Re-engineering the Under graduate Public Relations Education
Curriculum

Abstract

Public relations education worldwide has a distifainerican bias. A recent study
undergraduate public relations education in Malaysbncluded that there is a dire ne¢
for change in the Malaysian public relations cuuiem. By merely adopting the U
curriculum, non-American countries are endangerthg future of the public relation

profession in their societies. There are undoulytesthme issues and misconceptig

surrounding the public relations profession thatatommon to all countries. Othe

problems in public relations, however, must be ustd®d against the background
each individual society’s cultural, political andedlia spheres, in order to determine
more effective and relevant system for public retet education and practice. No matt]

how efficient the American public relations curticon may be, the complexity of socie

factors in each individual country is a barrier tostering skilled and responsive public

relations professionals. Although not much resednels been undertaken in this arg
arguments persistently emerge that the US publatioms education curriculum is ng

universal.
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INTRODUCTION

With the dawn of the Information Age and ensuingbglisation, the rise in importance of
public relations as a profession has correspondéd am expansion of public relations
education. During the past 10 to 15 years, puldlations education and practice have
grown and changed prodigiously (Botan and Tayl@Q42 Bowen, 2003; Grunig and
Grunig, 2002; Lattimore and Baskin, 2004). Scholaraintain, however, that public
relations education has not kept pace with rapmbaisation, and that the existing
worldwide body of public relations knowledge andrrmula has a distinct US bias
(Sriramesh, 2002; 2003). This is due to the faat little research literature exists that has
been written by non-American public relations samgl That which does exist attributes
differences in public relations practices betweemntries to political, cultural and
economic factors, rather than acknowledging thdilipurelations curricula are biased
towards the US model. The absence of indigenousarels and literature on public
relations education from countries other than ti& i8l one of the main reasons why
American literature on public relations is so sig@int to most universities teaching the
discipline, and also to organisations that practioblic relations worldwide (Sriramesh,
2002).

Most Asian universities look to the US educationteyn as the ideal model in developing
their own curricula, and frequently invite Americprofessors as visiting fellows (often
aided by the Fulbright Foundation) to help set lu@irt programmes (Sriramesh, 2002).
Asian universities, including those in Malaysiall $tarbour the view that the US offers
the best public relations education and practind, @nsequently follow the US model in
curriculum, study materials, teaching modules, reay resources and the structure of
exam papers. Given that the US leads the fieldubfip relations, this approach may seem
efficient, but it is done blindly without consideg such variables as the political,
economic, legal, media and cultural factors of suoeiety (Botan and Taylor, 2004;
Sriramesh and Vercic, 2001). For example, from Angerican perspective, maintaining
good relations between the client and the organisaiften involves all of the strategic

publics and stakeholders, such as investors, slieghé media, the general public and so



on. In some Asian countries with authoritarian gawgents, however, good relations often
involve only one specific public: the governmentif@nesh, 2002; Taylor and Kent,
1999; Van Leuven and Pratt, 1996).

Despite these differences, most academics teaghiblic relations programmes today in
Asia and other regions (such as Eastern EuropéA&iwh) continue to use materials and
curricula from the US, even though its curriculaxtbooks, research, journals and
periodicals carry very little or no representatadirother regional experiences (Sriramesh,
2002). In Thailand, studies done by Ekachai and #&leetvin (1998) concluded that Thai

public relations education at tertiary level shontit be dependent entirely on that of the
US for both its practice and instruction, becaugdifferences in culture and values

between the two countries. Similar studies carpatlin other Asian countries such as
Malaysia (Ahmad, 1996; Idid, 1994; 1998; Kaur, 2)02ingapore (Beng, 1994; Tan,

2001 cited in Sriramesh, 2002), the Philippinesnida and Tuazon, 1996), Indonesia
(Putra, 1996), India (Sriramesh, 1992a; 1996; 20K&jea (Sriramesh et al., 1999), China
(19964a; Culbertson, 1993; 1996b) and Japan (CH¥6at Sriramesh et al., 1999) found
the incompatibility between public relations praotier roles as designed by Dozier
(1992) to be the result of the interplay of varéblincluding politics, economic

development, standards of living and levels oféity.

Effect of the Interplay between Culture, Politics and Media on Public Relations

Education and Practice

Many factors have contributed to the developmen¥alaysian public relations into what
it is today. Efficient mass media infrastructureg(eavailability of cable and satellite
television) allows more radio and television chdsnt® operate. Although private
ownership of the media remains under governmergdiation, there are now more private

radio and television stations than ever, whichtergzb opportunities.



In Malaysia, the government uses the media to clissde information to the general
public in order to gain support for policies, swashthe privatisation of organisations such
as theTenaga Nasionalelectrical provider)Pos MalaysiaMalaysian Post) an@ielekom
Malaysia (Malaysian Telecommunications) in the 1980s. Afv@position parties and
some members of the public mounted aggressiveitpapinion’ challenges to large-scale
government projects such as the Petronas Twin T)vilee Sepang Formula One circuit
and the Kuala Lumpur International Airport, the govment became aware of the need to
ensure that government policies were well-undetstiop the public. According to Idid
(2005), the strategies developed for conveying sunfbrmation to the public were
uniquely Malaysian, because of the need to changegéneral public’'s attitude towards
these development projects by disseminating adequédrmation to the public in a

timely and meaningful manner.

In this case, public relations benefited from tlaglipmentary system of government that
relies on public opinion. Politicians and politi@mpaigners must obtain public support
for their election campaigns by disseminating infation about their programmes and
strategies. The government need for public relatiools has fuelled a demand for public
relations graduates in the job market, which hagumm aided the growth of public

relations education in Malaysia.

Despite these advances, it is obvious that theipuodlations industry in Malaysia is still

struggling to define itself as a profession (Ahmaé96; Kaur, 2002; Selamat, 2001).
Although the number of consultancies, internal mubtlations departments and public
relations-related personnel are on the increase, sdrvices required are very much
technically oriented (e.g. writing) in contrastttee services required in more developed
countries. This indicates that the public relatipnsfession in Malaysia is way behind the
development of the public relations industry in thated States (Kaur, 2002). Services in
demand in Malaysia today, such as obtaining publioithe press, are typical of what US
consultancies and corporations were concerned iwithe 1980s (Van Leuven and Pratt,
1996; Wakefield and Cottone, 1992). As in Malaysie, dependent relationship between

public relations and the press in Singapore is @ajpe significant as the number of print



and broadcasting media outlets are limited (Bel®94)L There is a great need for more
public relations programmes in which practitionbes/e the opportunity to share their
experiences of carrying out successful public i@hst manoeuvres with both their peers
and aspiring entrants to the profession (Kaur abduAJalil, 2002). The recent approval
for accreditation status for public relations pssienals by the Institute of Public
Relations Malaysia (IPRM) indicates a strong defirehe development of better public

relations education programs in the country (1&i@05).

The ideal public relations practice serves the ipuiniterest by developing a mutual
understanding between the organisation and itsiqggjdontributing to informed debates
about issues in society, and facilitating dialodhetween all interested parties. This
assists complex and pluralistic societies in raagliecisions and helps them to function
more effectively, often by bringing private and palpolicies into harmony (Lattimore

and Baskin, 2004; Wilcox, 2001). The role of publéations today is no longer to
merely serve the organisation but to build bridged alliances with publics to create an
environment conducive to the smooth operation dfiresses, government, voluntary
agencies and other bodies (McCoy, 2004). In ordesichieve these goals, institutions
need to develop effective relationships with ddéf@r publics such as employees,
members, customers, local communities, sharehoéetshe public at large. However, it
will be difficult to achieve these objectives in myaAsian countries (particularly

Malaysia) where the government has power over himhorganisations and over the

organisations’ control of their strategic publics.

In Malaysia, as well as in many other countriesAsia such as India, Korea, Indonesia,
Thailand, the Philippines and Singapore, the medié the political, social and cultural
environments vary from those of the West (Beng,413ulbertson, 1993; Kim, 2000;
Lowe, 1986; Shaari, 1997; Sriramesh, 2002; Srirkinaexd Vercic, 2003; Van Leuvan,
1996). Therefore, the practice of public relatiomsany country has to take into account

the special circumstances of the various localrenments.



Paliticsin Malaysia

Politics in Malaysia can be conceptualised in teaha steep pyramid (similar to that in
Indonesia) where the state power of the Prime Néniallows him to dispense benefits to
the nation’s elite in a patrimonial fashion (Ca3@02). Case (2002) describes Dr Mahathir
Mohamad and his government as incorporating sofetes into the ruling party
apparatus, which is headed by the United MalaysoNal Organization (UMNO) and the
ruling coalition of the National Front (Barisan Nasal or BN), consisting of the
Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA), the Malaysiadian Congress (MIC) and a few
other smaller groups. These groups are formed dr@uiore of ethnicity, Islam and

‘Asian values’, and are used by the political leat® in order to maintain the status quo.

The Malaysian government has introduced severdraegrsial policies. These include
the National Culture Policy and ‘Rukunegara’ or iNia&l Ideology to strengthen national
solidarity and identity, and the New Economic PplBIEP) to redistribute wealth and to
achieve greater prosperity for all. The Nationalt@e Policy was introduced with the
hope of establishing a national culture that wdalithg together separate ethnic cultures
without compromising cultural diversity. In pra@jacultures became politicised and made
differences more obvious. Th&ukunegara'outlined the five principles of the national
philosophy for all Malaysians: Belief in God, lofjako king and country, supremacy of
the Constitution, the rule of law and mutual respsed good social behaviour. This
declaration aimed to create unity among all Makaysj to maintain a democratic way of
life, to create a just society with equal distribatof wealth, to ensure a liberal approach
to diverse cultural traditions and to build a pexgive society. As with the National
Culture Policy, the reality of thé&Rukunegarais debateable, particularly given the style of
the ‘Rule of Law’ practised during the leadership of TnMahathir Mohamad. During
his rule, the former Deputy Prime Minister, Dato war Ibrahim, was detained for
‘sodomy’ (he was released in 2004 when the new @Minister of Malaysia, Datuk Seri
Abdulah Ahmad Badawi, took office). 100 politicatti&ists were arrested under the
Internal Security Act in 1981 (Welsh, 2000), andversity students were barred from

becoming involved with any formal political actig$s, due to special university



regulations and the University Colleges Act sam&i by the government (Case, 2002;
Gomez and Jomo, 1999; Muzaffar, 2003; Siang, 2004dsh, 2000).

The Printing Presses and Publications Act of 1987nother restrictive government
measure that regulates the establishment of indiepé¢rpublications through stringent
licensing requirements (Case, 2002). Under this thet Home Affairs Minister (who is

usually also the Prime Minister) has the authotity ban publications perceived as
contravening national security, Malaysian intereststandards of public morality. This
act has been modified twice, in 1948 and 1974, ter purpose of strengthening the
government’s control of the press (Case, 2002; K#&$)4; Ramanathan and Mohd.
Hamdan, 1988; Siang, 2004b; 2004d). Another exangpl@uthoritarian government
policy is the Broadcasting Act of 1987, which empaosvthe Minister of Information to

censor or remove broadcasting material that cdafligth so-called ‘Malaysian values'.

One of the government policies that has polaridedl Malays and ethnic Chinese in
Malaysia is the New Economic Policy (NEP), whicht g programmes at public
universities and in businesses that have been edaisreverse discrimination through
directives and quota-based systems. The unstateafaihis policy was to hold back the
Chinese while ‘developing’ Malay capitalists andtesd. Consequently, disquiet emerged
in the community when the NEP led to exclusive anbstantial growth of the ethnic
Malay middle and business classes, who were lagtiskiéh political patronage. This
apparent societal shift, combined with the impletagon of the privatisation policy in the
mid-1980s, enhanced private control of key econoacitvities and further concentrated
ownership and control of corporate equity in thadsaof a politically influential minority
(Gomez and Jomo, 1999; Khoo, 2003). The NEP hasmigtfractured Malaysian society
into Malay, Chinese and Indian social identitiast bhas hardened these divisions through
occupational differences and economic inequalifiéase, 2002; Siang, 2004c; Yong,
2004). The Chinese in Malaysia are angry about Wit perceive to be unfair treatment
under national policies that favour the Malays.sTisi known as ‘coincidental cleavage’,
which occurs when people continually divide on abcpolitical and economic issues

along ethnic lines (Taylor, 2000, p. 189). The Nt&B also led government interference in



the public education system, with the implementatid ethnic-based quota systems for
tertiary student intakes and the denial of prommiof non-Malays to higher positions in
academia (Cheah, 2002; Chen et al., 2004; Giaw&@®iang, 2004c; Yong, 2004).

According to Culbertson (1996, p. 9), “Authoritarigovernments have often restricted
true dialogue”. He perceives that as long as tkeedom of the press is restricted by
authoritarianism, the development of public relasiavill also be restricted. For example,
all television commercials must be produced in Msika and approved by the Ministry of
Information (Ngu, 1996b). Culbertson’s (1996) argutnmay not wholly apply to the
practice of public relations in Malaysia and mosiah countries, however, as most media
organisations in Malaysia either belong to the goneent or large organisations, who in
turn have a close relationship with the governn{@dmez and Jomo, 1999; Idid, 2000;
Kas, 2004; Khattab, 2001; Ramanathan, 1999; S20@4b). In Malaysia, this situation
leads to a different style of public relations.

Culture

Culture is one of the key factors that influencenomunication (Holmes and O'Halloran,
2003, p. 68). Culture teaches an individual or graat only how to live but also how to
exist in an acceptable manner, governed by thes redesociety (Becker, 1999; Kaplan,
1972). In general, culture relates to one’s valbetiefs and rules (Charon, 2004) and also
to one’s traditions and beliefs (Wang and Dissakeya984). It is shared by society and
cannot be easily imitated (Hall, 1976; 1989). Huattreason, culture does not change
frequently and may be opposed to ‘modernity’ anddernisation’. Different cultures and
even individuals within them hold different viewsgarding education, modernity and

religion, as these are all deeply subjective msitter

Differences exist between Asian and Western cudtuf@e question is how wide the gap
is, and whether that gap can be filled by relyimgcooss-cultural theory. Western cultures

are more concerned with ‘truth’, openness to chamgel being assertive and direct,



whereas Asian cultures are more concerned withiejimon-assertiveness, and a sense of

loyalty or deference towards leaders and the elderl

In Asian cultures, the issue of virtue is particiyamportant, and it explains why non-
Asians may find it hard to fully understand andmape in the Asian cultural environment.
Europeans and Americans are more concerned witth*tthan with virtue, but both these
concepts, however contrasting them may seem, &tedeto society’s attitudes towards
time and traditions (Hofstede et al., 2002). Onald¢argue that ‘Asian culture’ is not
homogenous as Hofstede et al. (2002) seem to assisesia is made of several diverse
and heterogenous countries and cultures with éiffiehistories, civilisations, languages
and most importantly, religions. Sheridan (199%)pargues that Westerners often assume
they ‘know everything’ and that everyone else niegtn what the West knows, which is a
form of ethnocentrism. Sheridan (1999) quotes Saiuetington, a Harvard scholar who
in his book,The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of Wddrder, wrote that
Western civilization is not universal and oughigfee up such pretensions, just as Asian

cultures are not homogenous and cannot be takenitasy.

In the countries of ASEAN (Association of South Easian Nations), decision-making in
organisations often follows a distinct pattern. Akhall of the decisions are made at the
top by family members who own interests in the canmyp while authority and access to
information are withheld from those at lower levdlecisions tend to be more subjective
than objective, and are based on intuition, infdrm@ammunication and information
networks. In contrast, in Western cultures, assamgss is an appropriate expression of
one’s point of view. Assertive communication is elyl applied and used in Western
communities such as in the United States. Assekaleaviour is defined as standing up
for personal rights and expressing thoughts, fgsliand beliefs in direct, honest and
appropriate ways, which do not violate another @essright to do the same (Lange et al.,
1976). Although assertiveness is an appropriatea\betrr in Anglo cultures, non-
assertiveness is valued in Asian cultures as parthe identity of the people, and

assertiveness may be perceived as rude or distedpand thus may affect relationships.



Asian cultures reinforce and encourage behavidwasdan be classified as non-assertive
(Collier, 1986), which help those who hold powernimein the status quo.

Similarly, loyalty or deference is also highly vatl by people in Asian countries and
especially in Malaysia (Ordonez and Wang, 1984jh@igh often unwritten, anecdotal
evidence suggests that loyalty or deference isigetin most Asian countries and is well
understood within these societies. Anecdotal evidealso reveals that in some cases,
loyalty or deference can inhibit the ability andvadcement of an individual. Accepting
the status quo on the basis of loyalty or defereatadd be due to the real or imagined
inability of people to influence government deamsio This could be described as
hegemony, that is, a situation in which those diaathged by a particular system or
practice (such as favouritism, nepotism or authdehism) willingly and voluntarily
accept it as being for their own good and do nekge challenge it, owing to notions of
loyalty or tradition. Antonio Gramsci described begny as implying a situation where a
historical bloc of ruling-class factions exercisaial authority and leadership over the
subordinate classes, through a combination of fawd (more importantly) consent
(Barker, 2003). Hegemony in Malaysia manifests Ifitsem matters related to
administration, policy, ethnicity and education.ngo(2004) showed that in terms of the
racial polarisation issue in Malaysia, it is commlatce for many of its victims (the non-
Malays) to have become ‘numb’ to its fundamentaldtice, and to have accepted it as an
inevitable and unavoidable outcome of the develoygraad restructuring of society. Yet
what the non-Malays perceive as ‘unavoidable’ @ty what is described by Antonio
Gramsci and other cultural theorists as ‘contradjctconsciousness’, meaning a new
common sense that would make political congruerpgear normal (Adamson, 1980;
Barker, 2003; Bocock, 1986; Laitin, 1986).

Mahbubani (1998, p. 30) feels that the greatestlesige lies in the need for Asian
endeavours to develop the right blend of valueshSn ideal blend should start from a
base of traditional ideals (e.g. attachment to fdmaily as an institution, deference to
societal interests, thrift, conservatism in soowires, respect for authority) and absorb the

strength of Western values (e.g. emphasis on iddali achievement, political and
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economic freedom, respect for laws as well as éyrrational institutions). Family loyalty
works well in family-owned organisations. In otlegganisations, nepotism, cronyism and
‘loyalty’ (in terms of hegemony) often result in lass of talent (‘brain drain’),

manipulation, unfairness, low morale, inefficieranyd discrimination.

Culturefrom a Public Relations Per spective

Any companies operating outside their own countugntonsider the challenges posed by
the differences in culture, social environment aottical structure of foreign countries.
Studies carried out on the professionalisation wblip relations show that the role of
public relations varies from country to countrydaaiso reveal the enormous influence of
cultural aspects on practical public relations (@a, 1996; Coombs et al., 1994;
Nessmann, 1995; Ruler, 2004; Tempere, 2004).

In a comparative analysis of international publelations, Coombs et al. (1994)
investigated the similarities and differences betweoublic relations practitioners in
Norway and Austria in terms of professional ori¢iota fulfilment and practitioners’
roles. One of their findings was that Austrian pitemmers reported a greater sense of
fulfilment than their Norwegian and American couptats. Other differences and
similarities were identified and explained usindtatally specific, work-related values.
For example, a sense of professional fulfilmenAustria is viewed as a function of the

value Austrian culture places upon training andcatian.

The cultural context is essential in understandamgl effectively managing conflict.
Culture not only influences the issues people fighotut, but also what is considered
appropriate when dealing with conflict (DeVito, 200The way in which public relations
is practised by individual cultures will likewiséffér. For example, some public relations
practitioner roles in the US (e.g. lobbying) mayt @ applicable in Asian countries.
Malaysian private organisations, for example, do bbby the government to change

legislation, but instead apply good ‘governmenatiehs’ (Kaur et al., 2001; Sriramesh,
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2002; 2003; Van Leuven and Pratt, 1996). In Makysilose relationships with
government officials and bureaucrats can help asgéions get the go-ahead with
lucrative projects, and are considered the sedrebiporate success (Gomez and Jomo,
1999; Siang, 2004e; 2005).

Apart from culture, other potential issues in inegtional public relations include
differences in language, longer chains of commadretching back to the home country,
both subtle and obvious differences in customsyingrlevels of development of the
respective media and public relations fields, athip towards multinationals, and dislike
grounded in factors such as national pride, pdatioaships, envy, and apprehension of
foreign cultural, economic, political and militanyfluences (Wilcox et al., 2003, p. 380).
One cannot normally transcend one’s culture withiostt exposing its major latent axioms
and unstated assumptions concerning what life lislaut. A given culture cannot be
understood simply in terms of its content or padse has to know the whole system; how

dynamic functions are interrelated (Hall, 1976; 908

Each socio-cultural system has its own unique featuand history (Wang and
Dissanayake, 1984, p. 13). For this reason, a ralijuresponsible curriculum for any
given country must incorporate cultural elements thre important to daily human life,
such as the way people express themselves, thethegythink, and the movement of
economic and government systems (Hall and Hall,0198 the curriculum needs an
injection of cultural content to assist in the @ast@ment of goals and objectives, then new
ways must be sought for organising that culturaiteot (Beauchamp, 1981, p. 135).
Culture helps govern and define the conditions einclimstances under which various
messages may or may not be sent, noticed or ieteghr The entire repertoire of
communicative behaviours depends largely on théumulin which people have been
raised. Culture often acts as both teacher anddeki and therefore should play a

dominant role in every public relations professitapractice.

Thelmplications of the Media for Public Relations Practitioners
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No one can deny the power the media possessestiodseminate and influence
information. According to Nelson (1989, p. 14), &media have the potential to
exacerbate an issue, create much greater awarthasslesired, and continuously find
negatives in either neutral or positive news”.dtnot easy for organisations to secure
media cooperation. Therefore, from a public rel&iostandpoint, it is crucial for
organisations to maintain good contacts with theim@ order to get their message across
to their publics and to succeed in their busines&es result, media relations has become

one of the most important functions of public relas practitioners (Seitel, 2004, p. 211).

Pavlik (1987, p. 59) sees the relationship betwt#en media and public relations as
fundamental, as while they are mutually independiiet media relies on public relations
sources for access to businesses and other orgiangsaand public relations needs the
media to disseminate messages to publics (orgamsat clients, government and
shareholders). This relationship is described bylilP#1987, p. 60) as “symbiotic”. He

adds that tension between the media and publiciorta practitioners has a positive
impact as it encourages each group to remain cmnscof each other during the

communication process.

The media in Malaysia actively supports private amigations, which is why most

government and large corporate success storiegiae prominent coverage, while their

failures are never revealed. The strong relatigndbetween the government, large
corporations and the media ensures this statefaifafAccording to Khattab (2001), the

Malaysian media has purely mainstream, mechanaal, uniform modes of message
transmission to an assumed passive public. In yhéloe amount of attention given to an
issue (whether by media personnel, members ofubkgor policy makers) represents the
power of those individuals or organisations to uefice the decision making process
(‘fagenda-setting’) (Dearing and Rogers, 1996; Mc@sm@and Shaw, 1972; 1993).

For a country such as Malaysia where interpersomdvorking and contacts with

influential people are important to a public redas professional, good media relations
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are important for an organisation wanting to digeae its messages to the public and
make them part of the media agenda. Rapid develotsnire information technology are
making it vital for organisations to foster posttivelations with media professionals.
This helps organisations counter problems by relgaheir versions of the story to the
public during a crisis, as well as generally usihg media as a vehicle to disseminate

information to their target publics.

According to Khoo (2003, p. 109), because the masdia in Malaysia is controlled by
the government, it is essential for organisatioashtve a good rapport with the
government in order to maintain good relations wite media. Most medium-scale
private organisations will have difficulty in deadj with the media in terms of favourable
news coverage unless they know the relevant mealifiveell through personal contacts
and networks. As a result, most organisations ptefappoint former journalists to work
in and manage their public relations departments.

This state of affairs explains why Malaysia waskezh 154" out of 193 countries in a
2004 global survey of media independence. Malafaiabelow Iraq, Russia, Yemen,
Bangladesh and Bhutan, and was only slightly béli@n China, Laos, Vietnam, Burma,
North Korea, Afghanistan and Brunei. In additional®ysia was placed third in the
category ofNot Freenations (Siang, 2004b). The extent of the freeddnie media has
an impact on the effectiveness of public relatiofisis is because public relations has
different relationships with different media in feéifent systems (Vervic et al., 1996).
McLuhan (1967; 2003) reveals that the media hastally different role in different
cultures, which indicates why the media’s functiodifer between countries. For
example, the press in the US uses news, politidspa@énsonal entertainment to capture
readers (McLuhan, 1967; 2003).

Must the Malaysian Curriculum be Dependent on the US?

For centuries, colonialists led Asians to belidvat the only way to progress was through
emulation of the West (Mahbubani 1998, p. 23). Aasequence, as Sriramesh (2002;
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2003) observes, many Asian countries still harlbamentality that ‘the West is the best’
(p. 60) on many issues. This is the case in terfngublic relations education, where
Malaysia follows the US in matters related to aurum development, reading materials
and so on. Mahbubani (1998, p. 21) criticises Asiaaying that they have been mentally
colonised to feel inferior to Europeans. His judginis based on his assertion that only
Japan and the countries he calls the ‘four tig€8suth Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong and
Singapore) have been able to fully catch up wittheoWest (Mahbubani 1998). This is a
simplistic analysis, however, because despite \wigesl poverty, India is very successful

in terms of science and technology.

Although some American theories are universal, rstisbould be applied in combination
with local guidance to accurately reflect a pattcuculture and society. Lifestyle,

environment and assumption of meaning are sharesh@members of one culture, but
may not necessarily be able to operate acrossresliKaplan, 1972; Lado, 1968). In a
survey by David Hitchcock (cited in Sheridan, 1999,10), East Asians chose social
harmony, accountability of public officials, opesseto new ideas and respect for
authority as the most important values in an oydeociety. Americans chose freedom of
expression, the right of the individual, personaetloms, open debate, thinking for
oneself and the accountability of public officisds their core societal values. In the
personal values area, Asians tended to stress tegtucaore highly than Americans did.

‘Success in education’ in Asian countries is ngt @ matter of improving one’s economic
status, but is associated with ‘saving face’ (gagniespect from local communities) as
described by Hofstede (2002).

Differences in culture are very much related to behaviours of thinking, problem
solving, creativity of the individual and his/hesle or roles in society. This raises the
guestion of why non-US countries (e.g. Europe amiia)Aadopt US public relations
textbooks as principal references when these bookspresent issues and cases from one
single country. For example, the best way to edustidents to understand a culture is
through reading. In one of the major US textbooksduin MalaysiaPublic Relations

Strategies and Tactiq®ilcox et al., 2003), the case studies includec@rand its public
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relations firm (p.65), the Telstra Corporation aistralia (p.10), the XIX Winter Games in
Salt Lake City (p.11), the West Point crisis (p18the Pentagon issue (p.362), viral
marketing (p. 469), Mood Matcher lipstick in New rkdp.475), Fineman Associates of
San Francisco (p.321) and the Danish Post Offic864). More than 70% of the
organisations mentioned and discussed in the d¢adees on offer are unknown to most
undergraduate students in Malaysia. Therefore, nséimgents may not be aware of the

companies mentioned and may be unfamiliar withstiigect matter discussed.

Some may argue Oracle is a worldwide company, laatdin today’s globalised world, the
Olympics and happenings at the Pentagon are conkmmnledge. The fact is, however,
that a lack of exposure through a dearth of readargl resources (such as computers with
Internet facilities, provided by universities othetwise) is a major reason why public
relations students may not be aware of happenmgsel world outside their own country
or continent. This creates two problems: firstlye students become disinterested in the
subject matter and secondly, they are not abl@plyavhat they learn. In the absence of

Malaysian case studies, academics have no choide bse the cases in US textbooks.

According to Idid (2000), one of the biggest obEado having a book of Malaysian case
studies is the ‘confidential’ nature of most pubi@ations exercises in Malaysia, that is,
few practitioners or organisations want their stmmings to be discussed in research
publications. Apart from success stories that aashmared with the public, everything else
is classified as ‘P&C’ (private and confidentidl).order to benefit students and the public
relations profession as a whole, it is importamtdablic relations practitioners in both the
government and private organisations to permit sopeaness by sharing issues faced by
their organisations. Use of pseudonyms with ledsigeed cases could help address the

issues of anonymity and confidentiality.

Hofstede et al. (2002) suggest solutions to diffees in the five cultural dimensions
between cultures by using what is known as ‘symnthetltures’. This approach consists of
cross-cultural competencies that include awarewoésdifferent cultures, knowledge of

how different cultures interpret the same issud, sldlls facilitating interaction with other
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cultures. Unfortunately, Hofstede et al.’s appro@&mot used by many of the most
popular US public relations textbooks, suchEdfective Public RelationgCutlip et al.,
1994; 2000),Principles of Public RelationgNewsom et al., 2000; Seitel, 1992; 2001,
2004), andPublic Relations Strategig8Vilcox et al., 1997; 2003).

The majority of American references and textbooBsndt examine their content from a
global standpoint, but rather from an exclusivelypeican perspective. Sriramesh (2002;
2003) has identified elements of ethnocentricity WS textbooks. While this is
understandable as the books are, after all, written American students, this
ethnocentricity has a direct influence on publi@atiens education in many other regions
of the world. Given that the US is the leader im theld, the absence of holistic,
multicultural perspectives in US textbooks and $atship will inhibit the growth of
public relations education worldwide. Although theare generic principles of public
relations that are broadly applicable, a countpyiblic relations programmes must include
information on unique local practices and regignalic relations issues and cases. Until
these changes take place, it is not wise for acedeat a tertiary level in Malaysia to

depend entirely on US textbooks as major references

Similarly, Sheridan (1999) charges Western poliakas with intellectual arrogance, as
they are more concerned about Western disciplinel as economics than recognising
the history, culture and values of Asian and ofbegign nations. This may be due to self
interest, manifesting as a desire to restrict Wasseudents’ acquisition of knowledge to
Western economic issues. He argues that the ictigdle failures in the West’'s policy

responses to the Asian economic crisis reflect ch egad disturbing decline in Asian

studies, which has lost priority and status in Aicar universities, mainly due to cost-
cutting measures. Sheridan reflects on the fasomaiature of one Asian society, saying
that “for an outsider like me, Malaysia’s racialxtuire and cultural diversity are its most
delightful aspects. It is not diverse in the samesg as the United States; you don’t find
people in substantial numbers from all over thébglan Malaysia. Malaysia doesn’t set
out to be a universal nation in the way the US t¢(es33).
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Summary

Variables such as politics, the media and cultlag pn important role in shaping public
relations education and its profession in Malay$tae government is a highly influential
body in Malaysia, shaping media contact and rassyell as using ‘Asian values’ and
other cultural claims to mould Malaysian societyoiorthodox modes of thinking (e.g.
non-assertiveness and respect for elders) and &odepting of government policies. This
approach has and will continue to perpetuate ucethtonduct such as cronyism,
nepotism and corruption among government offici@kdly, politics in Malaysia taints all
of the variables that determine the structure awtlbpment of public relations education

and its profession in Malaysia.

There is no doubt that many countries, includindayisia, are beginning to recognise the
enormous potential of education in public relatiansl the development of the profession.
However, with strict government control over edimatpolicies, media support of the
government’s agenda, and a culture that rewardguigied notions of loyalty and
deference and encourages reliance on superigsiigh on impossible at the present time
for Malaysian public universities to develop ‘etlicpublic relations in both education

and practice.

Finally, it is important to recognise that there alifferences between Malaysia and the
West when one looks at educational needs from trallperspective. Public relations
may have originated in the US, but this does noammtheir methods have blanket
applicability. As Elliot (1981) points out, “when involves the curriculum, we always

must look at things differently”.
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