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lf local government PROs learnt to play the 'management game',
they could increase their influence, says Wa$es"Ee &$cFerS*s:e

CIPR members everywhere will no doubt
be hoping that the granting of Chartered
status to the Institute increases recognition
of the importance of public relations as
a management

function.

But while it will undoubtedly help,
research I carried out as part of my CIPR
Diploma would suggest that in local government at least, PR has a long way to
go before it is respected in the same way
as other disciplines.
I had joined local government from
higher education, a sector in which PR
was highly regarded. But working for
a district council, I soon developed a
nagging feeling that PR skills were not
considered as worthy as the more
'obvious' technical abilities used by other
service departments. My public relations
office was seen by most as a press office,
there to issue press releases and little more.
That led to my CIPR Diploma paper,
Responsibility without potuer: PR roles
and decision-making in local gouernment.
In it, I set out to discover what practitioners did, how they were treated and what
influence, if any, they had.
In theory, it seemed like PR should have
a significant role to play in local authorities. The 1998 \7hite Paper, Modernising
Local Gouernment: In Toucb with the
People, called on modern councils to
involve and respond to local people and
local interests.
It states that in the past, "too often
within a council the members and officers
take the paternalistic view that it is for
them to decide what services are to be
provided, on the basis of what suits the
council as a service provider".
That clearly suggests a need
for rwo-way communication

-

surely the role of the PR

purposes, policies, programs, actions,
decisions, and/or resource allocations that
defines what an organisation is, what it
does, and why it does it".
However, the small amount of research
carried out into local government PR
suggests that traditionally, PR practitioners
working in local government have
generally enacted the "public information"
model of PR practice defined by Grunig
and Hunt (1984).In this model, the PR
practitioner acts as an in-house journalist,
releasing relevant information to those
who need it.
My primary research, with PR practi-

tioners working for district councils in the
north west of England, initially appeared
to support that view. Nearly all interviewees recognised the possibilities offered
by strategic PR, but only a handful
actually enacted a strategic role.
My research suggested the main reason
for this was the influence of senior management at interviewees' councils. Their
view of what PR was (usually focused
on media relations), the resources they
devoted to it and the access they gave
practitioners to important information
all contributed to the amount of influence
the practitioner could have.
Even where senior management claimed
to want a strategic approach to PR,
practical factors such as a lack of resources
put barriers in the practitioner's way.
However, the blame for PRt apparctt
lack of status in many local authorities
cannot lie wholly with unenlightened

senior management teams.
There was evidence that practitioners
shaped their own role to some
extent. Some saw their
lob as simply

to carry out practical tasks such

as

producing a residents' newspaper or
handling media enquiries. This supported
eadier research that suggested some
practitioners choose to focus on the
aspects of the work they enjoy the most.
Few practitioners carried out any evaluation of their activities beyond the most
basic focus on outputs (for example,
number of press releases issued) or initial
outcomes (media coverage achieved).
Only one interviewee referred to
measuring customer satisfaction - surely
the bottom line for any local authority.
However, there was some evidence that
even in the most difficult of corporate
circumstances, the determined practitioner
could make their voice heard - albeit not
in a direct manner. If practitioners learned
to 'play the management game', they could
increase the amount of influence they had.
Those with generic management skills
were treated with greater respect than
those without. Some practitioners identified 'champions'at a more senior level
who could put forward the PR case on
their behalf.
There was also a suggestion that PR
could be more effective when linked to
consultation. This situation makes it far
easier for the pracritioner to practise
genuine two-way communication with
stakeholders - exactly what the

Government seems to want and surely
what is best for residents.
I have now moved onto another local
authority - but my replacement at my
previous council has been appointed on
a wider remit, which includes consultation.
Time will tell how successful the change is,
but it would seem to be a step in the right
direction and an acknowledgement of the
power of PR. r

practitionbr?

And as anyone who has studied
the basics of PR theory will know,
there is a wealth of research
suggesting that in order for
practitioners to successfully
engage

in two-way commu-

nication with stakeholders,
they must be able to feed into
their organisation's strategic
decisions - those defined by
Bryson (1995) as "a pattern of
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