive responses

to key issues affecting the company 4.5 91
Able to build strong relationships with business unit managers 4.4 92
People who apply communications knowledge to help this company

achieve its business goals 4.4 91
Able to identify situations as they are, not just as one imagines them to be 4.4 90
Being accountable 44 89
Possessing good judgement and logic 4.4 88
Being team players 4.4 88
Media relations activities 4.3 90
Good at establishing relationships 43 88
Planning communications programmes 4.2 86
Taking the initiative — knowing what to do and how to do it 4.2 86
Commitment to quality 4.2 84
Communicating management decisions 4.2 84
Able to track market, social or political issues that affect the company 4.2 82
Writing, editing, producing messages 4.2 80
Able to think and act effectively in crises 4.1 87
Able to project recommendations successfully in one-on-one conversations 4.1 85
Able to project recommendations successfully before groups 4.1 83
Planning employee communications 4.1 80
Keeping management informed about reactions to company activities 4.1 79
Communications and PR counsel to management 4.0 80
Disseminating messages to internal audiences 4.0 76
Seeking feedback from “customers” 4.0 72
Knowing how to inspire and motivate others 3.9 Al
Dedication to continuous improvement 3.8 73
Event planning 3.8 68
Measuring and evaluating programme results 3.7 67
Strategic thinkers and planners 3.7 66
Being leaders 3.7 65

Notes:

Number of subjects = 423

Mean scores reported above are based on responses to five-point Likert-type scales with “1" indicating “very unimportant” and “5” indicating
“very important”. Consequently, the higher the mean score, the more important subjects considered the item. Frequency totals represent the
percentage of subjects who considered each item "“very important” or “important”
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» Knowing how to inspire and motivate others.

* Dedication to continuous improvement.

* Event planning.

» Measuring and evaluating programme
results.

+ Strategic thinkers and planners.

» Being leaders.

Even some functions that have become the
staple activities of many corporate communi-
cation and public relations departments —
such as writing, editing, producing messages,
planning employee communication, dissemi-
nating messages to internal audiences —
received considerably lower scores than might
have been expected. Only 80 per cent consid-
ered writing, editing, producing messages or
planning employee communications “impor-
tant” or “very important.” Just 76 per cent
said disseminating messages to internal audi-
ences was important.

Factor analysis

Normally, when factor analysis is used in a
study of this nature, results reveal a certain
sense of conformity between variables. As a
result, one usually can make considerably more
sense out of factor loadings than is the case in
this particular study. This fact alone suggests
considerable confusion might exist in the minds
of corporate executives from fields other than
communication over what the public relations
function is and does. The principal compo-
nents procedures produced 11 factors with
eigenvalues greater than 1.0. This 11-factor

Table IIl Eigenvalues and per cent of variance explained from initial factor

solution

Cumulative
Factor Per cent of per cent
extracted Eigenvalue variance of variance
I 10,797 22.9 29.2
Il 4,432 12.0 4.2
[ 3,710 10.0 51.2
v 2,815 7.6 58.8
v 2,345 6.3 65.1
Vi 2,007 5.4 70.6
Vil 1,969 53 75.9
Vil 1,772 4.8 80.7
IX 1,328 3.6 84.3
X 1,182 3.2 87.5
Xl 1,012 2.7 90.2
Note:

These were the only factors retained for the Varimax rotations

Corporate Communications: An International Journal
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solution, shown in Table III, accounted for
90.2 per cent of the total variance. A Varimax
rotated factor matrix was performed on this
solution. Only six of the 11 factors in this
matrix clearly met the study’s primary loading
guidelines. Three additional factors closely
approximated these criteria. Of the 37 state-
ments submitted to factor analysis, 28 items
factor loaded. The coefficient alphas produced
from the complete Varimax solution, and the
interpreted factors, can be found in Table IV.

Facror 1

Seven items clearly define Factor I as shown by
the loadings in Table IV. An eighth item comes
extremely close to loading on this factor. All
items load positively and the statements appear
to represent a concept of professional commit-
ment. Statements such as “dedication to con-
tinuous improvement”, “commitment to
quality”, “able to be trusted totally”, “being
team players” and “able to be counted on to
deliver”, seem to represent qualities and attrib-
utes necessary for a total professional commit-
ment. Other items comprising this factor,
although not necessarily with loadings as high
as those just mentioned, represent talents
necessary to function effectively in a corporate
public relations position. These include the
following: “good at establishing relationships”,
“people with good listening skills”, “being team
players”, “able to track market, social or politi-
cal issues that affect the company™ and “dis-
seminating messages to internal audiences”.

Facror 11

Five statements clearly meet the loading crite-
ria on this factor and all indicate a positive
attitude towards ethical and constructive
communication. These items are “able to think
and act effectively in crises”, “being moral and
ethical”, “people with strong interpersonal
communication skills”, “able to help top man-
agement develop and execute constructive
responses to key issues affecting the company”

and “possessing good judgement and logic”.

Facror ITI

Another five items clearly define this factor.
They are “communicating management deci-
sions”, “understanding not only what this
company does, but also how and why the cor-
poration does it”, “able to identify situations as
they are, not just as one imagines or wants them
to be”, “keeping management informed about
reactions to company activities” and “planning

employee communications”. Most of these
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Table IV Results of Varimax rotated factor matrix

Factor loadings
Item/factor I Il 1L 1\ \ Vi Vi Vil 1X X XI

Factor |
Dedication to continuous improvement  0.882
Commitment to quality 0.858
Disseminating messages to internal

audiences 0.817
Able to be trusted totally 0.810
Good at establishing relationships 0.549
People with good listening skills 0.547
Being team players 0.464
Able to be counted on to deliver 0.464
Able to track market, social or political

issues that affect the company 0.427
Factor Il
Able to think and act effectively in crises 0.916
Being moral and ethical 0.891
People with strong interpersonal

communication skills 0.767
Able to help top management to develop

and execute constructive responses to

key issues affecting the company 0.620
Possessing good judgement and logic 0.571
Factor Ill
Communicating management decisions 0.814

Understanding not only what this
company does, but also how and why
the corporation does it 0.801
Able to identify situations as they are,
not just as one imagines them to be 0.577
Keeping management informed about
reactions to company activities 0.563
Planning employee communications 0.541
Factor IV
Measuring and evaluating programme
results 0.821
Event planning 0.812
Working with the media 0.600
Factor V
Seeking feedback from “customers” 0.819
Being leaders 0.477
Factor VI
Good at establishing relationships 0.630
Disseminating messages to external
audiences 0.605
Able to build strong relationships with
business unit managers 0.520
Factor Vil
Able to project recommendations before
groups successfully 0.833
Taking the initiative — knowing what to
do and how to do it 0.655
Being accountable 0.623
(Continued)

150

L:J'I_,}Lﬂd}u Zy L—* I

er. Further reproduction prohibited without permissionyzw\w.manaraa.com




Perceptions of corporate communication as public relations
Donald K. Wright

Corporate Communications: An international Journal
Volume 2 - Number 4 - 1997 - 143-154

Table IV
Factor loadings

Item/factor I ] 1 v \' Vi Vil Vil IX X Xl
Factor VIl
Writing, editing, producing messages 0.651
Planning communications programmes 0.528
Factor IX
People who apply public relations and

communications knowledge to help the

company achieve its business goals 0.890
Factor X
Able to think creatively and imaginatively 0.803
Factor X/
Able to project recommendations in

one-on-one conversations successfully 0.743
Communications counsel to

management 0.819
Note:

Number of subjects = 423

employee communications”. Most of these
items reflect corporate managerial issues.

Facror IV
This factor is defined by three items. The state-
ments are “measuring and evaluating pro-

EERNYS

gramme results”, “event planning” and “culti-
vating the media”. These items appear to be
rather technical in nature, especially when one
considers items that held secondary loadings on
this factor such as “writing, editing, producing
messages” and “keeping management informed
about reactions to company activities.”

Facror VI

Three items load cleanly on this factor. They
are: “good at establishing relationships”, “dis-
seminating messages to external audiences”
and “able to build strong relationships with
business unit managers”. Secondary loadings
come from “planning employee communica-
tions” and from “knowing how to inspire and
motivate others”. This factor seems to reflect a
sense of developing relationships with internal
and external customers of the public relations
function.

Facror VII

Three other statements define this factor.
They are “able to project recommendations
taking the
initiative — knowing what to do and how to do

EEINNTY

successfully before groups”,

it” and “being accountable”. Secondary
loadings here include the items “ possessing
good judgement and logic” and “able to

project recommendations in one-on-one
conversations successfully.” A close look at
these items indicates the factor is concerned
with a combination of accountability and
presentation skills.

Non-significant factors

As mentioned earlier, 11 factors were rotated.
In addition to the six factors that clearly met
the study’s loading criteria, three factors came
extremely close to approximating these guide-
lines but only had two items loading on them.
Two additional factors contained only one
cleanly loading item. Given the lack of concep-
tual study in this area, it was felt a brief look at
these five other factors might be worthwhile.

Factor VIII

The two statements loading on this factor are
“writing, editing, producing messages” and
“planning communications programmes”.

EEINNY

“Cultivating the media”, “able to be counted
on to deliver” and “able to identify situations
as they are, not just as one imagines or wants
them to be”, all represent items with weak
secondary loading here. The factor seems to

reflect a sense of planning and skills functions.

Facror XI

The two items that load cleanly on this factor
are “able to project recommendations suc-
cessfully in one-on-one conversations” and
being “public relations and communication
counsel to management”. A weak secondary
loading was recorded on the statement,
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“keeping management informed about reac-
tions to company activities”.

Facror V

Only one statement, “seeking feedback from
‘customers’”, loads cleanly on this factor.
However, the item, “being leaders.” comes
extremely close to loading with a 0.477 pri-
mary loading. A secondary, but negative,
loading of —0.439 was recorded on this factor
by the statement, “disseminating messages to
external audiences”.

Facror IX

The only statement loading on this factor was
“people who apply public relations and com-
munication knowledge to help the company
achieve its business goals”. Secondary load-
ings came from “taking the initiative — know-
ing what to do and how to do it”, “able to be
trusted — totally” and “able to be counted on
to deliver”.

Factor X

The items “able to think creatively and imagi-
natively” loaded cleanly on this factor. Sec-
ondary loadings were registered on the state-
ments “able to build strong relationships with
business unit managers” and “people with
good listening skills”.

Discussion of results

This study presents considerable evidence to
suggest that corporate executives from fields
such as accounting, administration, division
and business unit management, engineering,
human resources, legal, operations, produc-
tion, quality, technical support, sales and
marketing really do not know what the public
relations function in their organization is or
does. Even though corporate executives from
fields other than public relations consider the
public relations/communication function to
be significantly important to their organiza-
tions, results tell us they are not well informed
about what their public relations and corpo-
rate communication colleagues do.

When results are presented in terms of
mean and frequency analysis, one discovers
huge discrepancies between some of the
measured statements. While executives
strongly suggest their company’s corporate
public relations people should be moral and
ethical, be accountable, possess good judge-
ment and logic, be team players, and
help management develop and execute

Corporate Communications: An International Journal
Volume 2 - Number 4 - 1997 - 143-154

constructive responses to key issues affecting
the company, they were much less likely to
suggest their organization’s public relations
people be strategic thinkers or planners, be
leaders, know how to inspire and motivate
others, or be dedicated to continuous
improvement.

Careful analysis suggests corporate execu-
tives from fields other than public relations or
corporate communication do not know much
about what their organization’s public rela-
tions function does. For example, employee
communication is the responsibility of the
public relations or corporate communication
department in all four of the corporations
included in this study. And each of these
companies recently has made employee com-
munication more important than was the case
five years ago. Even with that effort, however,
the task of disseminating messages to external
audiences was considered to be considerably
more important than disseminating messages
to internal audiences. Factor analvsis results
clarify this problem even more as these four
items “disseminating messages to internal

EL NN

audiences”, “disseminating messages to
external audiences”, “working with the
media” and “planning employee communica-
tions” all loaded on separate factors.

It also is interesting to note that executives
surveyed consider many technical public
relations skills and tasks to be more important
than a large number of managerial abilities.
For example, managerial functions corporate
public relations people frequently perform —
such as keeping management informed about
reactions to company activities, providing
public relations and communication counsel
to management, seeking feedback from “cus-
tomers”, knowing how to inspire and motivate
others, being strategic thinkers and planners,
and being leaders — reccived lower scores on
the mean importance scale than technical
skills activities such as media relations, writ-
ing, editing, producing messages and commu-
nicating decisions already made by others.

Interpersonal communication abilities
were considered to be especially important.
In fact, with the exception of “being moral
and ethical”, this study’s subjects ranked
“strong interpersonal communication skills”
and “people with good listening skills” as high
as any other items measured. Some other
fundamental interpersonal skills — such as
relationship building — also scored high in
terms of importance.
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Ehling and Dozier (1992) suggest corporate
public relations departments are compared
frequently with other departments in their
organization. Results in this study suggest the
public relations function would not compare
favourably with other functions especially those
fields represented by subjects from accounting,
administration, division and business unit
management, engineering, human resources,
legal, operations, production, quality, technical
support, sales and marketing,

White and Dozier (1992) claim corporate
communication departments must be accep-
ted as an integral part of an organization’s
management team in order to participate
effectively in organizational decision making
and be part of a company’s dominant coali-
tion. Results here suggest the corporate public
relations and communication function has a
considerable distance to go before it really is
accepted by organizational peers from other
functions.

Summary

This study consisted of a survey of corporate
executives from fields other than public rela-
tions and corporate communication in an
attempt to determine what these executives
think about the public relations function. The
mail questionnaire survey was designed specif-
ically to discover what thoughts these execu-
tives had about corporate public relations in
general, and how they saw the communication
function being implemented in the organiza-
tions they work for. Researchers were interes-
ted in learning the relative importance these
executives place on a variety of activities cor-
porate public relations professionals frequently
perform and qualities professional corporate
communicators presumably possess.

The research was conducted within four
major corporations — two headquartered in
the USA, one in Canada, and another in
Western Europe. In each of these organiza-
tions the public relations/corporate communi-
cation function is responsible for all external
and internal communication, including adver-
tising. All four companies have a senior vice-
president of public relations or corporate
communication who reports directly to the
organization’s chief executive officer.

Subjects included senior and upper-level
managers and executives from fields other
than public relations in the four companies
including accounting, administration,
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division and business unit management,
engineering, human resources, legal, opera-
tions, production, quality, technical support,
sales and marketing. Thanks to considerable
assistance from the organizations represented
in this study, usable responses were received
from 423 subjects, representing nearly a 70
per cent return rate.

Results were analysed in two separate ways.
Frequency and mean tests were conducted in
an attempt to gauge the perceived relative
importance of each of the study’s 37 items.
The major analysis in the study, however, was
conducted via factor analysis, given its ability
to examine intercorrelations and predict pat-
terns among variations in values and variables.

The study’s findings suggest corporate
executives from fields other than public rela-
tions consider their organization’s communi-
cation function to be significantly important
to their organizations. However, they also
indicate confusion exists in their minds over
what the public relations function is and does.

Subjects ranked external public relations
activities as being considerably more impor-
tant than internal communication even
though all four of the organizations studied
place a considerable amount of their public
relations function’s efforts on employee com-
munication. All in all, respondents tended to
consider communication technical skill func-
tions to be more important than public rela-
tions managerial attributes. They also placed
considerable importance on interpersonal
communication abilities.
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