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Abstract

The aim of this dissertation is to explore how the status and standards of public
relations as a profession are perceived by the three main groups involved in public
relations: academics, practitioners, and business leaders. This study approaches the
issues from several perspectives including the sociology of the profession, strategic
management, and multiculturalism in the Klang Valley, Malaysia. Low recognition of
the profession, a shortage of qualified practitioners, a lack of regulation, and a lack of
credibility among practitioners are major issues in the Malaysian public relations
industry.

In order to administer this study, several research methods were employed: a
quantitative postal questionnaire, qualitative in-depth interviews and a review of
policy documents. In each case, the focus was on following four dimensions of public
relations professionalism: the exclusive jurisdiction of public relations; PR education:
the establishment of its exclusive training schools; the importance of a code of ethics;
and accreditation and licensing. The postal survey produces a quantitative empirical
description of the profession. Importantly, the in-depth interviews and a review of
policy documents offer a qualitative, empirical and analytical exploration of the
educational and professional standards of public relations management.

The results of this study revealed that although the Malaysian public relations industry
has grown due to the substantial influences of Western PR knowledge, the public
relations profession has not yet matured in terms of achieving professional status in
the eyes of society as a whole.

In a new global economy, business leaders really value the importance of public
relations in improving their organisational strategy development but they were not
impressed with the quality and competencies of PR practitioners. Therefore, most of
them stressed the importance of accreditation (registration) to improve practitioners’
competencies but some of them noted that it is too early to implement legislation.
They believe that the main focus should be on the quality and precision of PR practice
as current practitioners’ tactical and managerial tasks are neither complex nor
sophisticated. Thus, there are four key areas of expertise identified which are
considered to be the exclusive jurisdiction of public relations: stakeholder relations,
reputation management (corporate branding), corporate social responsibility, and
consultative and corporate advisory services at the top management level.

The majority of business leaders, practitioners and academics considered that the
Institute of Public Relations Malaysia did not play a pivotal role in improving the
standards of PR professionalism. The institute is expected to focus its main functions
on several key tasks: developing a strategic plan, strengthening Continuous
Professional Development (CPD) schemes, achieving state recognition — in the form
of a Royal Charter and providing membership benefits. Importantly, all of these
elements must be aligned with universal and global benchmarking standards.

Additionally, although many corporations have adopted their own code of ethics,
many respondents did not realise that practising standardised, universally accepted

xii



code of ethics in public relations can enhance the dignity and safeguard ethical
behaviour and morality among PR practitioners.

Indeed, there is a perceptual distance between PR academics and practitioners
regarding what kind of professional practice is best for competent PR professionals.
PR academics claimed that there are many non-qualified PR practitioners practising
public relations, whilst PR practitioners questioned the quality of local PR education
by arguing that academics deliver only basic theoretical knowledge of public relations
rather than teach students how best it can be practised in the real world. Evidence
from the questionnaire survey and interviews, showed that apart from mastering
journalistic skills, PR practitioners are aware of the importance of holistic knowledge
of business acumen and environmental scanning.

The study also revealed that understanding cultural sensitivity is seen as a universal
value that falls under PR practitioners’ responsibility. Managing cultural diversity can
reduce any complexities that affect business performance. Thus, there is a need for PR
practitioners to develop a cultural diversity policy in improving relationships with
external stakeholders in an external business environment.

It is concluded that public relations can be a ‘true’ profession if all parties involved
are united and committed to developing standardised, universal forms of public
relations practice. The most critical factor that diminishes the value of public relations
is the quality and precision of PR practice. Public relations must be seen as a
‘terminal’ occupation that maintains its exclusivity to balance its dual role as
advancing stakeholders/clients importance and protecting the public interest.

Keywords: public relations, professionalisation, strategic management, and cultural
diversity.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.0 Introduction

Profession is seen as an occupational term that describes a domain of expertise. This
term has developed over hundreds of years to refer to a rigorous occupational system
in our society. It is important to distinguish between craft, technician and professional
in any division of labour. Thus, different levels of practice require different levels of
competence. Job designations and responsibilities, status and prestige, professional
autonomy and financial rewards are all key factors in building a professional
development system. In sociological analysis, professions such as accountancy,
medicine, law, and engineering have been vigorously debated by a number of
distinguished scholars such as McDonald (1995), Freidson (1994), Larson (1977),
Moore (1970), Halmos (1973), and Johnson (1972). However, none of them have said
that public relations (PR) is a profession. The sociological analysis of profession will

be thoroughly discussed in Chapter 3.

Although many public relations scholars acknowledge the importance of
professionalism in public relations (Grunig & Hunt, 1984; Ehling, in Grunig 1992;
Sallot et al., 1997 & 1998; Cameron et al., 1996; Stacks et al., 1999; Nef et al., 1999;

Cornelissen, 2000; Parkinson, 2001; L‘Etang & Pieczka, 1996, L’Etang, 1999, 2002



& 2004; White & Mazur, 1995), public relations is still seen as a common occupation

for a number of reasons.

First, there is no clear distinct domain of expertise for public relations or
communication management (Cornelissen, 2004). Johnson (1972) and L’Etang (2002)
emphasised the importance of exclusive jurisdiction in establishing unique
professional standards. Public relations is seen as media relations only, in which the
main tasks are managing press conferences and writing press releases. Some see
public relations as a persuasive tool to serve marketing (Kotler & Mindak, 1978;
Kitchen, 1997a) by which organisations use PR as a promotional mix or publicity to
achieve marketing goals. Others consider public relations to be managing reputations

or image building (Hutton, 1999; Hutton et al., 2001).

Second, there is no universal standard of accreditation and licensing practised by PR
professional bodies throughout the world. Different PR associations practise different
forms of accreditation and codes of ethics. For example, although many PR
associations have adopted the Code of Athens, some PR bodies such as the Public
Relations Society of America (PRSA) and the Chartered Institute of Public Relations,

UK (CIPR) have adopted their own code of ethics.

Third, public relations is not seen as a ‘terminal’ occupation (full-time occupation),
one of the key criteria of professionalism (see Abbot, 1988). Due to its poor image in
the corporate world, there are only a small number of qualified PR personnel
practising public relations (White & Mazur, 1995). Additionally, there are people who

join PR by default or who regard PR as a second choice in their career development.



It is also common to see that a number of PR practitioners start their career in public
relations, but then change their career to other challenging management fields such as

human resources or marketing.

Fourth, there is a need to develop a rigorous body of PR knowledge, which requires
the establishment of exclusive training schools (see Johnson, 1972). Newsom et al.
(2000) argued that public relations could not yet be viewed as a profession because it
lacks a tradition of continuing education. In connection with this, there is a critical
debate about the location of courses of public relations - whether in media/mass
communication or business schools (see Cornelissen, 2004; L’Etang, 1999: 282;
L’Etang & Pieczka, 2006: 440; Grunig & Grunig, 2002). Although Grunig and
Grunig (2002) agreed that public relations should be a part of MBA programmes,
especially in subject areas such as strategic management, public affairs and corporate
social responsibility, they argued that PR practitioners must be educated in schools of
mass communication. Some argued that PR curricula should be housed in business
schools (Cornelissen, 2004; Kitchen, 1997a), as these are appropriate educational
training institutes to nurture in business leaders the importance of public relations to

their organisations.

There is still a debate whether public relations should be a profession like medicine,
law or accountancy. As compared to other professions, there is a clear-cut difference
between medical and law schools (Larson, 1977). Additionally, accountancy is
considered an established profession (McDonald, 1995), though most accounting
curricula are housed in business schools. Furthermore, there are a number of well-

established professional institutes, such as the UK’s Chartered Institute of Personnel



Development (CIPD) for human resources and the Chartered Institute of Marketing
(CIM) for marketing (Murray, 2002: 13). In fact, the Chartered Institute of Public
Relations (CIPR) was awarded a Royal Charter in February 2005 due to their
significant and robust contribution to the UK'’s political, economic and social
development. They have stated a preference for public relations to be housed in
business schools to give the best training and development, especially about business
strategy for PR practitioners, yet it might be asked whether these are the best
institutions for the development of a ‘universal professional project’ to achieve

professional status for public relations globally.

In the global marketplace, many global corporations such as Microsoft, Shell,
Motorola, and IKEA that eagerly formulate their own business strategy vigorously
broaden their business to reach a global society. Thus, understanding the complexity
of cultural diversity (White & Mazur, 1995), which is a part of building such a
professional project, is essential for global public relations practitioners. Sriramesh
and Vercic (2003), who published a book on ‘The Global Public Relations
Handbook’, argued that all PR practitioners are living and working in a global village
where there are different aspects and patterns of multicultural societies in regions such
as Asia, the Middle East, America, and Europe. Thus, a global perspective of public

relations might save public relations from its poor image in the corporate world.

The brief history of public relations which follows examines how public relations
evolved by highlighting its craft or technical activities, and how it is moving gradually

towards real strategic management and diversity management.



1.1 Public Relations Development

As will be seen in Chapter 2, from the early 1900s, PR was used by the presidents of
the USA Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson as part of a strong political
campaign to influence public behaviours. Public relations tools, such as press agentry
and publicity, were strategically planned to realise the vision of central government
(Cutlip et al,, 2000). In the thriving twenties era (1920-1929), efforts were
increasingly made to orientate the functions of public relations as a means of political
reform. Edward L. Bernays, the father of public relations, published the first book on
the subject entitled Crystallising Public Opinion, which coined the term public
relations counsel with regard to the legal profession (Harrison, 1995; Ewen, 1996;
Matera & Artigue, 2000: 12). With the influence of mass psychology, Bernays also
emphasised the importance of image building in grasping and influencing public
opinion (Ewen, 1996; Cutlip, 1994). Bernays argued that public relations must
become a ‘true’ profession by developing a universal accreditation and licensing
system. Chapter 2 follows this development to the present day, but it is important to

note the call for a ‘true’ profession even from its very early days.

1.2 Becoming a ‘Management Science’ Discipline

Many scholars agree that public relations is now seen as a complex and distinctive
management discipline that practises in key areas such as reputation management,
corporate communications, public affairs, corporate image and identity, media
relations, and marketing communications (White & Mazur, 1995; White & Vercic,

2001; Cornelissen, 2004; Grunig & Grunig, 2003; L’Etang, 2004; Argenti, 1998).



With the awakening of the notion of PR management in the new millennium, this
growing profession has not only been widely practised in the developed countries of
America and Europe, especially in the United Kingdom, but also in developing
countries, particularly Asian countries (including Malaysia). Although in some
countries public relations practitioners have been negatively perceived, and described
by terms such as ‘spin doctor’, ‘devil’s advocate’, ‘Cinderella icon’, ‘PR bunny’,
manipulator and suchlike, today’s public relations sees a need to focus on a new way
of thinking, with an emphasis on real strategic management and corporate

governance.

In addition, although public relations personnel practise journalistic skills such as
writing press releases and arranging press conferences, effective public relations
today can be argued to be more a management function that involves a strategic top
management role (Bahl, 1995). L’Etang (2004) also asserted that possessing
journalistic skills alone is not enough to practise excellent public relations: it is
important to differentiate between a public relations officer and a press officer
(L’Etang, 2004). A press officer only deals with media relations such as organising
press conferences and writing press releases, whilst a PR officer, apart from his/her
media relations function, is required to be part of strategic counsel and is also
involved in crisis management at top management levels. A lack of clear
understanding of public relations’ roles may affect the level of professionalism in

public relations.



In recent decades, the field of public relations has become increasingly important in
shaping the current economic domain in Asia. Walter (2001: 5) pointed out that ‘Asia
is the world’s third-largest PR market and arguably the one offering the greatest
potential for global corporations’. For example, in searching for potential
pharmaceutical markets in China and India, public relations is strategically used to
reach more audiences by implementing strategic planning within PR programmes
(Durand, 2004). In addition, arising from the Edelman’s Annual Trust Barometer,
managing trust for corporations in Asia, especially in China, has become one of the
key elements for best practice in public relations (Edelman, 2005), largely due to the
heightened awareness of large corporations such as Microsoft, Hewlett-Packard, Dell,
Shell, ESSO, and many more, as to the importance of public relations in positioning a

company’s brand and in enhancing their corporate reputation.

As a result of this growth of the PR industry, the profession of public relations is now
seen as a highly demanding field. PR practitioners work in one of two environments:
either they work for in-house public relations or communication departments in the
public or private sectors, with, for example, electronics companies, banking
institutions, telecommunication companies, universities, and hospitals, or they work
for PR firms which serve many large corporations as their clients. Regardless of
whom they work for, PR practitioners must play strategic managerial roles in
maintaining and increasing the professionalism of public relations in the eyes of the

world.

Besides discussing the role of corporations and PR firms, there are a number of PR or

communication professional associations, such as the Institute of Public Relations



Malaysia (IPRM), the Public Relations Consultants’ Association of Malaysia
(PRCAM), and the International Association for Business Communicators (LABC),
operating in Malaysia to improve the PR industry. It has been claimed that the IPRM
plays a vital role in shaping the development of the PR industry in Malaysia (Idid, in
Sriramesh, 2004: 222). In many Asian countries, such professional associations have
been established to develop the professionalism of this arena. These associations
might also play important roles in maintaining the directions and prospects of this
field. The question is how effective are these PR associations in working on a
universal professional project in order to achieve professional status for public

relations?

With the growth of the PR industry, these associations may seek to obtain proper
recognition of professional status for both academics and practitioners. However, in
Malaysia, there are a number of critical issues in determining this professional status,
especially with regard to educational and professional implications, which may

diminish the growth of the emerging PR industry.

1.3 Industry Issues and Problems

In recent years, generally, the public relations industry in Malaysia has grown
tremendously in both the public and private sectors. In addition, small and medium
companies have realised the importance of PR practice as a strategic component in
promoting the company brand (Ahmad, 2000). However, many PR practitioners have
not fully grasped the original standard of the public relations motto: ‘Think global, act

local’ (Matera & Artigue, 2000: vi). It has been said that focusing on globalisation by



considering organisational cultures is more important for rapidly developing countries
such as Malaysia. In fact, the PR industry in Malaysia is now facing the problem of
how to propagate their local products/services globally. Ahmad (2000: 22) has argued
that ‘the development of the public relations industry in Malaysia has been hindered
by a lack of understanding as to how it can support communication objectives’ in a
highly competitive business environment. One of the reasons for this has been that
‘public relations people were mainly ex-journalists and event managers’ (Ahmad,

2000: 22).

Additionally, according to Danker (2003), Allan (2003), and Lim (2002), although
many aspects of the PR industry in Malaysia have developed vigorously, the quality
of its ‘professionals’ and experience amongst PR practitioners is still lacking.
Furthermore, many PR practitioners not only suffer from a lack of credibility in
managing PR issues but may also fail to project communication strategies effectively
(Danker, 2003). Ahmad (2000) and Bakar (2002) have also supported these
arguments by raising the issue of the shortage of qualified and competent staff for
today’s PR industry resulting from the number of university PR graduates who have
failed to demonstrate their knowledge and skills, especially with regard to a lack of
English proficiency. This has been seen as a threat to the future development of the

PR industry in producing ‘global’ PR practitioners'.

Besides discussing the professional status of PR practitioners, Danker (2003) argued

further that the PR industry is also currently facing a lack of the kind of regulation

" PR practitioners who are able to work in or for multinational companies and with other personnel
from other cultures around the world — and thus to international standards.



which would enhance PR’s professional status. Thus, the regulation issue is one of the
biggest challenges in determining future developments in the PR industry. Relating to
this, Black (2000: 1) argued that ‘there is a vital debate about different forms of
regulation, including the importance of self-regulation in an age of media

convergence’.

Indeed, an important aspect of both the Institute of Public Relations Malaysia (IPRM)
and the Public Relations Consultants® Association of Malaysia (PRCAM) has been to
develop and determine the standards of professionalism in the PR industry in order to
address industry issues relating to quality in the profession, as well as appraisal and
training (Ahmad, 2000; Lim, 2002). Nevertheless, arising from the research for this
work, according to one international PR firm’s managing director, the roles and
functions of these associations are completely ineffective because there is too much

internal politicking and apathy amongst members of the associations.

Complicating this, according to Ahmad (2000: 23), with the rapidly increasing
number of Internet subscribers in Malaysia, PR executives in Asia must not view all
information they produce as one-way communication to target audiences. Instead,

they must be able to build interactive relationships with their clients.

It is concluded that all of these issues are crucial in determining not only the status
and standards of public relations but also the prospects for, and emerging directions
of, the PR industry in Malaysia. Further to the educational and practical issues
concerning the PR industry in Malaysia, in Chapter 3, this study discusses the vital

notions of the professionalism of public relations developed by various leading
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Western and Asian PR scholars. Indeed, the purpose and significance of this study is

to draw attention to and understand these problems and issues.

The recent PR issues and problems in Malaysia are taken into account and lead to the
development of the theoretical framework of this study. Public relations here is
regarded as a complex and distinctive management discipline which plays a vital role
in influencing management decision-making and is set as strategic counsel to the
corporate and managerial functions of the dominant coalition (top management team).
In an organisation, it must be able to explicitly show its major contribution to
corporate governance and the corporate advisory service. It is hypothesised that public
relations must become a ‘true’ profession like accountancy, medicine or law. It is
therefore my intention here to outline the kind of professional project required for the
professionalisation of public relations. The purposes and objectives of this study are

presented below:

1.4  Purposes of this Study

The main purpose of this study is to explore the status and the standards of
professionalism of public relations from multiple perspectives - the sociology of the
profession, strategic management, and multiculturalism - in Malaysia. Four objectives

are developed to achieve the purposes of this research:

Objective 1:

This study will determine the profile of PR practitioners and the core functions of

public relations in major Malaysian corporations.
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Research question 1 — two sub-questions:

a) What is the current profile of PR practitioners?

b) What is the current practice of their core PR functions?

Objective 2:

This study will focus on the extent to which (1) chief executive officers/senior
directors, (2) PR practitioners, and (3) PR academics have a clear sense of the
standards needed for the professionalism of public relations management in Malaysia.
This approach will answer the general question of the thesis: Is public relations a
profession? Four dimensions of PR professionalism are developed as the theoretical
framework of this study: (1) knowledge base and personal competencies, (2) research

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

Research question 2 — three sub-questions:

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

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

c) Are corporate governance and the corporate advisory service necessarily

distinct domains of their expertise?
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Research question 3 — two sub-questions:

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

b) How important is research and education to PR practice? Should distinctive

PR schools be developed?

Research question 4 — two sub-questions:

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

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

Research question 5 — two sub-questions:

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

b) How important is accreditation and licensing to PR practice?

Objective 3:

This study will examine the role of the Malaysian public relations professional
association, the Institute of Public Relations Malaysia, in improving the standards of

PR professionalism in Malaysia.

Research question 6:

How effective is the Institute of Public Relations Malaysia in developing the

standards of professionalism in public relations?
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Objective 4:

The arrival of multinational corporations, with their needs and demands, has changed
public relations practice, which presents a major challenge for global PR practitioners
to practice public relations in a diverse and complex business environment. This study
will investigate how multinational corporations could adapt their PR business strategy

in the multicultural environment in Malaysia.

Research question 7 — two sub-guestions:

a) To what extent are public relations services adapted to multicultural issues
(e.g. taboos, languages, races and religion sensitivity) in formulating and
practising PR business strategies?

b) How do Malaysian organisations manage global public relations?

1.5 Significance of the Study

Upon completion of this study, the findings of this study could be used to improve the
standards of professionalism within public relations management in Malaysia. This
study seeks to be a further contribution to the existing body of PR knowledge: it is
among the first attempts to integrate essential theories of public relations, sociological
analysis of professions and models of strategic management in a global perspective in
order to create better dimensions of professionalism within PR management beyond
traditional PR theories. With this development of the dimensions within the PR

discipline, the PR industry should be able to develop a profound mission in improving
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the standards of PR professionalism with the support of universities, PR organisations

and related professional associations.

Specifically, upon completion of this study, the findings of this study could be used to
define an exclusive jurisdiction for public relations that is difficult for other
occupations to imitate. Thus, this would add value to PR education and strengthen the
content of professional courses in Continuous Professional Development (CPD)
offered by a PR professional association. Indeed, universities should be able to
vigorously determine the best PR curricula in the light of the production of future
chartered and global PR practitioners. Having a validated PR degree, PR practitioners
should be able to improve their professional abilities in their practice. Importantly, a
professional organisation, the Institute of Public Relations Malaysia, seen as the
underlying guardian of the Malaysian PR industry, should be able to offer sources of
information and a one-stop centre specifically for PR practitioners and PR educators,
as well as for PR students. In addition, the IPRM should be able to join an
international PR body, the Global Alliance for Public Relations and Communication
Management, in order to contribute to the body of global PR knowledge and to

strengthen the universal standards of PR professionalism.

Indeed, the public relations profession should be recognised by the general public (not
only by the PR fraternity) as a new entity within the spectrum of management
disciplines. Therefore, this study seeks to offer a rigorous contribution towards
determining the status not only of the professionalism of the Malaysian PR industry

but also of the global PR industry in general.
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1.6 Organisation of the Thesis

As illustrated in Figure 1.1, this thesis comprises eight chapters, including the
introductory chapter, the literature review, the research methodology, the findings and

the conclusion of this study.

Chapter 1 consists of the background of this study, briefly describing the history of
public relations and its current development in Malaysia. Following this, the purposes
of this study are clarified as they emerge from the issues and problems faced by the
Malaysian PR industry, which needs to attain the highest standards of PR
professionalism in three main sectors: the public and private sectors as well as PR
firms. Importantly, this study attempts to re-conceptualise the notion of PR
professionalism based on the literature review of public relations generally, and

particularly with regard to the Malaysian environment.

Chapter 2 documents the evolution and maturation of public relations in America,
Europe and Malaysia. It offers an overview of the political, economic and social
contexts which provide the background to the Malaysian industry. The Malaysian
background can readily be seen to affect both directly and indirectly the development

of the Malaysian PR industry.
Chapter 3 is the literature review, which discusses the debates about the educational

and professional standards within public relations in three regions: America, Europe

and Asia. This chapter also describes the conceptualisation of this study by explaining
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the key concepts used in this project. Following this, the theoretical framework used

to determine the dimensions of PR professionalism is outlined.

Chapter 4 describes the triangulated research methodology used in this study. First,
using quantitative survey research, a postal questionnaire is used as an instrument for
this study. Second, using an exploratory study, qualitative in-depth interviews and a
review of policy documents are used to unlock the research problems of this study.
Step-by-step procedures are explained to support the reliability and validity of this

study.

Chapter 5 reports the statistical results of the profile of PR practitioners in the Klang
Valley, Malaysia. The program SPSS is used to analyse the raw data and provide the
descriptive data of this study. In addition, predictive arguments are articulated to

support the results of this study.

Chapter 6 discusses the detailed analysis of the qualitative data gathered through
interviewing PR practitioners and academics with regard to the standards of PR
professionalism. From a broader view, this data provides comprehensive findings
regarding educational and professional standards within the public relations field in

the Klang Valley, Malaysia.

Chapter 7 documents the detailed analysis of qualitative data drawn from a series of
interviews with business leaders of large corporations involved in domestic and global
business. The findings of the study are broader and more balanced as business leaders

were asked to discuss their expectations, opinions and insights regarding the standards
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of PR professionalism. Additionally, a review of policy documents is also presented

to acquire more data about PR professionalism.

Chapter 8 offers an in-depth discussion of the findings described in Chapters 5, 6 and
7. This chapter also suggests some theoretical and empirical implications with regard
to PR professionalism. After this, a summary and the conclusions of this study are
given. Some recommendations are also suggested to encourage future research on PR

professionalism.

1.7 Summary

This chapter sought to provide and outline an introductory description of this study in
the light of the standards of PR professionalism from multiple perspectives — the
sociology of the profession, strategic management and multiculturalism - in the
rapidly developing and multicultural country of Malaysia. Prior to noting the purpose
and the background of this study, the industry issues and problems were discussed.
Other theoretical approaches and debates on this topic are more thoroughly discussed
in Chapter 3, which contains the literature review and the theoretical framework of
this study. Prior to that, it is necessary to offer an overview of Malaysia from the
perspectives of its political, economic and social contexts. It is hoped that this
introductory chapter will lead the following chapters to provide a strong and genuine

contribution to the body of PR knowledge globally.
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CHAPTER 2

HISTORY AND DEVELOPMENT OF PUBLIC RELATIONS

2.0 Introduction

This chapter consists of three main sections: the history and development of public
relations in the United States of America, Britain, and Malaysia. The roots of public
relations are essential in understanding how the field has evolved from the 19™
century to the new millennium, and from developed countries to rapidly developing
countries such as Malaysia. Importantly, corporate practice is also described to see
how public relations is used for the benefit of multinational corporations and global
PR firms. The implications of the evolution and maturation of public relations in the
three different countries are thoroughly discussed, and, in particular, how Western PR
theories may shape the future directions of the Malaysian PR industry in an era of

globalisation.

2.1 History and Development of Public Relations in America

The roots of public relations were laid in the United States of America in the early
1900s when Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson were consecutive presidents
of the USA. They both used public relations tools, such as press agentry or publicity,
to influence public behaviour in their political reforms between 1900 and 1917. In

order to implement their reforms, the Publicity Bureau - the first publicity firm, led by
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George V. S. Michaelis, Herbert Small and Thomas O. Marvin - was established in

1900 in Boston (Cutlip et al., 2000: 113).

During the period towards the end of and just after World War I (1917-1919), under
the presidency of Woodrow Wilson, the Committee on Public Information (CPI),
better known as the ‘Creel Committee’, was headed by George Creel and Carl Byoir
to mobilise public opinion. The function of this organisation was important in
supporting the war effort through fund-raising and food conservation. As a result of
its wartime experiences, this organisation became one of the largest public relations

firms in America (Cutlip et al., 2000).

Between 1920 and 1929, public relations was used by politicians as political
propaganda to influence public opinion in society. There was also a growing interest
in practising public relations to improve business and economic development in the

process of modernisation in the United States.

Edward L. Bernays, who worked with the Creel Committee, was committed to the
practice of public relations (press agentry). He published the first book on public
relations, Crystallizing Public Opinion, in 1923. He initiated the idea of Engineering
Public Consent describing how to influence the values and attitudes of the public in
the interest of meeting his clients’ objectives (Cutlip et al., 2000: 124; Harrison, 1995:
19). Bernays, who also coined the term ‘public relations counsel’, also managed to
engender a favourable image of top companies and government agencies (Grunig &
Hunt, 1984: 14). A nephew of Sigmund Freud, Bernays was known as the Father of

Public Relations, and with his multidisciplinary vision — anthropology, sociology and
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psychology - made exceptional achievements in, and contributions to, this profession
(Cutlip et al., 2000: 124; Harrison, 1995; Matera & Artigue, 2000: 13). He and his
wife, Doris E. Fleischman, ran their own public relations firm and also published the
first public relations newsletter to improve practitioners’ knowledge of public
relations. Indeed, public relations is seen as an ‘ethical, professional and socially
responsible’ profession (Grunig & Hunt, 1984: 3). Nowadays, public relations is seen
as an ability to practise consultative services and strategic planning to achieve a

client’s goals (Cutlip et al., 2000; Matera & Artigue, 2000: 13).

Other revered public relations advocates were John W. Hill and Don Knowlton, who
developed Hill & Knowlton, Inc. in 1933. They advised major tobacco companies to
develop The Tobacco Industry Research Committee (TIRC) to improve and maintain
the image of the industry. As a result of their contribution to the PR field, Hill &
Knowlton has now become one of the major public relations firms in the world.
However, Cutlip et al. (2000) argue that the involvement of this firm in improving the

cigarette industry has jeopardised the image of the public relations profession.

Arthur W. Page, another great public relations pioneer, became the first corporate vice
president of the American Telephone and Telegraph Co. In addition, he edited the
renowned World Work Magazine, emphasising the importance of mutual
understanding between corporations and publics (Cutlip et al., 2000: 127). Using Page
as its inspiration, the Arthur W. Page Society was founded in 1983, and it has. now
become a professional organisation for corporate public relations leaders (Arthur W.

Page Society, 2003).
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During the period of World War II (1930 to 1945), America has learnt from ‘wartime
lesson’ and has faced drastic changes under the rule of Franklin D. Roosevelt.}
Roosevelt and his counsellor, Louis McHenry Howe, practised advanced public
relations in proposing and implementing the New Deal, which developed radical
reforms to boost the nation’s economy. Specifically, a major public relations tool,
advertising, played a vital role in supporting the New Deal. Then, during the post-war
era (1945-1965), in the wake of the wartime developments, the field of public
relations grew tremendously in line with the rapid development of the business and

economic environments (Cutlip et al., 2000: 129 & 132).

With the rapid growth of the nation’s economy, a number of professional associations,
such as the Public Relations Society of America (PRSA) and the International Public
Relations Association (IPRA), were set up to increase the professionalism of public
relations (Cutlip et al.,, 2000). The PRSA is now the world’s largest professional
organisation for PR practitioners. Founded in 1948, it has almost 20,000 members,
who represent large and medium corporations, professional services firms,

government, and non-profit organisations (Cutlip et al., 2000: 159; PRSA, 2003).

There are 200,000 PR practitioners who work in the United States to improve the PR
industry and excellent public relations research has been established by Grunig and
his research team over the last two decades (Sriramesh & Vercic, 2003: 323). Most
US PR practitioners have a college degree and work in the private and corporate
sectors. From a perspective of strategic management, Larissa A. Grunig, James E.
Grunig and David M. Dozier (2002) studied the perceptions of senior PR practitioners

and CEOs on the value of public relations by focusing on four models of public
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relations’: symmetrical and asymmetrical communication, dominant coalition (being
in alliance and working with senior board members), and the effect of ‘excellent’
public relations, especially with regard to job satisfaction and return on investment.
The study stressed that relationship management was the best solution to practice
‘excellent’ public relations. As a result of this study, it is claimed that a rigorous body
of PR knowledge has been developed (Grunig et al., 2002). However, it is arguable
that the symmetrical model is too idealistic, which is implicitly admitted in their
study. Their ‘excellent’ public relations research shows a lack of understanding about
real strategic management focusing on corporate governance and corporate advisory
roles; specifically, how public relations may contribute to the process of corporate
governance and corporate social responsibility, not merely becoming a member of a

dominant coalition and reporting directly to CEOs or senior directors.

Although the rapid development of public relations in terms of the increasing profile
of PR practitioners in the United States reflects its bright future, there is still a
noticeable distance between US practitioners and scholars with regard to the identity
of this profession. According to Sriramesh and Vercic (2003: 336), US scholars
believe that current public relations practice needs to be improved at the strategic and
managerial levels in organisations because US practitioners have employed an
asymmetrical model of public relations that is inherently based on persuasion or
manipulation rather than a symmetrical model focusing on relationship management.
US practitioners are more concerned with projecting their image by giving their

profession new titles such as ‘reputation management’, ‘corporate communications’,

! Grunig and Hunt (1984) initiated four models of public relations: press agentry, public information,
asymmetrical communication and symmetrical communication.
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‘marketing communications’, or ‘corporate affairs’ (Sriramesh & Vercic, 2003 : 343).
It is arguable that focusing on corporate communications, and especially reputation
management, which is more explicit, opens a new paradigm for public relations
beyond the four models of public relations. This focus could expand the strategic role
of public relations and, importantly, provides a major contribution to organisational

strategy development.

It seems that the history and development of US public relations, in practice, was
impeded through propaganda activities like supporting war, improving the image of
the tobacco industry, and encouraging political spin for the sake of the elite
community per se. It can readily be argued that since the early development of US
public relations, it has done nothing more than attain power, privilege and profit for
an individualistic society. Cutlip et al. (2000) argue that John W. Hill, a PR leader
who established the major PR firm, Hill & Knowlton, ruined his reputation by
supporting the development of the tobacco industry in the 1960s. Cutlip et al. (2000)
also question Hill’s moral role in improving public relations counselling for the
tobacco industry:
Though John Hill had long since passed from such earthly battles, the fact
remains that he was the guiding force in the formation of the Tobacco
Industry Research Committee and later the Tobacco Institute. Thus, Hill
must bear responsibility for that ‘brilliantly conceived and executed plan’

that served the selfish interests of the tobacco industry at the expense of
millions of Americans’ good health (Cutlip et al., 2000: 126).

If such criticisms continue to exist, public relations will never achieve proper
recognition from society at large. Public relations must become a ‘true’ profession.
Professional monopoly is important to control and regulate the market. For example,

the standardisation of PR professionalism might minimise corporate sins if only
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qualified practitioners who uphold highly professional ethics could practise public
relations. Thus, it is important to educate business leaders about managing their
corporate governance and corporate responsibility to reach their strategic
constituencies. Additionally, this approach also needs to be aligned with cultural
sensitivity to reach a more global society. Therefore, this study focuses on the
increased professionalism of public relations in a pluralistic society, and supports the
universal slogan ‘one profession and one voice’ coined by the Global Alliance for

Public Relations and Communication Management (Vallin, 2005).

The next section of this chapter describes the history and development of public
relations in Britain, and illustrates how public relations in the UK might affect the

development of public relations in Malaysia.

2.2 History and Development of Public Relations in Britain

The history of Britain’s public relations can be traced by focusing on the roles of
central and local government in informing and persuading their publics (L’Etang,
2004). For instance, in 1912, Lloyd George, then Chancellor of the Exchequer,
developed an academic management team which implemented the first old age
pension scheme. In addition, concerning the importance of public services, the
government also played a vital role in educating Britain’s people about health and
housing schemes in the 1920s by using public relations functions (Harrison, 1995;

Jefkins, 1994: 4).
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During World War I, public relations played an important role in creating British
propaganda by persuading the public to support the war effort. Importantly, using
propaganda and persuasion, the British government gained support from the US
president, Woodrow Wilson, who headed the US Creel Committee during the war. In
1924, Sir Stephen Tallents, who led the Empire Marketing Board, developed the
Government Public Relations Department to promote the products and services.
Tallents became the first President of the Institute of Public Relations (IPR) because
of his exceptional achievements in, and contribution to, the PR industry (Harrison,

1995; L’Etang, 2004: 35; Jefkins, 1994: 4).

Public relations was not only practised by the government to promote public services
to the public. A few corporate companies also ran their businesses by using public
relations techniques before the 1950s. However, not many PR departments were set
up in such commercial organisations. Frank Jefkins, an experienced author and
lecturer, wrote the first press release for a London store in 1938. He was later awarded
the Sir Stephen Tallent Medal by the Institute of Public Relations in recognition of his

clear contributions to the PR industry in the 1990s (Harrison, 1995; Jefkins, 1994).

During the post-war period, the rapid development of public relations in Britain was
initially marshalled by a number of former government information officers who then
developed their own businesses in the advertising and the public relations field. In
addition, the Central Office of Information, formerly known as the Ministry of
Information, developed the Government Information Service, which provided
government recruitment services specifically for prospective information and press

officers. Following the government’s efforts in improving their communication
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services, many public relations in-house units and firms were set up to improve and
seek to inculcate mutual understanding between the various organisations and their
publics (Harrison, 1995: 20). Given this, it is perhaps not surprising that public

relations is still largely seen as media relations or press relations.

Besides discussing the historical development of public relations, it is worth noting
the importance of the establishment of UK PR associations such as the Chartered
Institute of Public Relations in shaping professional development as well as

increasing the profile of PR practitioners in Britain.

The beginning of public relations as a profession in Britain was marked by the
foundation of the Institute of Public Relations (IPR) in 1948 (L’Etang, 2004). It has
now become Europe’s largest public relations professional organisation, with over
8000 members (CIPR, 2005a). The foundation of professional bodies such as the
CIPR carried with it responsibility for defining the highest standards of
professionalism with regard to continuous professional development and regulation
for both the public and private sectors. This association has substantially contributed
to the emergence of the PR industry, and the body has been officially recognised by
the British government: in February 2005, the association was awarded chartered
status by the Privy Council, and is thus now called the Chartered Institute of Public
Relations. This government recognition marked a highly important milestone in the
development of public relations in the United Kingdom (CIPR, 2005a; PR Week,

2005).
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At present, public relations plays a vital role in formulating strategy at top
management level in public and private organisations. For instance, PR professionals
are involved in making the highest management decisions when executive directors
formulate organisational policies that need to be delivered to their strategic publics

(Harrison, 1995).

Indeed, it has been said that the British PR profession is the largest in Europe, second
only to the US. The Centre for Economic and Business Research Ltd, London
(August, 2005), disclosed that there are about 47,800 PR professionals (in-house
public, in-house private and in-house specialist) working in public relations. Most of
them are in-house specialists (consultants and freelance). The PR profession has
contributed to economic activity, generating an annual turnover of £6.5 billion (CIPR,

2005b: 14).

The rise of public relations management has been improved by a group of UK PR
scholars®. Therefore, a substantial body of research has been established and
published in the major journals of public relations and communication management,
such as the Journal of Communication Management, Journal of Public Affairs,
Corporate Communications: An International Journal and Corporate Reputation

Review.

2 Phillip J. Kitchen (1993, 1997a, 1997b, [with Schultz] 2001, and [with Daly] Feb. 2002); Danny
Moss (1990, [with Green] 2001, [with DeSanto] 2002, and [with Vercic & Warnaby] 2003); Jon White
([with Dozier] 1992, [with Mazur] 1995, [with Vercic] 2001,2002 and [with Murray] 2004); Anne
Gregory (1996, 2000, 2002 and August 2003); Gary Warnaby ([with Moss] 1997, [with Medway] 2002
and co-author-2003); Jacque L’Etang ([with Pieczka] 1996, 1999,2002, 2003 and 2004); Kevin
Moloney (1997 and January 1999); Richard Varey (1997, [with White] 2000 and 2001); Joep
Cornelissen (2000, 2001, 2003, and 2004); Shirley Harrison (1995); Sandra Oliver ([with Riley] 1996,
and 2001); Dolphin R.R. (February 2002, August 2003, and co-author-January 2004); Gillian Hogg
([with Doolan] 1999); and Carmen Lages ([with Simkin] 2003 & [with Lages] 2005).
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Generally, the development process of public relations in many countries has been
improved, stretching from propaganda activities to strategic management, and from a
public-be-damned era in the 19" century with emphasis on press agentry and publicity
to a period when the emphasis has been on producing a knowledgeable and informed

society for the 21% century and beyond (Cutlip et al., 2000).

Although the purpose of the establishment of the PRSA in the US and the CIPR in
Britain was to attain professional status and thus ensure that public relations is seen as
a profession, it seems that the UK’s approach differs slightly from US public
relations. UK public relations scholars and practitioners are seemingly quick learners
compared to those in the US milieu. Public relations became a serious and respected
profession when the UK government’s Privy Council officially recognised it with a
Royal Charter. As a result, UK public relations education has been rigorously
established and PR has become acknowledged as a profession. Importantly, one
underlying reason why the CIPR was accorded this status is that in the UK, public
relations is recognised as a serious management discipline (see Warnaby and Moss, in
Kitchen 1997: 7), whilst in many developed countries (including the US) and most

developing countries, PR is still seen as a sub-discipline of mass communication.

Additionally, public relations curricula® in the United Kingdom are predominantly

housed in business schools’ whilst in America, public relations curricula are still

3 Public relations here is seen as a complex management discipline which includes corporate
communications, reputation management, public affairs, corporate identity and corporate image.

4 For example, City University Business School, London, Leeds Business School, Manchester
Metropolitan University, Aberdeen Business School and Strathclyde University.
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housed in schools of mass communication or journalism®. However, there are several
schools of thought that vigorously disagree about what constitutes public relations.
The dominant notion of public relations described by well-known US PR professor
James Grunig is symmetrical communication (Grunig & Hunt, 1984; Grunig, 1992 &
2000; Grunig et al.,, 2002; Grunig & Grunig, 2003), which can be seen as too
idealistic. Although Grunig and his research associates agree that public relations is a
management discipline, most of their research is still restricted to the spectrum of
media studies, especially the four models of public relations. Another school of
thought claims public relations to be ‘marketing public relations’, with an emphasis
on the relationships between public relations and marketing (Kotler & Mindak, 1978;
Kitchen, 1997a; Kitchen & Schultz, 2001). L’Etang (2004) argues that public
relations is seen as a promotional mix if public relations is a part of marketing.®
However, this viewpoint makes it more complicated for public relations to identify an

exclusive jurisdiction.

Indeed, it is argued that public relations is a complex strategic management discipline
which has separate functions from marketing in the organisational structure. Thus,
public relations ought to be housed in an exclusive school in order to expand the body
of PR knowledge and so fully understand real strategic management, and also to
educate business leaders on how important public relations is to their organisation
within a dominant coalition. At the corporate practice level, public relations is placed

at the top of the organisational structure. Supporting this placement, there are a

3 For example, University of Maryland, University of Georgia, University of Florida and San Diego
University.

¢ Originally, the idea of marketing public relations was coined by Kotler in 1978.
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number of organisations that have created the posts of ‘vice president’ and ‘general

manager’ for public relations.’

Nowadays, there are a few US business schools, such as the Tuck School of Business
at Dartmouth College (Cornelissen, 2004) and the Darden Graduate School of
Business Administration at the University of Virginia (Alsop 2004), which have come
to offer public relations or corporate communications with an emphasis on corporate
image and corporate identity. It is worth noting that this transition of public relations
from journalism to business schools has been caused by a number of factors. One of
the possible factors is that the changing business scenario within today’s corporations
requires PR practitioners to act as more than just press relations officers. Comnelissen
(2004), who emphasises the importance of public relations or corporate
communications as a serious management discipline, argues that:
In 1996, the Education and Training Committee of the Institute of Public
Relations in the UK struck a similar chord when it suggested that on the
whole it preferred to see corporate communications (public relations)
located in business and management curricula rather than in schools of
communications and journalism, from the perspective that the standing of
corporate communications needs to be protected and promoted as a
strategic and vigorous management discipline (Cornelissen, 2004: 20).
In addition, the findings from rigorous research on public relations practice by PR
scholars and practitioners suggest new functions for public relations education which
are closer to a business model. Predictably, focusing on cross-disciplinary research
from the various bodies of literature, such as in the field of mass communication,

social psychology, business management, sociology, philosophy and other social

science disciplines, may yield new thinking in the public relations discipline.

7 Normally, corporations see public relations as corporate affairs, corporate communications, public
affairs, and communications.
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However, in Asian countries, public relations is still housed in schools of media and
communication and consequently most Asian PR academics have focused their
studies within the spectrum of mass communication alone (see Adnan, 1987; Kaur,

1993; Khattab, 2000; Idid, in Sriramesh, 2004).

The future enhancement of public relations arguably depends on the development of
new theories of public relations and communications management and how these
theories make sense and reflect what has been practised in the real world. Notably,
professional associations like the Chartered Institute of Public Relations in the United
Kingdom may well play pivotal roles in improving the PR industry and making

significant contributions to the body of global PR knowledge.

The history and development of public relations in Britain has also been influenced by
US PR knowledge and this trend has occurred in most developed and developing
countries in this world. However, this pattern has been vigorously debated by many
PR scholars. Importantly, a number of European PR scholars such as L’Etang (2002;
2003) and van Ruler (2000) have attempted to propose new PR theories that are more
relevant to PR practice and its possible future developments. This study thus
investigates the different elements of PR professionalism which are perceived as
central to the extension of PR knowledge in Malaysia. The Malaysian PR industry

should learn from the past as its own indigenous theories of public relations develop.

In order to develop different perspectives on public relations, it is fruitful to trace the

history and development (and consider future directions) of public relations in

Malaysia. Understanding the Malaysian political, economic and social contexts is

33



important if we are to understand the centrality of the underlying concept of
multiculturalism to the development of relevant public relations theory and practice in

that country.

23 History and Development of Public Relations in Malaysia

In line with the history and development of public relations in the USA and Britain, a
similar pattern has evolved in Malaysia, perhaps principally due to the adoption of
Western theories and philosophies into the Malaysian PR curriculum that is being
developed in public universities. Almost certainly due to previous British
colonisation, Malaysian education continues largely to emulate the UK education
system (Theaker, 1997). Similarly, as in the USA and Britain, public relations is
tactically used by the Ministry of Information to propagate political campaigns to

influence public opinion in order to achieve political goals (Adnan, 1987).

Besides its role of promoting government policies, public relations has also
contributed to the success of the organisational performance of corporations in
improving their image and influencing their customers. Generally, public relations has
had profound effects in convincing central government leaders and key corporate
leaders to promote the political, economic and social development of this country
(Idid, in Sriramesh, 2004). However, according to Yeap (1994) and Abbas (1989), the
image of this profession has been jeopardised, as PR practitioners are viewed as

‘karaoke singers and social escorts’ (cited in Idid, 2004: 207).
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Prior to further discussing the development of public relations, it might be useful to
discuss the background of Malaysia, geographically and historically, to better aid a

fundamental understanding of public relations in Malaysia.

2.3.1 Background of Malaysia

Geographicaily, Malaysia is the world’s oldest rainforest country, covering a total
area of 329,750 square kilometres in South-eastern Asia, situated between the South
China Sea and Indonesia (The World Factbook,2002; Anuar, 2000: 183).
Specifically, Malaysia is divided into two large areas: Peninsular Malaysia, or West
Malaysia, and East Malaysia, comprising a federation of 13 states. West Malaysia
covers Johor, Kedah, Kelantan, Selangor, Negeri Sembilan, Pahang, Perak, Perlis,
Terengganu, Malacca, and Penang, whilst East Malaysia covers Sabah and Sarawak.
There are two federal territories: Kuala Lumpur, the capital of the country, and

Labuan.

Politically, Malaysia is a constitutional monarchy ruled by a head of state, the Yang
diPertuan Agong, who acts in accordance with government advice, all within the
practice of a parliamentary democracy. The Cabinet rules a federation of 13 states,

headed by the Prime Minister, who is responsible to the Parliament (Singh, 2001).

The population is approximately 25.99 million. Selangor, the country’s centre of
political, economic and social development, has the highest population growth at
6.1% (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2005). According to the 2000 Census,

Malaysia is multi-ethnic and multi-religious, with three main ethnic groups:
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Bumiputera, including Malays and other indigenous people (65.1%), Chinese (about
26%) and Indian (7.7%). The four main religions are Islam (60.4%), Buddhism
(19.2%), Christianity (9.1%) and Hinduism (6.3%); Confucianism/Taoism/other
traditional Chinese religions constitute 2.6% (Department of Statistics Malaysia,

2003).

Islam, the official religion of the countfy, is widely embraced and practised by the
Bumiputera (Malays and other indigenous communities). Additionally, there are also
a small number of Indian-Muslim and Chinese-Muslim communities living in
Malaysia. Christianity is widely practised by some Chinese and Indians, especially in
urban areas, and there is also a small number of Malay-Christians among indigenous
groups living in Sabah and Sarawak, North Borneo (Netto, 2002a: 179). Importantly,
the Federal Constitution specifically allows for freedom of religious belief, and the
government has allocated funds to provide for places of religious worship such as
mosques, churches, Chinese temples, and Indian temples (Malaysian Ministry Of

Culture, Arts and Tourism, 2005).

Another important factor is that the Malay language, widely used for government
affairs, is the prime national and official language of the country. However, English is
widely used in the private sector, including in private schools and the higher learning
institutions, as well as in corporations with dealings in international affairs and in
multi-ethnic communities, particularly in urban areas. Prior to discussing
multiculturalism in Malaysia, it might useful to describe Malaysia’s economic

background.
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2.3.2 Business and Economic Backgrounds of Malaysia

From 1990 to 1997, Malaysia had strong economic growth, with the Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) growing by 8.7% annually (Icon Group International, 2000: 127).
During the 1990s, the primary investment was in the manufacturing industry. Low
inflation rates, steady increments in per capita income and low poverty rates were key
factors that contributed to the socio-economic growth. However, owing to the Asian
financial crisis of 1997-1998, Malaysia’s GDP in 1997 fell to only about 6% (Icon
Group International, 2000: 128). There were then sharp increases in unemployment
and currency depreciation, and a slow GDP growth during the economic recession. In
July 1998, the government launched the National Economic Recovery Policy in an
effort to improve and strengthen the Malaysian economy. This policy was introduced
with a stringent regulatory system, intended to control Malaysian currency by
imposing a fixed exchange rate between the Malaysian Ringgit and the US dollar
(RM3.8/US$1) in September 1998 (EIA, 2005; International Labour Organisation,
2005). The Malaysian economic recovery was also driven by a number of significant
factors such as an increase in sales and marketing in corporate sectors, a growth in
consumer credit and mortéage approvals, and a sharp increase in the indexes of the
Kuala Lumpur Stock Exchange. There was a major restructuring of the financial and
banking sectors in 2000 to boost the Malaysian economy. Furthermore, in 2001, the
government encouraged more spending in its budget, causing a reduction in the

government budget deficit from 2003 to 2004 (EIA, 2005; International Labour

Organisation, 2005).
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With a significant effort, Malaysia ultimately achieved strong economic growth and a
sharp increase in GDP of 7.1% in 2004 compared to 5.3% in 2003. Currently,
Malaysia is experiencing steady economic growth with a rapid expansion in exports
and robust competition in corporate sectors such as consumer products,
telecommunications, banking, manufacturing, health, and suchlike (EIA, 2005;
International Labour Organisation, 2005). This economic growth could both directly

and indirectly affect the development of the public relations industry.

2.3.3 Cultural Diversity and Multiculturalism in Malaysia

Malaysia’s socio-economic background is crucial to an understanding of the country’s
rich multiculturalism, for cultural diversity is an essential element in discussing how
Malaysians - who are multilingual, multi-ethnic and multi-religious - live in peace and
harmony. Indeed, Malaysia is ‘one of the most culturally and economically diverse
regions of the world’ (Fisher, 1996: 1). The mastering of the dominant languages such
as English and Malay as mediums of communication is also central to this diversity

and is crucial in today’s competitive business environment.

As indicated, Malaysia is proclaimed as an Islamic country (Netto, 2002a), but is
unique in terms of certain characteristics when compared to other countries in the
world owing to its vigorous and diverse political, economic and social development
(Bhuiyan, 1997; Chen et al., 2004). However, it is not sufficient to- identify the
importance of cultural diversity without relating it to religion, race and language.
According to the Department of Statistics, Malaysia, (2003) there is a high correlation

between religion and ethnicity.
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2.3.4 Multicultural Public Relations

In a multicultural country like Malaysia, PR practitioners are clearly aware of the
importance of ‘diversity’, ‘cultural values’, and ‘nationality’ repertoires in their daily
practice. Generally, in a PR department, there are three main races - Malays, Chinese
and Indians - working together to fulfil their multicultural audiences’ needs (Idid, in
Sriramesh, 2004: 230). Syed Arabi Idid (in Sriramesh, 2004: 230) also notes that most
of their activities are aligned with their local norms, especially religious traditions
such as ‘Eid al Fitr’, ‘Eid al Adha’, ‘Chinese New Year’, ‘Chap Gog Mei’, ‘Diwali’,
‘Thaipusam’, and Christmas. However, Synnott (2001, cited in Sriramesh, 2004: 229)
observes that there are significant differences between these three main races in
practising public relations in the context of their cultural values, for different races
have distinct cultures (Moses, 2002). Indeed, it is common to hear that employers
provide a religious room, such as the ‘surau’, in their workplace where Muslim
employees can pray. Also reflecting this accommodation, vegetarian food is often
served for those from the Indian community. In Malaysia, business and religion are
impossible to separate. For example, activities such as the sale of alcohol, gambling,
and the sale of ‘non-Halal’® foods are illegal for the Muslim community, but non-
Muslims may freely practise these activities since they may have different rules in
their own cultures. Generally, though, all main races understand their cultural

differences in their workplace (Idid, in Sriramesh, 2004: 230).

¥ Halal is an Arabic word which means permitted and lawful (Hawkins, 1997). Halal means that the
food must be free from pork and alcohol. Meat must be slaughtered in the manner prescribed by the
shari’a (Irfan, 2002).
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Mastering multiple languages is one of the most important issues in nurturing
Malaysian public relations practitioners. English is seen as the language of global
commerce in Malaysia, while Bahasa Malaysia is the nation’s official and national
language. Kameda (2005: 168) stresses the importance of English as the agent of
globalisation for Japanese corporations facing international business communication.
Thus, practising global (international) public relations requires public relations
practitioners to master multiple languages, especially English, in order to widen their

knowledge about global issues.

Although Malay is the national language, English proficiency for university graduates
is also considered essential. An enormous number of local graduates have failed to
perform to employers’ expectations, particularly in the private sector. Almost all
organisations in the private sector use English as their principal language of
administration (as discussed above), so to enable more Malaysians to become more
proficient in English, the government has imposed new educational policies. For
instance, the government announced a new policy requiring that two core subjects,
mathematics and science, need to be taught in English rather than in the Malay
language at secondary school level in order to improve students’ performance
(Mohamed, 2003: 1; The Star, 2003). It is hoped this will mean that students will
perform better when they further their studies at higher learning institutions. In
addition, the National Cultural Policy has proposed English as the medium of
communication at public schools with the aim of integrating civil society and
preparing students to face the challenges of globalisation (Khattab, 2004: 176). This

policy also reflects the heightened awareness of the government in relation to national
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aspirations and Wawasan 2020° - Vision 2020 - (see Chen et al., 2004), particularly in
the wake of the information technology era. Wawasan 2020 is the ultimate goal of
Malaysia to be a fully developed country. This goal can also be achieved by
developing the planning and implementation of national information communication
technology policies. In all these contexts, Malaysians are strongly encouraged to be
bilingual or multilingual, rather than monolingual, in order to enhance national

development and cultural diversity in this country.

Keeping cultural diversity and multiculturalism in mind, managing the role of the
media is one of the core functions of public relations and, to this day, media relations
remain a central concern among PR practitioners to achieve organisational objectives
and goals. Thus, it is worth providing an overview here of the media in Asia and a
profile of the Malaysian media in particular in order to better understand how PR
practitioners deal with the function of media relations in reaching their target
audiences. Sriramesh (2003: 17) has argued that there is a significant relationship
between public relations and journalism in disseminating information through the

mass media to the society at large (also see Cutlip et al., 2000).

2.3.5 Media in Asia

The role of the media is very important in shaping the lives of people in urban and

rural areas. Chia (1994) argues that, by the early 1990s, there were several crucial

® ‘Malaysia should not be developed only in the economic sense. It must be a nation that is fully
developed along all the dimensions: economically, politically, socially, spiritually, psychologically and
culturally. We must be fully developed in terms of national unity and social cohesion, in terms of our
economy, in terms of social justice, political stability, system of government, quality of life, social and
spiritual values, national pride and confidence’ (A speech of a former Prime Minister of Malaysia, Dr
Mahathir Mohamad, at Malaysian Business Council) (Mohamad, 2005).
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social issues such as poverty, limited access to telephones, and a lack of knowledge of
the ‘global’ language, English. This situation has hampered most Asians, particularly
people in rural areas: those who live in rural areas prefer local media programmes,
whilst urban people enjoy imported products. Indeed, media content must be
considered the cultural, economic and political values of Asian countries.
Furthermore, the media is an essential tool for organisations in that it can offer much
useful information instantly and accurately (Chia, 1994). Therefore, the media is often
seen as the key to educating and entertaining Asian societies; however, this is not
unproblematic, since many (particularly in Malaysia and Indonesia with their
predominant Islamic populations) are very sensitive about several issues concerning
aspects of cultural diversity, notably racial and religious divisions. These factors
become important when there are substantial differences in content between Western

and Eastern media programmes.

Today, the role of the mass media has become prominent not only in disseminating
public and private organisations’ information but also in increasing the degree of
literacy among Asian people. The role of the media helps us to understand how public
relations may support organisations to build economic transition in developing
countries because it is a powerful tool to shape public opinion (Sriramesh, 2003). This
development is largely dependent on the magnitude of mass media infrastructure

acquired by particular countries.

Furthermore, the mass media of printing, broadcasting and multimedia services in

Malaysia have undergone tremendous growth and concomitantly have increasingly

become the centralised means of communication and sources of information. Indeed,
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using these media helps Malaysian society to be kept informed by watching foreign

and local education and entertainment programmes (Badarudin, 1998: 20).

"~ 2.3.6 Profile of the Malaysian Media

Like many European countries, the Malaysian media can be divided into two sections:
print and broadcast. Both play significant roles in shaping public interest as well as

national development in this country.

Print Media

There are four major publishers that produce and print newspapers and magazines in
the Malay language and English: the News Straits Times Group, the Utusan Melayu
Group, Star Publications and the Karangkraft Group. In practice, all print media

follow strict guidelines set by the Ministry of Information (Kaur, 1993).

The Utusan Melayu Group publishes the two dailies Utusan Malaysia and Utusan
Melayu. Mingguan Malaysia is published as the Sunday edition. This group, the
oldest publisher, also publishes magazines such as Utusan Kiblat, Utusan Pelajar,
Mastika and Wanita, a women’s magazine (Kaur, 1993: 82). All publications are

produced in the Malay language.

The New Straits Times Group publishes two types of publications: newspapers and

magazines. The daily newspapers include The New Straits Times, The Malay Mail,

Berita Harian (in Malay), Business Times, and Shin Min Daily News (in Chinese) and
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three Sunday papers - The New Sunday Times, Sunday Mail and Berita Minggu (in
Malay). This media organisation also publishes magazines such as Her World, The
Malaysian Business, Malaysian Digest, Her World Cook Book, Her World Annual,
Home Scene, Information Malaysia and Jelita (in Malay) (ibid). Most of them, as

suggested by their titles, are produced in English.

The Star Publications Group publishes The Star (a daily), the Sunday Star, and the

magazines Shanghai (in Chinese) and Kuntum (in Malay) (Kaur, 1993).

Another publisher is the Karangkraft Group, which publishes the following
magazines: Bintang Kecil, Arena, Bolasepak, Fokus SPM, Geli Hati, Remaja, Media
Hiburan Ria, Stadium and Telatah Olok-Olok, and a bi-weekly newspaper, Watan

(Kaur, 1993). All publications are in Malay.

Broadcast Media

The implementation of a privatisation policy has had a significant impact on broadcast
media in Malaysia, which has encouraged stiff competition among public and private
broadcast stations to improve the media and broadcasting industry (Kaur, 1998: 199).
There are four major television stations operating in the country: TV1, TV2, TV3 and
NTV7. Of these, TV1 and TV2, which are directly controlled by the Ministry of
Information, play a vital role in influencing public opinion for national development
(Badarudin, 1998). TV3, a private and commercial television station, is aimed at
propagating the government agenda for the purpose of unity among multi-ethnic and

multi-religious groupings in this country. Another private and commercial television
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station is NTV7, which exclusively operates in major urban areas, particularly in the

K