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Abstract

Purpose- The aim of this study is to explore how the stadnd standards of public
relations as a profession are perceived by thesthrain groups involved in public
relations: academics, practitioners, and busineaders. This study approaches the
issues from several perspectives including the odogy of the profession and
strategic management in Malaysia. Low recognitibthe profession, a shortage of
qualified practitioners, a lack of regulation, ard lack of credibility among
practitioners are major issues in the Malaysiarlipublations industry.

Design/methodology/approach- In order to administer this study, two research
methods were employed: qualitative in-depth inama and a review of policy
documents. In each case, the focus was on folloviang dimensions of public
relations professionalism: the exclusive jurisdintof public relations; PR education:
the establishment of its exclusive training schotble importance of a code of ethics;
and accreditation and licensing. The in-depth inésvs and a review of policy
documents offer a qualitative, empirical and anedytexploration of the educational
and professional standards of public relations mament.

Findings - The results of this study revealed that althotiglh Malaysian public
relations industry has grown due to the substaritilbences of Western PR
knowledge, the public relations profession hasysbtmatured in terms of achieving
professional status in the eyes of society as alevin a new global economy,
business leaders really value the importance ofipublations in improving their
organisational strategy development but they weteampressed with the quality and
competencies of PR practitioners. Therefore, mbgtem stressed the importance of
accreditation (registration) to improve practitiosiecompetencies but some of them
noted that it is too early to implement legislatidimey believe that the main focus
should be on the quality and precision of PR pcacéis current practitioners’ tactical
and managerial tasks are neither complex nor stqdtisd. Thus, there are four key
areas of expertise identified which are considdécelle the exclusive jurisdiction of
public relations: stakeholder relations, reputatimanagement (corporate branding),
corporate social responsibility, and consultatimd aorporate advisory services at the
top management level.

Originality/value - It is concluded that public relations can bdra€’ profession if
all parties involved are united and committed toedeping standardised, universal
forms of public relations practice. The most catitactor that diminishes the value of
public relations is the quality and precision of PRctice. Public relations must be
seen as a ‘terminal’ occupation that maintaingxisusivity to balance its dual role as
advancing stakeholders/clients importance and gtiotgthe public interest.



Introduction

Profession is seen as an occupational term thatides a domain of expertise. This
term has developed over hundreds of years to tefarrigorous occupational system
in our society. It is important to distinguish beem craft, technician and professional
in any division of labour. Thus, different levelsgractice require different levels of
competence. Job designations and responsibilgi@siys and prestige, professional
autonomy and financial rewards are all key factorsbuilding a professional
development system. In sociological analysis, @sifns such as accountancy,
medicine, law, and engineering have been vigorowspated by a number of
distinguished scholars such as McDonald (1995)idsoa (1994), Larson (1977),
Moore (1970), Halmos (1973), and Johnson (1972yé¥er, none of them have said
that public relations is a profession.

Although many public relations scholars acknowledge importance of
professionalism in public relations (Grunig & Hui®84; Ehling, in Grunig 1992;
Sallot et al., 1997 & 1998; Cameron et al., 1996cks et al., 1999; Nef et al., 1999;
Cornelissen, 2000; Parkinson, 2001; L'Etang & Pka¢2996, L’'Etang, 1999, 2002
& 2004; White & Mazur, 1995), public relations illsseen as a common occupation
for a number of reasons.

First, there is no clear distinct domain of expsertior public relations or
communication management (Cornelissen, 2004). doh{i®72) and L'Etang (2002)
emphasised the importance of exclusive jurisdiction establishing unique
professional standards. Public relations is seemexia relations only, in which the
main tasks are managing press conferences anchgvitiess releases. Some see
public relations as a persuasive tool to serve etangg (Kotler & Mindak, 1978;

Kitchen, 1997) by which organisations use PR asoaptional mix or publicity to



achieve marketing goals. Others consider publiatieis to be managing reputations
or image building (Hutton, 1999; Hutton et al., 2D0

Second, there is no universal standard of acctexhtand licensing practised
by PR professional bodies throughout the worldfdd#nt PR associations practise
different forms of accreditation and codes of ethieor example, although many PR
associations have adopted the Code of Athens, $tfhéodies such as the Public
Relations Society of America (PRSA) and the Chaddnstitute of Public Relations,
UK (CIPR) have adopted their own code of ethics.

Third, public relations is not seen as a ‘terminatcupation (full-time
occupation), one of the key criteria of professlmma (see Abbot, 1988). Due to its
poor image in the corporate world, there are onnall number of qualified PR
personnel practising public relations (White & Mgzi995). Additionally, there are
people who join PR by default or who regard PR a&@nd choice in their career
development. It is also common to see that a nurab&R practitioners start their
career in public relations, but then change theareer to other challenging
management fields such as human resources or nmayket

Fourth, there is a need to develop a rigorous lfdyR knowledge, which
requires the establishment of exclusive trainifgpsts (see Johnson, 1972). Newsom
et al. (2000) argued that public relations could yet be viewed as a profession
because it lacks a tradition of continuing educatia connection with this, there is a
critical debate about the location of courses obligurelations - whether in
media/mass communication or business schools (sgeelissen, 2004; L’Etang,
1999: 282; L’Etang & Pieczka, 2006: 440; Grunig &u@ig, 2002). Although Grunig
and Grunig (2002) agreed that public relations khbe a part of MBA programmes,

especially in subject areas such as strategic neamagt, public affairs and corporate



social responsibility, they argued that PR pramtiéirs must be educated in schools of
mass communication. Some argued that PR curridwdald be housed in business

schools (Cornelissen, 2004; Kitchen, 1997), asetha® appropriate educational

training institutes to nurture in business leadbesimportance of public relations to

their organisations.

There is still a debate whether public relationsusth be a profession like
medicine, law or accountancy. As compared to opinefessions, there is a clear-cut
difference between medical and law schools (Larsd8/7). Additionally,
accountancy is considered an established profegsloBonald, 1995), though most
accounting curricula are housed in business schbalthermore, there are a number
of well-established professional institutes, sushtlz&e UK’s Chartered Institute of
Personnel Development (CIPD) for human resourcesthe Chartered Institute of
Marketing (CIM) for marketing (Murray, 2002: 13 fact, the Chartered Institute of
Public Relations (CIPR) was awarded a Royal Chantérebruary 2005 due to their
significant and robust contribution to the UK’s gickl, economic and social
development. They have stated a preference foriquéelations to be housed in
business schools to give the best training andldpreent, especially about business
strategy for PR practitioners, yet it might be akkehether these are the best
institutions for the development of a ‘universabfgissional project’ to achieve

professional status for public relations globally.

Theoretical Framework
This study mainly aims to reconceptualise the sied®lof professionalism of public
relations from multiple perspectives: the sociolagfythe profession and strategic

management. Based on Weber’s notion of rationadiseand Wilensky’s model of



professional development (Wilensky, 1964: 142-14@)apted by Neal & Morgan

(2000: 12), it is believed that this study will @bep a ‘professional project’ for public
relations with the purpose of increasing professiiem. Exclusive jurisdiction, the

standardisation of professional services, the egmud sanction, and the role of
professional associations are seen as critical ezlesnin developing the desired
‘professional project’. Nurturing professionals aslong and complex process of
educational and professional developments and depen two core elements: (1)
determining the distinct domain of expertise foblpurelations, and (2) identifying

levels of practice and competencies among PR poactis.

It is worth noting two opposing views, the firstgited by the foremost PR
educator and practitioner Herbert Lloyd, an IPRskRent (from 1968 to 1969).
Greatly concerned about the status of professiemailn the industry, he argued that:

We must establish a Chair ... at the London Schodtadnomics. You

must have public relations taught at the univergitael (PR qualification).

Once you've done that you've gone a long way towarttreasing its

status (L'Etang, 1999: 274 original emphasis).

In contrast, Tim Traverse-Healy, another IPR Pedidfrom 1967 to 1968), placed
his emphasis on personal abilitiaad commented that:

In taking on people, degrees don’t matter a damhatdoes matter is to

have critical ability (personal abilities) to belalo assess a situation and

the factors affecting it. You must have maturityThis is the sort of man

(sic) who will go to the top (L'Etang, 1999: 274).

As this study also aims to reduce the gap betwemmemmia and practice, both
opposing views stated can be considered as a @hic@dnd egg’ situation. It is
essential to note that PR qualifications and pealsahilities are inseparable facets in

attaining the highest standards of PR professismaliThey are important elements

for the educational and professional standards udflip relations management.



Importantly, the PR industry must produce praatiéis with a strong academic
background. A 2003 survey by the CIPR, ‘Unlockirfte tPotential of Public
Relations: Developing Good Practice’, reveals thatre is room for UK PR
practitioners to strengthen their theoretical backgd, rather than relying solely on
practical experience (CIPR, 2005). Additionally, RfRRactitioners must undergo
Continuous Professional Development (CPD) to dev#teir personal competencies.
This is a base for the integration of educationad @rofessional standards of PR
professionalism.

In order to seek the integration of educational prufessional standards of
public relations, it is important critically to wiewhat professionalism is and what is
required. According to Kultgen (1988), there are tinds of profession: traditional
professions like medicine, law, architecture and thinistry, and contemporary
professions, such as engineering, accountancy,adtoffering comprehensive scope
for an ideal of professionalism. Acquiring moralngeetency or proficiency is
important for PR practitioners in demonstratingirttekills, especially for specific
tasks. Other sociological scholars such as Freidd®94), Larson (1977), and
McDonald (1995) see professions such as mediciagy, laccountancy and
engineering as one entity, since they all havexatusive jurisdiction in the divisions
of labour. Therefore, it is argued, because in a@ie practice public relations does
not have an exclusive jurisdiction (Cornelissem)80 public relations (or corporate
communication) needs to define a distinct domairexjbertise that is difficult to
imitate by other occupations.

It is worth reiterating that the term ‘professiaeal’ has been debated
extensively by sociological scholars in identifyitige divisions of labour, especially

with regard to occupational roles in a wider soci@treidson, 1994; Larson, 1977,



Volimer & Mills, 1966; Moore, 1970; McDonald, 1998bbott, 1988). There is, in
particular, much debate on the definition of a fpssion’, in an attempt to determine
what a ‘true’ profession is and the criteria of fessionalism (Freidson, 1994: 14).
One of the commonly identified main characteristafs a profession is formal
education (Larson, 1977; Freidson, 1994; MacDondld95), and thus, while
professionals need to have specialised knowledgehwhk abstract and theoretical,
they equally require professional skills which nettke exercise of complex
judgement’ (Freidson, 1994: 112).

In this study, criteria of professionalism from @cwlogical perspective are
important in defining what a true profession is ddv public relations may gain a
stable professional status from a wider society,amdy among the PR community.
Under a universal accreditation programme, professilike medicine, law and
accountancy have met and maintained the criter@afessionalism such as gaining
technical competencies from an accredited educatioatitution, becoming members
of a professional body, and abiding by codes atstf{Freidson: 1994: 154).

Wilensky’s model of a way to achieve professiortalis is also influential.
Wilensky (1964: 142-146 adapted by Neal & Morga®dQ@ 12) proposed four pillars
of professional development:

1) The profession must become a ‘terminal’ occupafffuil time). This is
compulsory for the process of professionalisatioaecadose ‘it entails
routinisation of the work and a relatively high éévof commitment to the
development of the profession’ (Neal & Morgan (2008).

2) The establishment of exclusive training schoolgpfaped by a professional
association) where a steady development of approwattula is established.

Exclusive academic and/or professional qualifiaaimust be clearly set up to



demonstrate the substantial and rigorous knowledgd skills of the
profession.

3) On completion of such training as in (2), all graths must join the
professional association and adhere to membersitgpia and regulations set
by the association. Qualifying examinations arem@ to evaluate the levels
of practitioners’ competencies. Continuous Professi Development (CPD)
is mandatory for all members to expand their knogée and skills. The
profession is also seen as ‘lifelong learning’.

4) All members must abide by rules of conduct (a fdrofacode of ethics) and
the stringent regulation formed by council membefsthe professional
association. Eliminating unqualified practitionersninimising internal
competition, protecting clients and focusing oreevige ideal are parts of the

regulation sanction that is clearly stated in ticeide of ethics.

Having discussed the concepts and criteria of peid@alism, applying those criteria
to public relations practice in Malaysia would Is=ful. In addition, some concepts of
corporate stratedyidentified by Kitchen and Schultz (2001) and Mberg and

Quinn (1996) have been employed to modify the dsimrs of professionalism.
When combined with the numerous elements menticaigalve, including those
derived from strategic management perspectivesectr@acomprehensive and more
practically focused framework. Thus, this study cantribute to the body of public

relations knowledge.

! Management is seen as a professional disciplimglirelations here is a management discipline.
Thus, knowledge of corporate strategy is esseiatidbday’s public relations practitioners in gaigi
professional expertise, autonomy and credentiaigrantly, some US PR scholars such as Sallot,
Cameron, Weaver, Newsom, Turk and Kruckeberg sedme abandoned this knowledge in favour
of their work in the communication domain.



It is hypothesised that the system theory of pulbsktations and core
competency strategies will strengthen concepts ulflip relations management in
Malaysia. Thus, the role of public relations the@an guide PR practitioners to
practise coherently according to the abovementioesets of Wilensky’'s model
(adapted by Neal & Morgan, 2000: 12), and thencenarove the PR industry. For
this reason, the application of a system theorypudilic relations, one of the most
important PR management theories, and of core cangg strategy, another of the
strategic management models, has been made talpramiin-depth discussion of the
professionalism of public relations management.

With the application of a system theory of pubBtations, professionals in the
field can play adaptive roles in shaping the stasglaf professionalism based on the
concepts of adjustment and adaptation of publiatieis. These concepts are
important in managing the openness and transparefcgrganisations to their
environment. Therefore, public relations, viewediasue’ profession, should be able
to respond to the dynamics of the real world, esfigcin the highly competitive
business environment (Cutlip et al., 2000; Corselis 2004: 167).

In addition to this theory, the core competencyatstyy, identified by
Mintzberg and Quinn (1996) and DeSanto and Mos8420s employed to observe
educational and professional standards from aegfi@tmanagement perspective. This
core competency strategy is chosen in this studpus®, it focuses thoroughly on a
set of skills or knowledge, being flexible and peable (capable of providing long-
term benefits), and customer-relationships (Mintgh& Quinn, 1996: 66). Therefore,
elements of this approach may be compatible with dlements of system theory.
Indeed, this study is possibly the first attempfibal a convergence between system

theory, one of the theories of public relationsntifeed by leading public relations



scholars, and core competency strategy, one of approaches of strategic
management.

With the strength of the concepts of strategic mgangent in public relations,
a model of boundary-spanning is very useful in wcheiieing distinctive roles for
public relations and improving the quality of PRof@ssionalism. White and Dozier
(1992) and Kitchen (1997) expanded the concepthefltoundary-spanning role of
public relations by emphasising the importanceti&tegic decision-making from the
perspective of strategic management when ventunmig today’'s competitive
business environment.

There are quite a number of research papers onréfBspionalism published
in the leading public relations and communicaticanagement literature, yet they all
fail to determine what the professional standafdsublic relations are, for a number
of reasons. First, some strongly focus only on wmedlations (spin-doctoring).
Second, professional standards are viewed fromtipoaers’ personal perceptions
alone, and not by top management teams of largenations who, arguably, have a
view of the real value of public relations from ergpective of strategic management.
Third, there is a lack of understanding about witatstitutes ‘strategic management’
in the context of business strategy and in applying to public relations practice.
Ironically, some public relations scholars additittyy seem to have failed to define an
exclusive jurisdiction for public relations.

Indeed, it is useful to define an exclusive jurisidin (the distinct domain of
expertise) for public relations. Here, public relas is viewed as a distinctive
management discipline which influences the behavaduliverse groups of strategic
constituencies (customers, employees - includimgn@nagement team - investors

and regulators) in a diverse and complex businessamment. It is suggested that



both corporate governance and corporate advisayaarshould be at the heart of
strategic public relations management. With suclpegise in public relations
management, it is hypothesised that every orgaomsatill need public relations
services.

Having identified the importance of corporate gongrce and corporate
advisory services, this study will investigate thews of business leaders, including
CEOs or senior directors, on the real value of ipuldlations and the visions they
have about the ‘professional project’ that the RP&gssional bodies must pursue in
order to gain professional status and privileganfra wider society. As building
respectability (McDonald, 1995 & Johansen, 2001) & a core element of
professionalisation, it is then possible to lauackchema for full professionalisation
of public relations - one which differentiates pabrelations from marketing,
journalism, and advertising, but also one that nagkieve a stable professional status

like established professions such as accountaasyahd medicine.

Purposes

The main purpose of this study is to explore thatust and the standards of
professionalism of public relations from multiplerppectives - the sociology of the
profession and strategic management - in MalayS@ur research questions are

developed to achieve the purposes of this research:

Objectives
This study will focus on the extent to which (1)iefhexecutive officers/senior
directors, (2) PR practitioners, and (3) PR acadenmiave a clear sense of the

standards needed for the professionalism of puelations management in Malaysia.
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This approach will answer the general questionhef thesis: Is public relations a
profession? Four dimensions of PR professionalisendaveloped as the theoretical
framework of this study: (1) knowledge base and@eal competencies, (2) research

and education, (3) a code of ethics, and (4) adetexh and licensing.

Research question 1 — three sub-guestions

a) What is the extent of knowledge and skills in deieing the standards of
professionalism in public relations?

b) How important are specialised knowledge and skileyd personal
competencies to PR practice?

c) Are corporate governance and the corporate adviseryice necessarily

distinct domains of their expertise?

Research question 2 — two sub-questions

a) What is the extent of research and education (d&med establishment of
exclusive training schools) in improving the stamidaof professionalism in
PR?

b) How important is research and education to PR wetShould distinctive

PR schools be developed?

Research question 3 — two sub-questions

a) To what extent is a code of ethics central to imprg the standards of
professionalism in public relations?

b) How important is a code of ethics to PR practice?

11



Research question 4 — two sub-guestions

a) What is the role of accreditation and licensingsetting the standards of
professionalism in public relations?

b) How important is accreditation and licensing to [ftRctice?

Research Methods

To further understand the dimensions of PR profesdism, the qualitative method
(in-depth interviews and a review of policy docuns¢ns used to gain a critical and
comprehensive view of educational and professi@tahdards of public relations
management. The three small target institutionatgs for this study are academic
institutions that educate PR practitioners withesmphasis on theory, corporations
that produce PR services and business leaderg/polakers who influence the
practice of PR services.

This qualitative tool requires an interviewer tortjggpate actively in
discussing particular topics (Seidman, 1998; atsoB@aymon & Holloway, 2002). In
terms of the size of the sample, Saunders et @B7)largued that the positivistic
approach (a quantitative method) needs a largelsamhpespondents; in contrast, the
phenomenological approach (qualitative method) irequa small number of
informants. Thus, these interviews were conductdth wwo small groups of PR
people: PR academics and PR practitioners. Addilipna series of interviews were
conducted with CEOs/senior directors of large coapons, especially public listed
companies, who have a view on the real value ofiputlations.

A summary of the interviews that were conductedhwihree groups,

respectively PR academics, practitioners and CEEO®/sdirectors as well as related

12



parties, is presented in Table 1.0, which providelrief profile of informants to

support the reliability and validity of this method

Table 1.0: Interviews with three groups

Group A: Interviews — PR Academic$

Academic Job Size of Faculty/school Expe- Qualifi- Professional
institution | Designation | Institution rience in cations affiliation
function
Faculty of Art & PhD, MA,
Al Professor/ Big/Public | Social Science 38 years & BA Fellow of
Dean and Research (Hons) IPRM
Centre
Faculty of MA, BA
A2 Senior Big/Public | Modern 10 years | (Hons) & none
lecturer Languages/ Diploma
Dept. of
Communication
Faculty of Social MA & BA
A3 Lecturer Big/Public | Science/Dept. of| 5 years (Hons) none
Media Studies
Faculty of PhD, MA
A4 Lecturer Big/Private | Art/Dept. of 4 years & BA none
Communication (Hons)

Group B: Interviews — PR Practitioners

Size of Year Expe-
Company Job company | listed in | Qualifications | rience in Professional
Designation | & Sector | KLSE? function Affiliation
Big/ - A former member
C1 Managing Global - - MA & BA 30years | of IPRM
Director firm (Hons) - Member of PRCAM
c2 Head/ Big/ - - MBA, MA 25 years | - Member of IPRM
Director Banking & BA (Hons) - Member of IABC
C3 Head/ Big/ 1961 - MSc & 17 years none
Director Property BSc (Hons)
C4 Head/ Big/ 1990 - MA & BA 23 years | - Member of IABC
Director Energy

2 Those participants selected are full-time PR lertiand/or have a formal qualification in
communications/public relations and also have destnated their contribution to the PR industry.
There is an extreme shortage of PR academics tepahid conducting research specifically in public
relations in Malaysia (Khattab, 2000). Althoughaage of PR subjects is offered by universities, PR
subjects are always taught by part-time lectunens fother institutions or the PR industry.

3 KLSE — Kuala Lumpur Stock Exchange
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Manager Big/Oil & - BA (Hons) 13 years none
C5 Senior refinery 1994 | - BA (Hons) 6 years none
Executive
- Member of IPRM
C6 Manager Big/ 1970 | - MBA & BA 12 years | - Associate member
Gaming (Hons) of MIM
Big/
C7 Manager Auto- 1990 | - SPM (GCE - | 22 years | Member of IPRM
mobile O level)
Head/ Big/ - MA & BA
C8 Director Food & 1989 | (Hons) 19 years | Member of IABC
Beverage
C9 Officer Big/Sport - - BA (Hons) 10 years none
Group C: Interviews — Chief Executive Officers/Seror Directors
Corporation | Job Designation Size of company Year Experience Maijor clients/
& Sector listed in | in function Supervisors of
KLSE senior PR staff
C1 Chief Executive Big/Oil & refinery 1960 21 years Major Client
Officer
Cc2 Chief Executive Big/Waste - 23 years Major Client
Officer management
C3 Chief Executive Big/Automobile 1990 38 years Major Client
Officer
Chief Executive Big/Property
C4 Officer development 2000 20 years Major Client
‘Supervisor’ of
C5 Chairman Big/Banking 1967 37 years senior PR staff /
Major Client
Big/
C6 Chairman Conglomerates: 1990 32 years ‘Supervisor’ of
properties, hotel, senior PR staff
plantation and
manufacturing
Big/World ‘Supervisor’ of
Cc7 Chairman class/Shipping - 35 years senior PR staff /
Major client
Big/
C8 Deputy Conglomerate: 1984 34 years ‘Supervisor’ of
Chairman properties, senior PR staff /
construction, Major Client
manufacturing,
education, and
healthcare
Adviser to Chief Big/ ‘Supervisor’ of
C9 Executive Telecommunication| 2002 25 years senior PR staff
Officer
Senior General
C10 Manager of Big/ 1994 26 years ‘Supervisor’ of
Legal counsel, Oil & refinery senior PR staff /
Corporate affairs Major Client
& Facilities
management
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These interviews took place between March and MBA2AIl interviewees
were selected randomly from a database of thetlatiBon (2003) of the Directory
of Malaysian Companies. Due to the cultural diwgrén Malaysia, the interviews
included the three main races: Malay, Chinese amah. Of 20 selected PR
academics and practitioners, only 14 of them repdied agreed to be interviewed. Of
two selected non-PR sector key informants, only mmied and consented to be
interviewed. First, a cover letter noting the pupof this interview was delivered to
informants via email. Then all the interviewees @veontacted by telephone or email
to set an appointment. With the permission of in&svees, a cassette recorder was
used to record the conversations, which helpedabsearcher to conduct the interview
smoothly and efficiently. All interviews were untiten at the interviewees’ places
of work. The interviews were conducted in Englisid/ar Malay - depending on
which language the interviewees preferred. Durlmginhterviews, a set of questions
was used to guide the conversation and, importanitlg researcher also posed
probing or follow-up questions to stimulate the wersation on the topics discussed.

Between mid-November 2005 and February 2066 researcher conducted a
series of interviews with CEOs/senior directorslarfje corporations and/or major
clients of public relations services in the Klanglly who understand the real value
of public relations and communication managemembld 1.0 shows the size of
sample — Group C. In November and December 20@5rdkearcher reviewed the
directory database from the homepage of the Kualagdur Stock Exchange. Every
public listed company had produced a current annepbrt. Through the annual

report, the researcher reviewed the profile of board of directors and corporate

* Note: between mid-November and December 2005 dsting appointments, and between January
and February 2006: visiting and interviewing infamts.
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information such as organisational structure, Htest office address, website, email
address and telephone and facsimile numbers. Tkeanmgher also reviewed
newspapers, newsletters, bulletins and suchlikintb business leaders who have a
view of the real value of public relations. Sendérgails to a number of PR leaders to
find business leaders who have contributed to fRendustry, such as those to whom
the IPRM has awarded the ‘Most PR Savvy CEO’ awalas a part of the strategy in
framing the sample of the study. Of 26 selectedin@ss leaders with large
corporations and/or major clients of PR servicesy ¢en replied and agreed to be
interviewed. Five of them replied but declined smme reason, such as, ‘too busy’
and ‘matter of policy’. Eleven did not respond. Adbtential informants were
contacted through email, telephone and facsimite Gover letter and the interview
schedule were officially sent to their corporatencounication managers asking their
help to arrange interviews with their bosses/supers. Then, appointments were set
up to conduct face-to-face interviews at the infants’ office. The interviews lasted
about one to two hours. During the interview, cainfjuestions were about the value
of public relations and the required elements @& gnofessionalisation of public
relations. Some probing questions were asked th sege information and clarify
their opinions/expectations. A digital voice recaravas used to record conversations
between the interviewer and interviewees after m=ion was obtained. All data
were transferred to computer software, and a digitve player for the process of
transcribing. All valuable inputs were then anatiaad interpreted as findings of this
study.
In order to supplement the in-depth interviews usedthis study, the

researcher gathered and reviewed the desired iatmm as well as possible

® Normally, corporate communication managers regioeictly to CEOs/Chairmen.
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information about how PR is practised in the seléobrganisations in the Klang
Valley. This technique involved the analysis of tseis of documents: organisational
documents emerging from PR practitioners’ work, hsas business plans, key
performance indicators, annual reports, as welb@esrational reports, letters, press
releases, organisational newsletters, bulletins aekkvant documents; whilst
academic documents included course outlines, jbysapers, conference papers,

publications, news releases regarding the PR clunt and relevant documents.

Findings

Findings of this study review the qualitative résulof interviews with PR

practitioners and academics (Phase 1) exploredrthertance of the standard of PR
professionalism to the current PR industry. Imputfta the qualitative results of
interviews with business leaders (Phase 2) revelated the professionalisation of
public relations could be accomplished in relatothe four identified dimensions.

The qualitative results disclosed various percegtimeeds, expectations and
aspirations from different groups in the PR indyust business leaders, PR
practitioners, and PR academics. Both quantitadivé qualitative research methods
attempted to answer the question of whether pueélations is a ‘true’ profession like
medicine, law and accountancy.

Based on the qualitative results of this studyjsitconcluded that public
relations is a fast growing and modern managemisoiptine but has not yet become
a ‘true’ profession like medicine, law and accouacta Not surprisingly, public
relations has been highly valued and recognisethetcorporate level, as today’s
corporations must be able to interact with variousernal and external stakeholders.

PR roles and responsibilities assist in theseantems. There are growing needs and
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demands in public relations especially for servtogporations in a complex and
competitive business environment. However, thentaland competencies of current
PR practitioners are still expected to be at a level. Current PR practice (with

regard to performance and the tools used) is nedabmplex nor sophisticated. This
finding supports a study by Van der Jagt (2005:) E8g8uing that CEOs of the large
Dutch corporations were not impressed with the igualnd competency of PR

practitioners in Amsterdam.

Ten top senior management personnel in large Mialaysorporations were
interviewed and agreed that public relations i@’ profession to some extent but
that it is not exactly a ‘learned profession’ suah medicine, law or accountancy.
When asked whether public relations should be depstmon like medicine or
accountancy, the chairman of one of Malaysia’'s dargcontainer ports in the
maritime industry argued that:

Yes, but it would be varied from medicine or acdamcy as these two fields

involve actual applications whereas here it would/olve situational

reasoning, from case to case basis. There is no one solwtimoh can be
applied across the board.

The serious issue of the talents and competenmesi@the current PR practitioners
studied raises the critical question of whetherlipuielations needs to be regulated.
The findings of this study revealed that accredita{registration) would be a very
important requirement in the professionalisationP&t practice. This accreditation
should be based on a voluntary rather than an iethbosandatory system. There is a
need to develop a universal professional body Inlipuelations to regulate and serve
the PR fraternity. The main focus should be on liag technical and managerial

knowledge and skills that are more complex and rophisticated.
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In the light of the exclusive jurisdiction of publrelations, public relations is
seen as an exclusive strategic external functicorgdnisations, which is in line with
other management science disciplines such as nragkdétuman resources, finance
and suchlike. In the overall organisational systpohlic relations is integrated with
other management disciplines, especially marketengl these have a strategic
external function to grab opportunities in the nedipkace and harness the core
business of organisations. Public relations alsggph major role in safeguarding and
sustaining the organisational reputation and imiage strategic way for the long
term. The results of this study confirmed thatlfosiness leaders, the core functions
and responsibilities of public relations amtakeholder relations, reputation
management, corporate branding, corporate social responsibility and community
relations.

Indeed, public relations is also involved in ‘siioaal reasoning’ — analysing
and solving different issues affecting the compiamgge. This role delivers long-term
benefits through safeguarding the organisatior@ltagion and image. This flexibility
makes public relations more exclusive and diffefesrh other management functions
such as marketing or advertising, as both theseiptiises focus on immediate
benefits in their practice.

Because of the main responsibilities of publictretss, it is ranked at the top
of the agenda of organisational strategy developmén the corporate level,
consultative and corporate advisory services are key functions of public relations.
Some business leaders expected that PR professmwoald be able to influence the
thinking and judgement of CEOs about how to commatei corporate policies
strategically to their internal and external stakdhrs. Thus, real PR professionals

become ‘the key representative and flag bearerooparations’ in their critical
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mission to safeguard and sustain the organisatiog@litation. The CEO of the
leading waste management company emphasised that:

“Unlike multinational companies which are takingr@at concern over public

relations as they have gone up and down, but soalaygian companies have

not really exposed to high competition and beingirga good at all time.

Malaysian CEOs must be more agile and competi©@nmunication is very

important for a company to be appeared as the dmspany. This can be

done by communicating and engaging your businesgh vexternal

stakeholders. That's why we invest in PR to be dBewur stakeholders. A

real PR practitioner must be able to influence aOGEthinking and

judgement. Here, PR is a part of top managemenhutiee”.

Concerning the quality of the competencies of P&tiironers, nurturing PR
professionals is vital to meet the growing needd demands of the PR industry,
which requires the establishment of an exclusivalification and training school.
Although experience and exposure to this fieldcamesidered very important criteria,
possessing the right academic and professionaifigatibns as a knowledge base is
what will enable practitioners to practice the pssion professionally. It is
understood that public relations delivers intargit@sults to corporations, but some
business leaders expected that PR professionals meusrtheless be trained using
distinctive and formal measurement techniques sisckey performance indicators,
return on investment, and suchlike. The intangialeneed to be measured.

Importantly, adhering to a code of ethics is vevgry important to PR
professionals. Although many corporations haver tbein code of ethics that is
practised by all employees including PR practitrsheractising an exclusive code of
ethics set by a professional body is seen as héialgto gain professional credibility.
PR practitioners must protect the public interésbwever, litigation can only be
accomplished if PR practitioners become membeithefprofessional body. Indeed,

managing trust, transparency and good governaneeamong the most difficult

things for every organisation to gain credibilityprh their stakeholders. Thus, PR
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professionals acting as corporate guardians mos¢égrand sustain the reputation of
organisations. The CEO of a leading oil and refirampany emphasised that:

We have our own code of ethics to which every eyg#e must adhere to and

being governed. We call iGeneral Business Principles which focus on

sharing a set of core values — honesty, integnitgg eespect. But there is
always temptation to have problems such as bridecarruption. We don’t do
it because we uphold to the code of ethics. Thiatisl of ethics is quite
important for business success.
Conclusion and Contributions to the Body of PR Knowedge
This study is among the first to examine the view'SCEOs/senior directors, PR
practitioners and PR academics on the standarB&qfrofessionalism drawing from
two perspectives — the sociology of the professind strategic management. Many
studies in the United States and Europe on thelatdmnof PR professionalism have
been produced based only on the viewpoints of pi@wtrs and academics.

This study contributes to the understanding of hmblic relations should
become a ‘true’ profession based on the four gillaf professional development
described. However, none of these pillars havdogeh achieved. A lack of talent and
competency among PR practitioners in the public amgate sectors is considered
one of the most critical issues. UnsurprisinglyaNend Morgan (2000: 15), in their
study ‘The Professionalisation of Everyone?’, dat mclude public relations in the
19 professions listed from the highest (lawyersompliance: 100%) to the lowest
rank (chartered insurance brokers — compliance:)28%

This study also disclosed that forming an indepangeofessional association
for public relations is vital, provided that it Folvs global standards in terms of
several key elements of the professional projedtategyic plans; universal

accreditation (registration); global benchmarkirigngards; international relations;

continuous professional development; a code ofcgthinembership benefits; and
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training and qualification. It is arguable whethexen if all/the majority of PR

professional associations in the world developed practised global standards of
professionalism under ‘one profession and one vVoiae quoted by the Global

Alliance for Public Relations and Communication Mgament (Global Alliance,

2006: 1), public relations would be recognised psofession.

In order to realise this vision, developing thevensal body of PR knowledge
is the top priority towards the professionalisatioh this field. Competent PR
practitioners need to be accredited to differeatlatween real PR practitioners and
the non-qualified practitioners who are practisimy Malaysia. However, some
business leaders think that attaining a Royal @hastjust a starting point for a public
relations profession and not necessarily the higbesmdard of PR professionalism.
Thus, it will be a long process to nurture real pRfessionals and especially to

enhance levels of competencies among the PR fitgtern
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