
 

Barriers and Opportunities for Application 

of Public Relations Research 

 

Haakon Stensrud 

 

 

 

Master’s thesis in Nordic Media 

Department of Media and Communication 

 

UNIVERSITY OF OSLO 

 

May 30th 2017 



 2 

  



 3 

Barriers and Opportunities for Application of 

Public Relations Research 

 

 

 

 

A study examining the various barriers and opportunities facing public relations scholars who 

aim to have their research applied by public relations practitioners. 

  



 4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© Haakon Stensrud 

2017 

Barriers and Opportunities for Application of Public Relations Research 

http://www.duo.uio.no/ 

Print: Reprosentralen, University of Oslo. 



 5 

Abstract 

This master’s thesis examines the various barriers and opportunities facing public 

relations scholars who aim to have their research applied by public relations practitioners. 

Public relations research has grown into a relatively large field with several academic journals 

and a body of knowledge that has increased accordingly. There are also several institutions at 

a higher educational level that offers study programmes where at least part of the curriculum 

is based off research and theory within the field of public relations. Still, there is a certain 

paradox at play: While it is often suggested that public relations has a sizable economic, 

political and cultural influence little systematic knowledge has been produced in regards to 

what influence research on public relations has. The hallmark of applied research on public 

relations would very well be adaptation by practitioners, yet anecdotal evidence suggests that 

practitioners mostly trade on practical experience, and give less attention to tools and theories 

from academia. In order to further illuminate this phenomenon, empirical data was collected 

through qualitative interviews with active practitioners who have completed formal education 

in PR and Communication, as well as a literature review of previous research of the topic. 

 

The findings indicate that the main barriers for application of PR research is a lack of 

awareness about the topic among practitioners as well as a perception that PR research is 

inaccessible and not performed with the operational interests of practitioners in mind, thus 

creating the impression that it adds limited value for them in their daily activities. The main 

opportunities for the potential application of PR research is that research-based theories have 

a high professional standing and is considered to be credible by practitioners. In addition, 

most practitioners are welcome to closer collaboration with scholars, and envisage that such a 

collaboration could ultimately make it more likely for them to adapt PR research for practical 

use. 
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1. Introduction and background 

 

Research question: 

What are the barriers and opportunities facing PR scholars who aim to have 

their research applied by public relations practitioners? 

 

Public relations research has grown into a relatively large field with several academic 

journals and a body of knowledge that has increased accordingly. There are also several 

institutions at a higher educational level that offers study programmes where at least part of 

the curriculum is based off research and theory within the field of public relations. Still, there 

is a certain paradox at play: While it is often suggested that public relations has a sizable 

economic, political and cultural influence (Heath, 2010), (Ihlen, van Ruler, & Fredriksson, 

2009), little systematic knowledge has been produced in regards to what influence research 

on public relations has. 

 

The hallmark of applied research on public relations would very well be adaptation by 

practitioners and some evidence do suggest that the theories of the field are applied, at least 

by those with an education in public relations (Toth, 2007). The 2011 European 

Communication Monitor also indicates that practitioners use scientific literature and research 

to help to prepare decisions. Still, findings from the same survey shows that the practitioners 

were more likely to rely on “best practices” used by similar organizations (Zerfass, Vercic, 

Verhoeven, Angeles, & Tench, 2012). 

 

Some even suggest that there is a disconnect between academia and public relations 

practice(Sriramesh & Vercic, 2009). Anecdotal evidence indicates that many practitioners are 

mainly trading on their own practical and operational experience, networks and common 

sense analysis. Several of the more sophisticated tools and theories stemming from PR 

academia seem to receive little attention. 

 

In order to further illuminate this phenomenon and identify potential barriers and 

opportunities for the application of PR research, empirical data was collected through 

qualitative interviews with active practitioners who have completed formal education in PR 

and Communication, as well as interviews with study programme managers at various 
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different institutions that offer courses in Public Relations and Communications. Additional 

data was collected through a literature review of previous research of the topic 

 

The theme of this master’s thesis draws inspiration from a now discontinued research 

project initiated by the European Public Relations Education and Research Association 

(EUPRERA) in 2013 named “What is it Good For? Barriers and Challenges for Application 

of Public Relations Research”. The project was initially led by Prof. Dr. Øyvind Ihlen at the 

University of Oslo (EUPRERA, 2015), but was unfortunately eventually cancelled. The 

original project intended to perform qualitative interviews with practitioners in various 

European countries in order to gain insight into why PR research is seldom applied. 

 

Although this master’s thesis finds plenty of inspiration in EUPRERA’s project, it has 

a slightly different approach by also looking into what opportunities PR scholars potentially 

could use in order to make their research attractive for practitioners to apply it in their day-

today work. 

 

1.1 Thesis structure 

The thesis begins by introducing the field of public relations, its general history 

abroad, in Norway and in academia as well as its definition and establishment as a profession. 

The following part is then dedicated to introducing some of the most prominent PR theories 

of the field today. A literature review of the somewhat scarce previous research regarding 

application of PR research is then introduced. Organized data collected from the interviews 

including commentary and analysis follows the chapter regarding the methodology of the 

thesis. In the end, a summary of identified barriers and opportunities for application of PR 

research are presented before the concluding remarks of the thesis.  
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2. Public Relations Background 

2.1 Public Relations History 

Public Relations (PR) as we know it today as a field and profession is most often 

credited to have had its start in the early 20th century with the establishment of the publicity 

agency “Publicity Bureau” in Boston in 1900 as an important, but somewhat arbitrary 

milestone (S. Cutlip, 1994). However, a plethora of earlier historic events have influenced the 

field, and some have even been defined as PR retrospectively (although decisions to do so 

have been met with some criticism) (S. Cutlip, 1995) 

 Edward Bernays, a pioneer of the field in the early 20th century held that: “The three 

main elements of public relations are practically as old as society: informing people, 

persuading people, or integrating people with people." (Bernays, 1923/1961) 

 Many of the aspects that comprise modern PR have been important for human beings 

since ancient times. An example of this could be the following section in the Old Norse 

poems from the Viking age found in the Hávamál: 

 

‘Cattle die, kinsmen die, I myself shall die, but there is one thing I know never dies: 

the reputation we leave behind at our death.’ 

(Crossley-Holland, 1996) 

 

The matter of reputation was held in very high regard by the Nordic population during the 

Viking age. The courts of the various Scandinavian and Icelandic leaders of this time had 

poets – skálds – in their employment whose primary function was to compose favorable 

speeches and verses both about the leaders themselves and their exploits. The purpose of 

which was to further their reputation among the public and to ensure their memory. (Crossley-

Holland, 1996) 

 Ancient Greek philosophers such as Plato, Aristotle and Isocrates are often credited 

with creating early theories regarding the art of persuasion and rhetoric, which are important 

aspects of PR today. Ancient Greece also trained rhetoricians for hire called “sophists”, who 

made a living off their skills of persuasion. The practice was considered controversial even in 

its contemporary time and the sophists were criticized, perhaps most notably Plato, who felt 

they were dishonest and often hired to mislead the public. Other sources hold that they were 

mostly an ethical lot, who followed the principles of persuasive communication. This ethical 

debate about persuasion still persists today (Crable & Vibbert, 1986). 
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 Following its ancient origins, techniques that are still relevant to the field of PR today 

were employed by many throughout history. Notably, New World explorers like Magellan 

and Columbus would exaggerate claims of grandeur to Europe in order to entice potential 

settlers to travel there (Smith, 2004). More systematic attempts to sway public opinion were 

attempted as newspapers are pamphlets became more commonplace, but these attempts were 

often spontaneous and decentralized (Olasky, 1987). In the 1800’s, now-standard practices of 

media relations such as press releases and press conferences became more commonplace. 

Krupp, a German armaments and steel company, established the first corporate press 

department in 1870. The department wrote brochures, articles and other communications to 

improve the company’s image (Van Ruler & Verčič, 2004). However, public relations as we 

consider it today did not emerge as a professional field until the early 1900’s, and has to be 

seen in conjunction with the introduction and development of liberal and democratic 

institutions in the U.S. specifically, and other Western countries generally (Brønn, Bang, & 

Bonvik, 2015). 

 Publicity expert Ivy Lee is widely credited to have founded modern PR with the 

aforementioned “Publicity Bureau” in 1900. In 1906, he also published a “Declaration of 

Principles”, establishing that work with public relations should be open, accurate and concern 

topics of public interest (Diggs-Brown, 2011). Some PR scholars identify Lee’s principles to 

mark a beginning for the field of PR to have a stronger emphasis on informing and not 

misleading the public, and as such Lee was influential in establishing PR as a professional 

practice (Goldman, 1948). That said, he was criticized for not always following his own 

principles. His involvement with improving the image of big corporate interests such as 

railway companies and the Rockefeller family were sometimes characterized by blatant 

misinformation and this earned him scorn from the contemporary press, who labelled him a 

“poisoner of public opinion” (Diggs-Brown, 2011). 

 The advent of World War 1 saw the first large scale and organized propaganda 

campaigns (Haste, 1977). The German Empire created an Information Bureau to spread books 

and pamphlets in order to justify the war, and in response the British established “Wellington 

House” - a war propaganda agency - in 1914. Soon, all major powers in the war established 

their own agencies. The war propaganda eschewed factual argumentation in favour of 

emotional appeals, thus also changing the then-evolving field of PR (Ewen, 2008). 

 However, propaganda - a term originally associated with Christian missionaries - did 

not receive most of its negative connotations before the second World War. Adolf Hitler, 

believing Germany’s loss in World War 1 was due in part to the Allied powers superior 
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propaganda effort, established “the Ministry of Public Enlightenment and Propaganda” 

shortly after seizing power in 1933. The National Socialist German Workers' Party took 

control over all of Germany’s media institutions as well as establishing new ones solely to 

support the new regime. The ministry’s propaganda, led by Joseph Goebbels, was crucial for 

the Nazi’s in order to maintain power and to spread their political ideology (Welch, 1993). 

Widespread use of broadcast media and a rapid development of propaganda techniques 

specifically designed and refined to influence “the masses” were deployed by all major 

powers throughout the war, but by the end of the war the term “propaganda” was 

inexplicably linked to the atrocities committed by the Nazi regime (Zeman, 1978). 

 After the end of the war, the number of media outlets increased. In the West, PR talent 

from wartime propaganda agencies entered the private sector. Public relations practice 

became an increasingly widespread tool to reach corporate and political objectives (Lattimore, 

Baskin, Heiman, Toth, & Van Leuven, 2014). As more professional PR firms were 

established in the post-war period, there was also a need for trade associations for the field, 

and in 1947 the Public Relations Association of America (PRSA) was established. The same 

practice was constituted in several other western countries, and in 1955 the International 

Public Relations Association (IPRA) was established (R. L Heath, 2006). During the same 

period, PR firms such as Burson-Marsteller and Edelman also started to expand their 

operations internationally (K. Sriramesh & Vercic, 2009). 

 Throughout its history, the field of Public Relations has been in continuous change. As 

media technology has changed, so has the various ways of working with PR changed as well. 

As new media that enabled audiences to communicate more easily with each other such as 

digital and social media emerged in the late 90’s, PR work shifted from primarily a 

monologue to two-way conversational dialogue (Elliot, 2011). Today, the field of PR is 

constantly evolving. 

 

2.2 Public Relations in Norway 

Public Relations in Norway is greatly influenced by American traditions in the field after 

World War 2. In fact, the influence was so obvious that the first book written in Norwegian 

about the profession carried the title “Public Relations in the USA” (“Public Relations I 

USA”) written by Nils M. Apeland in 1960. The book was a summary of Apeland’s visits to 

leading American PR professionals, and how they went about their work (Brønn et al., 2015). 
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 The American influence was also true for the organization of practitioners in Norway. 

A forerunner for Norwegian trade association for practitioners was established in 1949, and 

named “The Norwegian Public Relations Club” (“Den Norske Public Relations Klubb”). The 

first constituted leader of the club – Hans Olav - had a background working with Norwegian 

wartime propaganda in exile in the U.S. during World War 2 and as such the club also 

followed how the profession developed in the States (Brønn et al., 2015). 

 The club was at first quite small, closed and exclusive, consisting of the elite 

leadership in Norwegian government at the time and characterized by a broad consensus in 

matters of State. It wasn’t until eight years later, in 1957, when the organization opened up for 

representatives from private firms to become members, that it in practice became more than 

simply a social club for the government elite (Horsle, 2009). 

 The club changed name several times, and throughout the post-war period a separate 

organization for practitioners in the public sector was established, The Forum for Public 

Information (“Forum for offentlig informasjon”). The two organizations existed alongside 

eachother for years, and most Norwegian practitioners had membership in both organizations. 

This was inefficient, and in 2000 it was decided that it would be more beneficial to merge the 

two institutions, thus the The Norwegian Communication Association 

(“Kommunikasjonsforeningen”) of today was established (Brønn et al., 2015).   

As of 2016, the association counts a membership of 4000 Norwegian PR-practitioners 

and professionals in both the public and private sector. The association’s primary goal is to 

establish communication as an academic discipline, promote communication as a specialist 

profession and generate high-quality courses and postgraduate programs 

(Kommunikasjonsforeningen, 2013). 

 

2.3 PR and academia 

Public Relations as an academic discipline is a multi-disciplinary field, drawing influence 

from among others Media Studies, Sociology, Political Science, Psychology, Marketing, 

Rhetoric and Organization and- Management Studies (Ihlen & Robstad, 2004). 

 Austrian-American Edward Bernays was a pioneer in the field of PR, and is 

considered to be its first theorist, often referred to as “the father of public relations”. He 

taught the first college course on the matter for New York University in 1923, and in 1930 he 

was also instrumental in establishing a vocational course in PR in the 1930’s (Crable & 

Vibbert, 1986). His several books on the subject, among them “Crystallizing Public Opinion” 
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(Bernays, 1923/1961)and “The Engineering of Consent” (Bernays, 1955) laid the foundation 

of the discipline as we know it today. Bernays had close family-ties to Sigmund Freud, the 

founder of psychoanalysis, and the influences from psychology is clearly apparent in 

Bernay’s writings about PR. In many ways, Bernays regarded Public Relations as a tool to 

influence the “mass psychology” of the public. In his own words, Bernays saw PR as: 

 

“[…] an applied social science that uses insights from psychology, sociology, and 

other disciplines to scientifically manage and manipulate the thinking and behavior of 

an irrational and "herdlike" public” (Rampton & Stauber, 2002). 

 

 Edward Bernays and the previously mentioned Ivy lee were instrumental in elevating 

the image of Public Relations from “from the art of the snake oil salesman to the calling for a 

true communicator”, although admittedly both of them later worked for clients with 

questionable motives during their professional career thus actively tarnishing the reputation 

they themselves had helped build (Ruth, 2002). 

 Walter Lippmann - although primarily a media studies theorist and a journalist - also 

somewhat inadvertently contributed to the field of public relations. Lippmann introduced, 

among other things, the term “stereotype” and in his influential book Public Opinion he 

coined the term “manufacture of consent” (Diggs-Brown, 2011).  

 Despite these early attempts at establishing PR as its own academic discipline, the 

field remained a mostly vocational and practical field throughout most of the 20th century. It 

wasn’t until the mid-1980’s that the field truly evolved from consisting of “press agents” or 

“publicists” to a manner of theory and practice built on ethical principles (K. Sriramesh & 

Vercic, 2009). 

 Immensely influential for this change is the PR-professor James E. Grunig at the 

University of Wisconsin. In 1984 he published the book Managing Public Relations together 

with co-author Todd Hunt (J.E. Grunig & Hunt, 1984). This book introduced several concepts 

that are still central to PR theory today, including the four models of PR and approaching 

public relations through systems theory. Furthermore, Grunig led the extensive Excellence-

study, establishing a set of normative standards for public relations as a management function 

and emphasizing two-way symmetrical communication as an ideal. Together with his wife, 

Larissa A. Grunig, he has contributed significantly to the academic field of PR (Hon, 2007b). 
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3. Definitions of Public Relations 

 

PR is perhaps one of the fields that is most often misapprehended, even by its very 

own practitioners and scholars. Practitioners often find themselves having a hard time giving 

a clear explanation of what their field entails, and the diffuse and sometimes abstract 

definitions proposed by the scholars and researchers of the field rarely helps in alleviating this 

situation. 

 In fact, when Ivy Lee – an early pioneer of modern PR in the beginning of the 20th 

century - was asked to describe his particular role in a hearing with the United Transit 

Commission, he said: ”I have never been able to find a satisfactory phrase to describe what I 

do” (Goldman, 1948).  

As such, few topics within the field of PR has received more attention than the 

discussion about how to properly define the term “public relations”. The first attempt at 

creating a definition was made in 1923 by Edward Bernays – a man often, but also 

controversially referred to as the founder of modern PR. In his book “Crystallizing Public 

Opinion”, Bernays referred to the PR practitioner as a “counsel of public relations […] who 

directs and supervises the activities of his clients wherever they impinge upon the life of the 

public. He interprets the client to the public, which he is enabled to do in part because he 

interprets the public to the client. His advice is given on all occasions on which his client 

appears before the public whether it be in concrete form or as an idea.” (Bernays, 1923/1961) 

In the preface of a new edition of the book published in 1961, Bernays changed and 

fleshed out the definition of public relations in the following way: 

 

“[…] Good public relations depend on action which results in social behavior 

by business and other activities and thus the establishment of a cooperative 

relationship with the public. The counsel advises on, and to some extent directs and 

supervises activities which affect the public. He interprets the client to the public and 

the public to the client. Simply stated, his function is to bring about adjustment and 

understanding between enterprises and the people whom they are dependent. He gives 

advice on the formulation of attitudes and actions which will win public favor and 

procedures by which they may be brought to public attention. The profession of public 

relations establishes a common meeting ground for an entity (whether a business, an 

individual, a government body or a social service organization) and society. Properly 
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practiced, its methods are based on the realization that the public and private interests 

coincide.” 

Here the PR practitioner is still a counsel, however having a relationship with the 

public is introduced, and furthermore that the PR practitioner’s methods should be based on 

the realization that public and private interests coincide. The practitioner should still also try 

to gain public favor for his or her clients. 

As the field of public relations developed, other shorter, more concise definitions of 

PR have been introduced. The following definition is often referred to in public relations 

literature: 

 

“The management function that establishes and maintains mutually beneficial 

relationships between an organization and the publics on whom its success or failure 

depends.” (S. M. Cutlip, Center, & Broom, 2000) 

 

Vital here is the fact that public relations now is considered a management function, 

and mutually beneficial relationships are emphasized.  

Another well-renowned definition of the field was introduced by The Public Relations 

Society of America (PRSA) in 2012. In an effort to modernize their definition from 1983 

(“"Public relations helps an organization and its publics adapt mutually to each other.”), The 

PRSA initiated a crowdsourcing campaign and an international public vote that produced the 

following definition: 

 

“Public relations is a strategic communication process that builds mutually beneficial 

relationships between organizations and their publics.” (Public Relations Society of 

America, 2016) 

 

Although a valiant and well-organized effort on behalf of the PRSA designed to create a 

definition that could be broadly agreed upon, it did receive its fair share of criticism and the 

instead of ending the debate about a definition for PR, it contributed to its intensification. As 

such, the search for a “satisfactory phrase” to describe the field of Public Relations continues. 

That said, most – if not all – definitions that have been made have at least one common 

denominator: PR is at its most fundamental level about building and maintaining relationships 

with the public.  



 18 

4. The Public Relations Profession 

 

Defining and interpreting the word profession can be confusing because it does not explicitly 

identify a group that is immediately recognizable by all. Even though there are few doubts 

about traditional professions like those in law or medicine, questions arise when trying to 

define what is a profession within other fields (Wright & Turk, 2007, p. 571). At a very basic 

level, some view profession as a synonym for occupation and will simply consider themselves 

a professional because they get paid for what they do.  

Others make a distinction between a profession and an occupation where a profession 

will require a specific knowledge and education, while an occupation does not. Many 

occupational groups strive to be recognized as professionals, and as such we can assume that 

in society’s eyes there is some kind of difference between the two. 

According to Hughes (1965) the very essence of the professional idea is that a 

professional simply claim to know the nature of certain matters better than others. 

The public relations theorist James E. Grunig defines professions the following way: 

 

”Professions are based on core values and a body of knowledge that provides expertise 

on how to implement those values.” (James E. Grunig, 2000, p. 3) 

 

The basic idea of professionalism began in the 5th century B.C. when the Hippocratic oath of 

medical ethics was developed (James E. Grunig, 2000, p. 5). Moving forward to the end of 

the 19th century only the fields of medicine law and religion was discussed as professions.  

Today, however, the concept of a “profession” has been extended. In Norway, certain 

professions are even protected by law, and are referred to ”protected titles”. A sample of these 

protected titles are medical doctors, dieticians, civil engineers and civil economists ("Forskrift 

om grader og beskyttede titler," 2005). These protected titles are granted on the basis of 

diplomas from institutions of higher education in Norway. 

In the United States, the U.S. Census Bureau acknowledges among other occupations 

accountants, architects, artists, computer scientists, dentists, engineers, journalists, librarians, 

social workers and teachers as professions, although not in the same strict sense as the 

protected titles in Norway. 

However, most of these professionalized occupations – protected or not - enjoy public 

respect. This respect is usually strong enough that professionals within these occupations 
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enjoy enough autonomy to practice their profession with little interference from executives, 

clients or actors who otherwise employ them. It is assumed that they have a certain level of 

training and subsequently that they know their trade better than a common layperson would. 

Public relations must achieve an equivalent professional status before its social role 

will be broadly accepted as valuable to society and clients will readily accept the advice of 

public relations counselors, 

There is presumably still a long way to go before being a Public Relations professional 

will achieve the same professional status as that of medical doctor or lawyer (Ihlen & 

Robstad, 2004, p. 12), and there are many challenges ahead the Public Relations profession if 

that is to be the goal. 

One of these challenges are the unfortunate traditional image that public relations 

professionals  are “hidden persuader” working for the rich and powerful to deceive and take 

advantage of the less powerful (James E. Grunig, 2000, p. 3). 

Some practitioners and critical scholars certainly might also identify their role in this 

way, in the sense that they are only serving client interests and thus see public relations as a 

manipulative force in society. 

To overcome this common stigma of the Public Relations profession, there is a need 

for scholars and professionals to develop a set of values for the profession. Although some 

practitioners might reinforce the stigma, most professionals believe that public relations play 

an essential role in a democratic society. 

An important part of the process of gaining recognition for the PR profession has been 

– as previously mentioned - to transform it from a manner of “press agents” or “publicists” to 

a manner of theory and practice built on ethical principles. That is, the use of research is often 

considered an important element of professionalism in a given field. 

However, in a commentary piece in Public Relations Review, van Ruler (2005) argued 

that two different perspectives on professionalism exist in PR practice and in PR academia. 

While scholars refer to a knowledge model arguing that a profession is built on theories that 

are applied in practice, the practitioners’ view are more often than not grounded in a 

personality model where the mentality and experience of an individual is the defining 

element. Thus, as formulated by van Ruler (2005) it often seems to be the case that 

“professionals are from Venus, scholars are from Mars” (p. 159). 

As such, looking into how practitioners now view PR research and theory may also 

reveal some insights about how far the professionalization of the field has come. 
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5. Public Relations Theories 

Examples of public relations theory would include, for instance, Contingency theory 

(Pang, Jin, & Cameron, 2010), Excellence theory (L. A. Grunig, Grunig, & Dozier, 2002), 

relationship management theory (Ledingham, 2006), situational crisis communication theory 

(Coombs, 2010), fully functioning society theory (Robert L. Heath, 2006), the co-creational 

approach (Botan & Taylor, 2004), and the theory of trust. All these theories aspire to being 

applied in one sense or the other, and many of them are taught in public relations programmes 

at higher institutions. There is some indication that practitioners value certain types or 

elements of public relations theory (Hon, 2007a; Zerfass, Verčič, Verhoeven, Angeles, & 

Tench, 2012). Still, when scholars talk about practitioner’s use of research this most often 

refers to application of general research methods (e.g., Austin, Pinkleton, & Dixon, 2000; 

DiStaso & Stacks, 2010; Gregory & Watson, 2008). The focus is on whether practitioners use, 

for example, interviews, focus groups, surveys, content analysis, and case studies in their 

daily work (Stacks, 2006, p. 18).  

In this master’s thesis, however, the focus is on the use of specific public relations 

theory like the ones mentioned above. Furthermore, an often-heard claim is that there is 

disconnect between practice and academia (DiStaso & Stacks, 2010; Krishnamurthy 

Sriramesh & Verčič, 2009; van Ruler, 2005). To put it bluntly, while practitioners with a 

public relations education might use what they learnt in the general research methods class, it 

is more uncertain what they adapt from the public relations theory classes. 

 

5.1 The Excellence Theory 

 

The Excellence theory is a general theory of public relations that resulted from a prolonged 

study of “best practices” in communication management. The project was performed by a 

team of 9 researchers over 15 years starting in 1980, and the effort was led by the noted 

public relations theorist James E. Grunig. The goals of the excellence project was to answer 

two fundamental questions about public relations: 

1. What are the characteristics of an excellent communication department? 

2. How does excellent public relations make an organization more effective, and how 

much is that contribution worth economically? (James E. Grunig, 1992) 

 With these questions in mind, Grunig theorized three factors that would constitute 

excellent public relations. First of all, in order to have excellent public relations and be 
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effective, an organization has to behave in ways that solve both the problems and satisfy the 

goals of public stakeholders as well as the management in the organization. If the 

organization isn’t able to do this, the stakeholders in the public will either pressure the 

organization to change or otherwise oppose the organization in ways that add additional cost 

and risk for the organization’s daily operations. In order to avoid this, the organization has to 

constantly scan its environment to identify the relevant public stakeholders who are affected 

by the organization in some way, or who otherwise want the organization to solve a problem 

that might be important to them. Once the organization has identified such stakeholders, it has 

to communicate symmetrically (that is, the organization has to keep in mind both its own 

interests and that of the stakeholders) in order to establish and cultivate long-term and high 

quality relationships with them (James E. Grunig, 1992). 

 With these factors as a theoretical background, Grunig and his team performed 

qualitative interviews, quantitative polls and reviewed corporate documents from over 321 

different organizations in the U.S., Canada and Great Britain. Grunig found that the 

organizations that best fit the criteria for having excellent public relations had the following 

characteristics: 

1. They empowered the public relations function. Organizations that treated public 

relations as a critical management function were more effective than others. 

2. They had clearly defined communicator roles, and public relations executives 

played managerial roles as well as administrative roles. 

3. The public relations function was an integrated communication function separate 

from other management functions such as marketing. More importantly, the public 

relations function was most effective when not sublimated to other management 

functions. 

4. Organizations that based the organization of both its internal and external 

communication on the two-way symmetrical model were more effective. 

 

The last characteristic takes inspiration from Grunig’s previous works on defining four 

models of public relations. These models are as follows: 

 

1. The press agentry/propaganda model: 

Based entirely on one-way communication. This type of public relations is based on 

persuasion and manipulation to influence stakeholders to behave as the organization prefers 

them to. The message does not necessarily need to be truthful, as long as it is perceived to 
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benefit the company’s interests. Few practitioners utilize this model today, due to its unethical 

aspects.  

 

2. The public information model 

Also based on one-way communication. The critical difference is that the information being 

spread is meant to be truthful and not intentionally misleading like the propaganda model. 

This type of public relations is often used in public information campaigns, hence its name. 

 

3. The two-way asymmetrical model 

This is the first model that is somewhat communicative, in the sense that the organization 

talks “with” and not “to” its stakeholders. However, it is still asymmetrical since the biggest 

focus is on what the organization wants to communicate, and has less emphasis on what the 

stakeholders have to say. In this sense, the organization only communicates with its 

stakeholders in order to gather information that will enable them to create a message that 

could more effectively persuade or manipulate them. As such, the organization does not truly 

listen to its stakeholders or have any real intention of truly adapting to the stakeholders’ 

needs. It is a “false” two-way communication. 

 

4. The two-way symmetrical model 

This model uses two-way communication to negotiate and resolve conflict in order to 

promote respect and mutual understanding between the stakeholders and the organization. 

(Heath, 2001) 

 

Grunig emphasizes that these models are not mutually exclusive, but they are often used 

alongside each other. The purpose of categorizing them into four models is to illustrate the 

most common ways organizations perform their daily public relations operations. 

 A common criticism of the four models is that only the two first models are 

descriptive – that is, they explain how things are – whilst the two latter models are normative 

– they explain how things should be (Ihlen & Robstad, 2004). It is particularly this last point, 

that the excellence theory in general has a tendency to be excessively normative, that is most 

often criticized. The very idea that an organization could possibly be able to appreciate the 

interests of its stakeholders equally as much as its own goals and interests is by many 

considered to be unrealistic in practice, and is a common protest targeted at the excellence 

theory. 
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 However, Grunig himself has recognized this criticism, and offers the following 

analogy in order to explain it: 

 

“They [public relations professionals] should be able to advocate symmetry in public 

relations for the same reason that a physician tells an overweight person to exercise—

because it is good for the organization, just as exercise is good for one's health.” 

(J. Grunig & Grunig, 2013)  
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5.2 Contingency theory 

The contingency theory of communication management had its beginning as a direct response 

to Grunig’s excellence theory. Public Relations Scholars Glen T. Cameron, Fritz Cropp and 

Bryan H. Reber launched the theory with an article in the Journal of Communication 

Management in the year 2000. It started by questioning the excellence theory - which at the 

time was the most cited theory in the field of Public Relations - and it especially questions 

Grunig’s four models of public relations (Cameron, Cropp, & Reber, 2000). 

 Cameron et. al. begins by explaining that they commend the excellence theory for 

offering a compelling model for public relations to achieve a higher calling as a profession, as 

it enables practitioners to move from a role as “persuasive hired guns” or mere 

communication technicians to a more complete role as managers that use research and 

dialogue to build healthy relationships with their organization’s stakeholders. They also agree 

with the fact that the excellence theory could lead to more ethical and effective public 

relations performance, especially over the long term. 

 However, they felt the excellence theory needed to be further elaborated upon in order 

to become a more comprehensive and mature theory, whilst still keeping its normative roots 

(Cameron et al., 2000). 

 This is where Cameron et. al. questions the four models of public relations as posited 

by Grunig. Through the contingency theory, Cameron et. al. argues that successful, highly 

professional practitioners can’t be put into one definition or model of public relations. As 

such, the excellence theory does not offer enough subtlety to correctly cover the field of 

public relations. 

 To remedy this situation, the contingency theory moves away from the four models of 

public relations, and instead elects to represent public relations with a continuum approach. 

 

Figure 1: The continuum approach 

 

Pure advocacy --------------------------------Pure accommodation 

(Cameron et al., 2000) 

 

The contingency theory posits that the stance an organization takes towards its stakeholders 

are not constantly fixed to be either asymmetrical or symmetrical, rather it should be 

considered as constantly moving along a continuum that ranges from pure advocacy to pure 

accommodation. Pure advocacy is the extreme position where the organization only fronts 
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their own interests regardless of stakeholder pressure, whereas pure accommodation is the 

extreme position where the organization completely capitulates to stakeholder demands. 

This way, organizations are no longer fixed to thinking they are now pursuing a 

specific model of public relations in their work. Rather, the practitioner assesses the vast 

number of factors that determine any given public relations situation in order to figure out 

which position on the continuum the organization should take. 

 

Furthermore, the way an organization uses to address their stakeholders, for example 

through press agentry or a public information campaign shouldn’t be confused with the 

position the organization should choose to pick for an issue. That is, the stance an 

organization takes is no longer linked to the techniques they elect to employ. 

 To put the contingency theory into a practical example, Cameron et. al. imagines an 

environmental group. The group may at first choose a pure advocacy stance towards the 

plastic industry, using persuasive techniques such as protest events, news releases and press 

agentry meant to to attack recycling practices or lobbying for heavier regulation of the 

industry and so on. The plastics industry might respond favourably to these measures, for 

example by improving the recycling process of plastics and make sure that the public knows 

about it. At this point, the environmental organization could choose to continue their pure 

advocacy stance, but more likely they will take a more corroborative or at the very least a 

slightly less adversarial stance to the plastics industry. This way, the organization moves 

towards the accommodation end of the scale, essentially working towards a more symmetrical 

for both them and the plastics industry (Cameron et al., 2000). 

 This stands in opposition to the static nature of the excellence model and the four 

models of PR, and offers a more dynamic take on the ideal way to perform public relations. 

 Cameron et. al. posits that true excellence in public relations result from picking the 

appropriate point along the continuum that best fits the current need of the organization and 

its stakeholders at any given time. 

 Grunig reconceptualised the two-way symmetrical model of the excellence theory in 

2001, introducing mixed motives to the theory, inspired by Murphy (1991). In the revised 

excellence theory, inspired by both Murphy’s game theory and in part the contingency theory, 

the Excellence model now included a mixed motive continuum with symmetrical 

communications used to seek a win-win zone between the interests of the organization (pure 

asymmetry) and its publics (pure co-operation). 
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5.3 Rhetoric 

The term “rhetoric” refers to the art of eloquence in discourse, where a speaker or writer 

strives to inform, motivate, persuade or preferably convince an audience about a specific 

cause or position (Ihlen & Robstad, 2004). The term has roots in ancient Greece and as a 

subject of formal study and as a productive civic practice it has played a central role in 

Western society ever since. 

 The greek philosopher Aristotle is considered the first theorist of rhetoric as he 

analysed and structured the art in a systematic manner. Aristotle defined rhetoric as the “the 

faculty of observing in any given case the available means of persuasion” (Eide, 2006). 

 In other words, rhetoric had its beginning as thoughts around what characterized a 

skilled orator, particularly which parts of the orator’s speech that proved the most persuasive 

on an audience and thus the most effective. Today, the definition is significantly broadened: 

“… Any use of language is rhetoric, in the simple sense that it is an attempt to get someone to 

accept, understand, experience etc. something that the person speaking is seeing, meaning, 

knows, experiencing, thinking, knows etc. (Gripsrud, 2011). 

 

Ethos, logos and pathos 

Since it is argued that any use of language is rhetoric, it is also useful to be aware of the 

classic rhetoric tools from Ancient Greece that are still relevant today. This is the line of 

thinking that most university and colleges in Norway that offer courses in Public Relations 

also follow, and thus rhetoric is often a part of the curriculum. 

There is a myriad of such tools available, but this thesis will focus on the three modes 

of persuasion that are central to the rhetorical tradition. The three modes are: Ethos, logos and 

pathos. If an orator is able to properly utilize all three modes in a speech, then he or she will 

have a fair chance of persuading an audience. The three modes of persuasion explained: 

 

Ethos: Credibility. Anyone that would like to communicate in with an audience for the 

purpose of persuading them will have to appear credible and trustworthy.  

Aristotle deviced three strategies to achieve this goal, the first one is to demonstrate 

through practical skills and knowledge in such a way that the orator appear credible and 

competent in the eyes of the audience. The second one is to appear with a good moral 

character. The third is to demonstrate good will in front of the audience, for example the 

orator can demonstrate that he or she has common interests with the audience etc. (Ihlen & 

Robstad, 2004) 
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Logos: Building arguments based on reason. Playing to the audience’s sense of logic. An 

argument built on logos can be either inductive or deductive. 

An inductive argument (often referred to as bottom-up logic) is an argument where 

the conclusion follows the premise of probability. For example, the owner of a factory that 

wants to build a new factory in an area that is opposed to it could refer to other areas in which 

the building of factories might have provided positive side effects for the community. In this 

case the factory owner makes a broad generalization based on the probability that his potential 

new factory might provide the same positive benefits. 

However, an opponent of the factory could easily deconstruct this argument if he or 

she should know about a case where the building of a factory did not provide any positive 

side effects (Eriksen & Weigård, 1999). 

A deductive argument (often referred to as top-down logic) is based on different 

premises that all attempt to reach a logically certain conclusion. A deductive argument links 

all premises with the conclusion. This means that if all premises are true, if the rules of 

deductive logic is followed and terms of the argument is clear, then he conclusion will also 

necessarily be true. For example: 

- All industry companies need energy (main premise) 

- Norsk Hydro ASA is an energy company (secondary premise) 

- Norsk Hydro ASA needs energy (conclusion) 

An even more effective way of performing a logos-argument rhetorically in front of an 

audience is to utilize an enthymeme. An enthymeme could in this case be: “Norsk Hydro ASA 

is an industry company and needs energy”. Since “everyone” knows that Hydro ASA is an 

industry company it’s not strictly necessary to state it. By using an enthymeme the orator 

appeals to already established knowledge in the audience, and thus the audience becomes a 

co-creator and not just a recipient of the communication. 

Anyone who wishes to oppose and deconstruct a deductive argument has to first 

critique the premises of the argument – if any of these are flawed the conclusion will also be 

false. 

 

Pathos: Arouse emotions in the audience. In order to persuade an audience, it is useful to 

create an emotional connection to the audience by activating any emotional values that you 

might share. Pathos can play the entire gamut of emotions in the audience, both positive and 

negative. 
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However, the orator has to be aware of the specific rhetorical situation that he or she is 

in, and then adapt their pathos accordingly. The art of recognizing the rhetorical situation and 

then correctly adapting to it is called kairos. For example, if the orator is speaking on behalf 

of a public institution, the audience might expect a more low-key pathos than if the orator was 

speaking on behalf of a worker’s union on strike. 

Utilizing pathos correctly can help achieve great results, but if it is applied in the 

wrong situation it could very well end up hurting the cause instead of helping it. Effective us 

of pathos requires that the orator knows his audience and that he or she is able to read the 

rhetorical situation correctly (Ihlen & Robstad, 2004). 
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6. Previous research regarding the use of PR theory by 

practitioners 

 

6.1 Study: “How Public Relations Theory Has Entered Public Relations Practice” 

Little has been researched regarding whether or not practitioners use public relations theory in 

their day-to-day operations, although some have been performed. 

PR-researcher Linda Hon at the University of Florida performed a small project titled: 

How Public Relations Theory has Entered Public Relations Practice, published as a chapter in 

the book “The Future of Excellence in Public Relations and Communication Management: 

Challenges for the Next Generation” (Hon, 2007b). 

The research focused specifically on the Excellence theory, and Hon explicitly states 

that the purpose of the research was to showcase how academic theory had entered practice.  

Hon contacted former students of Jim and Lauri Grunig, primarily alumni of the 

University of Maryland, where the Grunigs had lectured for most of their academic career. 48 

former students were contacted to complete a survey, and ultimately 15 participants 

completed Hon’s survey leaving her with around 30 pages of comments. Those who did not 

participate said they no longer worked in the field of PR, the questions in the survey did not 

fit their current role or did not feel capable of answering them and one respondent felt his 

education predated the excellence theory. 

Hon admits that her survey was not intended nor meant to be representative of a larger 

group of practitioners’ perception and experiences, but rather to give some insight into 

whether or not the excellence theory had some impact on those that had education based on it. 

Hon also discloses that she is a long-time colleague of the Grunig couple, and admits that the 

chapter is “unabashedly personal” and that the participants could also be somewhat biased 

since they too were former students of the Grunigs. 

The survey itself revolved around the main components of the excellence theory, 

including criteria such as, the role of education in the Excellence theory, empowerment of the 

public relations function and the models of public relations. 

The industries and job sectors in which the participants currently were working or had 

worked at were diverse, including among others the medical industry, to entertainment, 

technology, finance, politics and the defence industry. The participants also had worked for 

all types of organizations, government, trade associations, non-profits, corporations and 

public relations agencies including global and well-renowned firms. The variety of work these 
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previous students of the Excellence theory had taken on demonstrates the breadth and 

applicability of the public relations field. 

When asked about what part the role of education in Excellence theory had in 

furthering their career, most participants answered that although their academic preparation 

had taught them important practical skills such as writing for the media, they emphasized that 

learning about public relations as a management discipline was critical to their practice. 

The most striking theme was that participants believed that the education they received 

under the Grunigs gave them a powerful mental conceptualization of the public relations 

profession that served them well ever since. The words used to describe this conceptualization 

included mindset, philosophy, perspective and construct. 

One participant added that his education supplemented whatever good judgment and 

common sense he had, so that he was able to advice CEOs and vice presidents on PR strategy 

early on. 

The excellence theory also had helped the practitioners with ethical issues, and one 

practitioner mentioned that the excellence theory helped him conduct himself as a 

professional and gave him the confidence to stand his ground and adhere to a high code of 

ethics in difficult situations. 

That said, while most of the participants mentioned that the academic knowledge they 

received as students were incredibly useful as a “professional framework”, almost all 

participants also mentioned that putting public relations intro practice, and learning about 

“best practices, industry standards, norms and trends” were equally as useful for their career. 

When it came to empowerment of the public relations function, answers were varied. 

Several answered that they had worked for organizations where public relations were highly 

valued, but others had worked for places where it was devalued. One respondent answered 

that the value the organization put on public relations was governed by how well his 

department performed at any given time: “As the public relations teams deliver continuously 

improved results, the more trust and access we have”. (page 42) Another respondent said the 

public relations function had gained increased favour in the management after he put in place 

the principles of the Excellence theory in order to tackle “difficult and unpopular issues”. 

As for the roles of the practitioners themselves, most of survey participants replied that 

the earlier jobs in their career were focused on technical work, like producing media content. 

However, many of the participants described their current position as either a counselling role 

or doing some form of strategic communication planning, in line with the Excellence theory. 

Some also clarified that being promoted to a position of strategic management required more 
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than just technical knowledge, and several reported that they had experienced that recruiting 

technicians to a managerial role could sometimes diminish the public relations function rather 

than reinforcing it. 

All survey participants responded that they were advocates for the symmetrical model 

of public relations, and that they had been able to or at least try to act on it, yet several also 

responded that they saw the need for mixed motives for an organization, and not just pure 

two-way symmetry. 

Almost all participants had worked to implement the principles of two-way symmetry 

from the Excellence theory, and although some had been met with support, others struggled to 

implement it. One survey participant put it bluntly: ““Most organizations just care about their 

own interests. Practitioners seldom have loyalty to their publics”. While he clarified that he 

found the Excellence theory to be a great guide to public relations, he found the reality of the 

organization he worked for to be disappointing. Other reported various degrees of success in 

implementing two-way symmetric communication in the organization they worked for, and 

one participant mentioned that with “blogs and new media, this model is getting easier”. 

In the additional comments section of the survey, many participants requested a more 

business-oriented approach to the Excellence theory in order to better understand key internal 

stakeholders in an organization as well as lift public relations from a supporting role to a 

business role. 

Hon concludes her research by stating that the practitioner’s that participated in her 

survey felt the Excellence theory provides a “conceptually rich framework for understanding 

public relations”, and that it can be powerful even at an operational level – however there are 

still variables that hinder the effectiveness of the public relations function in many 

organizations (Hon, 2007b).  

 

6.2 Study: “From Page to Practice: Communication Theory and Its Value for 

Public Relations Educators and Practitioners” 

 The master’s thesis “From Page to Practice: Communication Theory and Its Value for 

Public Relations Educators and Practitioners” written by Victor Hayes (2011) at the Royal 

Roads University in British Colombia, Canada inquired into topics similar to this master’s 

thesis, although from a uniquely Canadian perspective. Central to Hayes’ thesis was the fact 

that there in Canada had been a robust scholarly discussion regarding the professional impact 

of theory on professional PR-practitioners, however: 
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“[…] the question of the actual professional impact of studying communication theory 

has not been asked of those best positioned to judge—communication practitioners 

who have rigorously studied communication theory.” 

(Hayes, 2011, p. II) 

 

The thesis was based on qualitative interviews with experienced PR-practitioners who had 

previously studied for a master’s degree in professional communication. Mr. Hayes himself 

had fifteen years of experience from the PR industry, and explicitly states that he is confident 

that few PR-practitioners in Canada consciously utilizes communication or public relations 

theory in their day-to-day operations. He theorizes some potential reasons as to why this is the 

case, the primary one which is the fact that University education in the field of public 

relations is a relatively new development in Canada. This is relevant to this thesis as well, 

since the same is true for Norway. 

 Hayes points out that at a more junior or practical level, however, it is to be expected 

that public relations practitioners have studied public relations formally in some way, as there 

were 36 educational institutions offering training in PR ranging all the way from introductory 

courses to post-graduate degrees. That said, Hayes mentions that even these practitioners few 

have studied or consciously used communication or public relations theory in their practice. 

In Canada, this is the case for two main reasons, the first being that most practitioners are 

trained in undergraduate programs which are designed from a purely practical design point. 

The other is that the students themselves are not inherently interested in the academic study of 

public relations, and as a dean at a larger Ontario college notes: 

 

“They want to learn how to “do” PR, so they can get a good job.” 

(Hayes, 2011, p. 3) 

 

Additionally, several of the colleges offering Public Relations in Canada have 

advisory boards consisting of senior practitioners that help the colleges assess market needs 

and assist in the evaluation of programs. These senior practitioners have great practical 

experience from the field, but since they seldom have any formal training in theory they are 

also unlikely to have experienced first-hand any value from the application of theory in a 

professional practice, and as such they are not likely to be champions of theory as part of 

these boards. 
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 However, Hayes champions the firm connection between theory and professional 

communication practice, and remarks that it has deep roots all the way to antiquity, where it 

was both taught and practiced. 

His main argument for communication theory to have its place in a public relations 

argument is based on Vocate’s (1997), theory of “learnable intelligence”. Vocate interviewed 

a group of professional communication program heads at leading U.S. universities where she 

found that the senior educators at these institutions would link theory to direct valuable 

outcomes in communication practice. In addition, many saw an increase in critical thinking 

skills among their students – developing thinking that is conscious, innovative, analytical and 

reflects an understanding of mastery of knowledge instead of just memorization of 

information. 

Vocate’s idea of learnable intelligence, is that individuals can learn advanced 

functional intelligence. That is, they can be trained to think in ways that transcend ordinary 

awareness. Individuals can learn to see problems in “360 degrees”, in the sense that they are 

more aware of every connection and context that is evident in every issue (Vocate, 1997). 

Vocate also argues that perhaps the most important criterion for judging how good a 

theory is may be its usefulness. As such, the view that the fundamental purpose for 

communication theory is to inform practice arguably has broad consensus. 

 Despite this consensus, Hayes notes that there are not many established efforts to build 

bridges and to communicate between communication scholars and communication 

practitioners. So part of the problem then becomes that scholarly thought faces challenges 

making its way from the academy to the field. 

 To exemplify these claims, Hayes refers to academic journals in the field of PR. These 

journals are an important arena for academic debate, discussion and research, however there 

is a lack of emphasis on bringing practitioners into this discourse. Sallot, Lywon, Acosta-

Alzura, & Jones (2008) performed a study of all articles published in the academic journal 

Public Relations Review between 2001 and 2003 and found that an overwhelming prevalence 

of articles (50.7 percent) focused squarely on theory that was of interest first and foremost to 

academia. Only around 15 per cent of the articles could be categorized to belong in the realm 

of Practice/Application. This discrepancy between material published for scholars and 

practitioners can also help illustrate the unfortunate scepticism that some PR-practitioners 

have for PR-scholars (Hayes, 2011). 
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 After interviewing practitioners, Hayes found that their responses on whether or not 

they found PR theory useful ran the gamut from “not being useful at all” to “theory was 

practical and useful”. 

 One practitioner who did not find theory useful replied with the following: 

 

“I don‘t use theory in practice at all. I take a very practical approach to meeting with 

my clients…who operate on a plain language level, so theory is of no value to them 

and I don‘t use it.” (Hayes, 2011, p. 18) 

 

 Other respondents found theory to be “interesting”, but of little value to them after their 

education ended: 

 

“The theory [we learned in] class was very interesting in the moment and had pretty 

minimal impact on my real-life experiences, my practice. I have given little thought to 

the theories after the class” (Hayes, 2011, p. 19) 

 

 Whereas other respondents again had found great value when applying the theories 

they had learned to their profession: 

 

“Normally you just kind of go by your gut…but every situation is different, so 

being able to use theory not to define a situation but to be able to work with the 

situation, I think it is enormously practical and useful. It‘s very powerful.” (Hayes, 

2011, p. 20) 

 

“Communication is very dynamic… very individual. I have found in my praxis that 

I‘ve actually applied it far more than I ever realized I did. It‘s helped my structure and 

to build meaning in what might otherwise be somewhat chaotic. I am applying theory 

when I don‘t realize it. I am applying it all the time” (Hayes, 2011, p. 21) 

 

The two latter groups were in majority – most practitioners that had a formal education in 

background in Public Relations would say that the theory they had learned were useful to 

them in some way, or at least interesting to them. Hayes readily concedes that his research is 

limited in scope, but nonetheless suggests that there is an indication that there exists a 

connection between training in theory resulting in learnable intelligence, which in turn makes 
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the practitioners shift towards insightful, strategic professional communication practice in the 

long term. 
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7. Methodology 

This master thesis utilizes qualitative interviews with both active public relations 

practitioners and public relations educators as its primary method of collecting empirical data. 

However, it also relies on supplementary data based on a literature review of the syllabuses 

used in three different educational institutions that offer a bachelor’s degree or similar within 

the field of public relations and communication. 

 

This chapter provides a short overview of the chosen method and explains the 

motivation behind choosing qualitative reviews as well as a statement on the sample. 

 

7.1 Why are qualitative interviews appropriate for this master thesis? 

When performing interviews for this thesis, the goal was to establish a better understanding of 

how active public relations practitioners perceive public relations research, whether or not 

they find it useful in their daily work and identify potential areas in which public relations 

research could improve in order to reach practitioners more effectively. Picking qualitative 

interviews for these purposes were based on three basic arguments. 

 

The primary reason was the depth of data which qualitative interviews can provide. 

The main purpose of utilizing qualitative research methods is to “understand themes of the 

daily world from the subject’s own perspectives” (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015, p. 27). 

Qualitative interviews are also concentrated around interviewees providing their own meaning 

and how they make sense of the world (Willig, 2013, p. 147). Thus, qualitative interviews 

grants a researcher the unique opportunity to engage in dialogue with individuals that hold 

key information to the topic of the his or hers research. Since qualitative interviews also 

openly enquire about situational meanings or motives it allows for the collection of everyday 

theories and self-interpretations (Hopf, 2004, p. 203). This could prove beneficial when 

researching how practitioners apply public relations theory and knowledge to their everyday 

operations. However, when allowing self-interpretation, the negative implications is that the 

responsibility of collecting consistent information from all of the interviewees is laid solely in 

the hands of the researcher. Qualitative interviews might be a good way for the researcher to 

gather information about how others understand the research topic, but ultimately the real 
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understanding might in fact end up becoming imprecise as a result of a conflict of world 

views between the interviewees (Qu & Dumay, 2011). 

 

However, Barriball & While (1994) suggest there are five important factors to 

consider when it comes to qualitative interviews. First, it is easier to eliminate the factor of 

poor response rates quantitative research often faces. Second, it is well matched to the 

expiration of “attitudes, values, beliefs, and motives.” Third, it gives the researcher the 

opportunity to evaluate the validity of the subject’s responses through the observation of 

nonverbal cues. Fourth, the researcher feels confident that the questions are answered by the 

same subject throughout. And last, it makes sure the subject is not influenced by exterior 

factors when delivering responses. In light of these factors the choice of conducting 

qualitative interviews is beneficial for this thesis as it allows first-hand access to the 

experiences made by public relations practitioners. Furthermore, qualitative interviews 

encourage the interviewees to be as descriptive as possible in their answers which in turn 

could potentially generate diverse, unique and wholesome data. Another factor that 

strengthens the choice of qualitative interviews for this thesis is how qualitative research aims 

to find knowledge that is expressed in an everyday tone and is free from quantification as “it 

works with words, not with numbers” (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015, p. 34). 

 

 Nevertheless, it is also important to state some brief points about some of the 

limitations of qualitative interviews as a research method. One important point being that the 

gathering of data through talking with people is disregarded by some because of its lack of 

structure (Alvesson, 2010). It could also be argued that data from interviews can’t be stated as 

facts because the interviewees accounts are “limited by the existence of unacknowledged 

conditions, unintended consequences, tacit skill, and unconscious motivations” (Alvesson, 

2010). These are important points that were considered before choosing qualitative interviews 

as a research method. 

 

7.2 Semi-structured qualitative interviews 

After determining that qualitative interviews were an appropriate primary method of 

collecting data for this master’s thesis, it is important to explore the different variations and 

styles of qualitative interviews in order to make sure it is fruitful. Hopf (2004) formulates 

three main questions that the researcher has to consider before picking an interview style. 



 38 

Firstly, should questions and sequencing be pre-formulated? Pre-formulated questions are 

most common among quantitative research. Most quantitative researchers follow a set study 

guide that allows for movement in the formulation of questions. Secondly, should the 

researcher concentrate interviews around a focused subject, or should the focus be on 

understanding a broader spectrum of themes? Thirdly, the researcher should determine 

whether or not the narrative of the interview is important, or if the primary purpose is gather a 

collection of general meanings. The narrative approach focuses on listening and forming a 

story, whilst the latter approach emphasizes active questioning and probing. 

 

 The intention when conducting semi-structured interviews is to elicit responses from 

an interviewee. A semi-structured interview is performed through predetermined questions 

but the interview itself is conducted in a conversational manner (Clifford, French, & 

Valentine, 2010). Semi-structured interviews are planned, but can also be flexible so that the 

researcher keeps creative control. Follow-up questions that don’t necessarily follow the 

predetermined list of questions is both a usual occurrence and absolutely necessary in order to 

gather relevant data from the interviewee (Barriball & While, 1994, p. 331). Essentially, a 

semi-structured interview is about keeping close attention to the interviewee, creating a 

comfortable environment, avoiding judgement of the interviewee and treating the data that is 

uncovered in a systematic manner (Clifford et al., 2010). Semi-structured interviews afford 

the researcher the opportunity to probe and seek clarification in the interviewee’s response, 

which in turn can potentially enable the interviewee to provide deep, well-defined, thoughtful 

and thoroughly explained answers. 

 

 The predetermined wording and sequence of the interview guide for this master’s 

thesis were identical for all seven interviewees. It can therefore be argued that the interviews 

conducted for this thesis take the form of a combination of structured and semi-structured 

interviews. Having an identical interview guide for all interviewees can be a great advantage, 

as “… we can be sure that any differences in the answers are due to differences among the 

recipients rather than in the questions asked” (Barriball & While, 1994, p. 330). 

 

 However, the validity of data collected through this semi-structured approach to 

research will all depend on the researcher’s ability to accurately report the responses. 

Furthermore, semi-structured interviews also face limitations due to the fact that they are 
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difficult, if not downright impossible to replicate and this may affect validity negatively when 

responses are compared. 

 

 If the conversation between the researcher and the interviewee should stall at any point 

during the interview, probing could be used to move the interview forward. Probes are 

defined as a useful tool available to researchers “when they do not understand what the 

respondent has said and thus need further clarification” (Harrell & Bradley, 2009, p. 46). 

Probing is especially important to utilize in semi-structured interviews, as they can aid the 

researcher in elicit deeper explanations from the interviewee. Examples of probes can be “if 

you had to pick one answer, what would you choose?” or “can you be more specific?” 

(Harrell & Bradley, 2009, p. 46). 

 

Kvale and Brinkmann’s seven stages of performing a successful interview study (1. 

Thematizing 2. Designing 3. Interviewing 4. Transcribing 5. Analyzing 6. Verifying 7. 

Reporting) (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015, p. 213) were used as a guideline throughout the 

research period. Following these stages turned out to be beneficial as it gave the interviews 

some structure and thus the data extracted from the interviews was easier to analyze 

(Brinkman & Kvale, 2015, p. 129).  

 

Robert J. Thomas (1993) mentions that some interviewees ask for an interview guide 

before the actual interview takes place. This did not occur during the interview process for 

this thesis, which worked to the benefit of the thesis as a whole, as the interviewees then 

would be more candid in their responses. However, in line with the ethical principles of The 

National Committee for Research Ethics in the Social Sciences and the Humanities (NESH, 

2014) all interviewees did receive a sufficient amount of information beforehand, which 

enabled them to reflect in a more general way about the themes of the thesis before the actual 

interview. 

 

7.3 Collecting the sample 

When establishing what makes an appropriate sample size that is sufficient as an 

empirical base when performing qualitative interviews, researchers tend to shy away from 

specifying a particular size (Mason, 2010). However, some researchers recommend at least 

six interviews (Morse, 1994, p. 225), while others argue that 15 would be a minimum 
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(Bertaux, 1981, p. 36). That said, Mason (2010) argues that the sample size when performing 

qualitative interviews should be ”large” enough to assure that most or all participants that 

might be important are uncovered, but at the same time if the sample is too large data 

becomes repetitive and, eventually, superfluous”. In addition, the limited time and resources 

available to the researcher and the particular research project (in this case a master’s thesis) 

has to be considered (Baker & Edwards, 2012). Essentially, there are no ”absolute rules” for 

the sample size, only guidelines that the researcher have to assess with good judgment (Guest, 

Namey, & Mitchell, 2012). 

The aim of the interviews for this master’s thesis was to gather responses from active 

Public Relations practitioners who had completed formal education in the field of PR and 

Communication. In order to find interviewees who could fit these criteria, the membership 

database of The Norwegian Communication Association was utilized. The Norwegian 

Communication Association keeps a database of both private persons that are registered as 

individual members, as well as a registry all companies and organizations that these members 

are affiliated with. All members of the Norwegian Communication Association can freely 

search both databases for both members and companies that have given their consent to be 

visible in the registry (Kommunikasjonsforeningen, 2016). However, only the database that 

contains companies and organizations can be exported in full. The database containing 

individual members has deliberate limited functionality in order to safeguard the privacy of 

members. It cannot be exported in full, and the only functionality is to search for members by 

name. 

As such, the database for companies and organizations that were registered members 

of The Norwegian Communication Association was used. In order to avoid unnecessary travel 

expenses for the author, only companies situated in the Greater Oslo Region were selected for 

export from the Association’s database. Additionally, the majority of communications 

companies and organizations that are a part of the Norwegian Communication Association is 

located in this area. 

The list of companies and organizations adhering to these criteria exported from the 

Association’s database on 19.11.2015 ended up being exactly 745. These 745 organizations 

were then converted into a database in IBM’s Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

(SPSS)-software. SPSS’ functionality for picking a random sample was then used to draw five 

organizations at a time. These five organizations were then contacted in order to inquire if 

they had any employees that fit the criteria set for this master’s thesis (that is, active PR 

practitioners with a formal education in PR and Communication). If the organisations had 
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personnel that fit the criteria, then these were contacted individually with information about 

the master’s thesis and a request for them to participate in an interview. If there were not 

enough interviewees available in these five randomly drawn organizations, the process would 

be repeated so that five new random organizations could be drawn.  

Initially the thesis was supposed to be based on data collected from five interviews 

conducted in the spring of 2016. However, it became apparent that this amount was not 

sufficient enough to reach information saturation, and so an additional two interviews were 

conducted in the fall of 2016, for a total of seven qualitative interviews with PR practitioners. 

 In order to find these seven practitioners, five organizations were drawn at random 

through SPSS three times. In other words, five randomized organisations were drawn from a 

database of 745 in three batches.  

In the first batch, three out of the five random organizations drawn employed 

practitioners that fit the criteria, however only two of the three practitioners contacted gave 

their permission to be interviewed. 

In the second batch, two out of the five random organizations drawn employed 

practitioners that fit the criteria. One of the companies had in fact two employees that fit the 

bill, so a total of three interviewees were drawn from this second batch. 

 In the third batch - which was generated in the fall of 2016 in order to gather 

additional interview data -  two out of the five random organizations drawn employed 

practitioners that fit the criteria. Subsequently, two interviewees were drawn from this third 

and final batch. 

 This left a total sample size of seven active practitioners with a formal education in PR 

and Communication that were willing to participate in qualitative interviews. 

 In addition to these practitioners, programme managers at four different institutions 

that offered courses in Public Relations and Communications were interviewed, making the 

total number of qualitative interviews performed for this master’s thesis to be eleven. 

 

7.4 Planning the qualitative interviews 

Potential interviewees that work in the hectic business of Public Relations may have a tight 

schedule including deadlines to be met, frequent meetings to be held and potentially also 

plenty of travel. In this way they do share some similar traits with elite interviewees in the 

way that Teresa Odendahl og Aileen M. Shaw (2001) describes them. Therefore, it’s 

recommended to get in touch with them through a letter of introduction. For this thesis, all 



 42 

interviewees were contacted directly with a letter of introduction by e-mail. The e-mail 

introduced the author of the thesis, a general description of its purpose and research question 

and ended with a request for the interviewee to meet for an interview. 

 When performing qualitative interviews, the interviewer should be prepared to meet 

them in a location that suits the interviewees and in environments in which they feel 

comfortable (Thomas, 1993).  In accordance to this, all interviewees were free to pick the 

location of the interview. As such, all the interviews performed in this thesis were conducted 

at the respective work places of the interviewees. The time schedule for each interview was 

around 45 minutes to an hour, and all interviewees were informed about this in the letter of 

introduction. This turned out to be a correct estimate of the interview times. All of the 

interviews held the schedule, and all interviewees had the time to complete the interview. 

 

7.5 Conducting the interviews 

At the beginning of each meeting there was some general small-talk before the actual 

interview started. These first few minutes of seemingly unnecessary small-talk are in fact 

critical to the rest of the interview (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015, p. 141). To initiate the meeting 

with an atmosphere of friendliness and a genuine interest and understanding for the work of 

the interviewee is essential. In some cases, the interviewees gave a tour of their work place 

and offered coffee or tea. This reciprocity facilitated for a natural and unstrained atmosphere 

for the interviewer as well. This is important, since in a qualitative interview situation, the 

researcher should feel at ease with the interviewee in order to ensure a productive dialogue 

(Thomas 1995:84). 

As the meeting started, each interviewee was duly informed about the purpose of the 

interview and why they were relevant to the thesis in addition to being presented with a 

consent form (See Appendix 3: Consent Form) which they read and signed before the 

interview started. All interviews were recorded electronically in compliance with the 

guidelines of the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (Norsk Senter for Forskningsdata, 

NSD). All interviews were conducted in Norwegian. 

The interviewees were all very candid in their replies and would sometimes refer to 

very specific issues, organizations or issues that they explicitly stated would rather avoid 

being mentioned in the thesis. These requests were accepted, and treated with confidentiality. 

The primary purpose of the interview situation is to gather relevant and reliable 

information. This was true for this thesis as well. Some of the techniques used in order to 
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ensure that the interviewees would share as much relevant information as possible was 

through active listening. That is, showing the interviewees that the interviewer is interested in 

their descriptions and reflections by constantly re-affirming the conversation with short 

replies, a positive body language and by asking relevant follow-up questions whenever 

necessary. Being an active listener is critical when conducting an interview (Brinkman & 

Kvale, 2015). 

Despite that the interviews were being electronically recorded, some of the statements 

or topics that the interviewees brought up was written down in a notebook as well. This 

helped with asking further relevant questions as well as highlighting certain issues that the 

interviewees felt particularly passionate about. 

 

7. 6 Processing of interview data 

The process of transcribing is time consuming (Dalen, 2008) however, after each 

interview the transcribing process was initiated immediately. This way each interview was 

completely transcribed before the next interview. There were three main reasons for this, the 

first one was in order to delete the sound files of the interviews as soon as possible in 

compliance with the guidelines of the Norwegian Centre for Research Data and also since 

some of the recordings contained confidential material. The third reason was simply to do to it 

as soon as possible so that the transcript could benefit from being fresh in one’s mind. An 

added benefit from this process - which was not necessarily anticipated initially - was that 

some of the preliminary analysis was done whilst transcribing. 

After the seven interviews were conducted and transcribed, the transcriptions were 

translated into English and sorted by each individual question. This was done in order to more 

easily identify the variations in answers from the different interviewees. This approach runs 

the risk that some of the implicit meaning of some of the statements by the interviewees might 

become lost in translation. In an effort to avoid this, the focus was to translate the meaning of 

the interviewee’s responses and not necessarily a verbatim translation word by word. 

 

7.7 Ethical concerns 

Ethical concerns are a constant factor when conducting qualitative interviews. As 

such, the researcher should consider ethical issues from the very beginning when potential 

interviewees are contacted until the very end of the study (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015). This 

master’s thesis is registered with and approved by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data 
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(Norsk Senter for Forskningsdata, NSD) (See Appendix 4: NSD Confirmation) and all 

interviewees have signed a consent form to be interviewed. The written consent was sent to 

the interviewees by e-mail beforehand which outlined the basic premise and purpose of the 

study, so that they were able to make an informed decision about whether or not to join the 

study. 

All interviewees are anonymized. This decision was made in order for the 

interviewees to feel at ease and less reserved about speaking freely about the topic at hand. 

However, details that were considered relevant to the thesis such as their educational 

background and current type of employment has been kept. All interviewees are referred to by 

number, from interviewee 1 to 7.  
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8. Interviews with study programme managers 

Before interviewing active PR practitioners, programme managers at four different 

institutions that offered courses in Public Relations and Communications were interviewed. 

The purpose of these interviews was to elicit responses that could inform the thesis about the 

background and philosophies of each institution when it came to the courses they offered. 

Additionally, all active practitioners that were interviewed later had a background from at 

least one or more of these institutions – thus potentially informing their current practice of the 

profession. The programme managers of the following four institutions and programmes at 

bachelor level were interviewed: 

• The University College of Volda, PR, Communication & Media 

• BI Norwegian Business School, PR & Communications Management 

• Westerdals Oslo School of Arts, Communication and Technology, Strategy and PR 

• University of Agder, Communication 

The interviews were performed over e-mail in Norwegian and then translated to English. The 

first question prompted the programme managers to give some basic background about their 

study programme and its general philosophy. The University of Volda’s programme manager 

pointed out that they had an educational philosophy geared heavily towards the practical side: 

 

“PR, communication and media at the University College of Volda was since its 

beginning in 1992 strongly geared towards public and political information. Its 

foundation was primarily based on the Norwegian government’s information policies 

at the time. These policies were again based on that era’s communication theories, 

organizational theories, democracy theory, media studies and journalism. This focus 

on public service was also guiding what kind of practical education we offered our 

students, as well as where our students went to complete their internships. However, 

our programme has been extended to also include communication in the private sector 

since around 10 years ago, and both our educational policies and where our students 

choose to do their internships reflects this. To enumerate: Our students are taught PR-

work in general terms, and both in practice and theory. However, our programme is 

also heavily geared towards educating practitioners, and this is reflected in our 

programme where our students solve practical cases that are both fictional and 

sometimes real in co-operation with local organizations. Our programme also has 
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an obligatory internship-period, ensuring that we keep close ties between the study 

programme and relevant organizations and companies.” 

-Programme manager, University College of Volda 

 

In contrast to the University College of Volda, the University of Agder emphasizes that they 

do not aim to deliver a vocational education to their students, instead opting to give their 

students a lot more choice and a general education in the field of communication: 

 

“The ideas behind the programme is to qualify our student for any kind of profession 

that entails working in the communications field. At the same time, I have to stress 

that our programme is not geared towards being a vocational education that 

educates students that are “ready” to work in a specific communications job, but 

rather that we offer courses that give a general level of competence in regards to 

communication that can be made relevant in a variety of professions. However, 

our students can also opt for courses that are more practically oriented. As I 

mentioned, we do not consider ourselves to offer a vocational education, and as such 

we do not have any strict requirements as to what such an education should consist of. 

Rather, we offer our students a high degree of choice so that they themselves can get 

the knowledge they need for whatever professional field they should wish to pursue”. 

-Programme manager, University of Agder 

 

The programme manager of BI Norwegian Business School emphasized the business-oriented 

aspects of the programme, and similarly to the University of Agder also mentions the freedom 

the students have at their institution in putting together their education: 

 

“Our study programme has a broad philosophy and is put together by a wide variety of 

fields. As such, you could say it’s more a general business study programme with 

integrated communication elements. We are a business school and this puts certain 

requirements regarding what we offer our students. Our study programme has a 

relatively long history, with roots all the way back to 1984. At that point, 

journalism was considered an important arm of PR-education, which of course is 

no longer the case. Today, PR and communication occupies 75 ECTS of the total 180 

ECTS required for a bachelor’s degree. These courses focus on the history of PR, 

traditions and central theories. Our most theoretical courses include an introduction to 
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PR and communication, scientific methods, media strategy, big data, ethics and so on. 

In addition, we offer more practically oriented courses in rhetoric, writing practice and 

campaign planning. Furthermore, our students can elect four general courses from a 

catalogue of over 70 different courses, or they can apply for an internship with a 

business or organization.” 

-Programme manager, BI Norwegian Business School 

 

Westerdahls’ programme is rather new, offering their students broad knowledge from a 

variety of fields: 

 

“Strategy and PR is a brand new bachelor’s degree established in 2015. The 

programme is geared specifically towards communications functions in organizations 

and political administration. Our programme differs from others in that it provides 

our students a solid foundation of knowledge from the social sciences, political 

science, media studies, technology and strategy. There are only 30 student positions 

available per class, which enables increased interaction between lecturers and students, 

as well as more practical training. An important aspect of our programme is that we 

always combine theory and practice. This is done in creative and different ways in 

order for our students to get more relevant training for the myriad of challenges they 

most definitely will face further down the line in their professional career.” 

-Programme manager, Westerdahls 

 

The second question for the programme manager concerned whether or not their 

programmes were based on research. All the institutions held forth that their programmes 

were based on research, albeit with slightly different variations and various levels of 

explanation. Of the four institutions, the University College of Volda gave the most detailed 

explanation of how they were based on research, and specifically PR research: 

 

“Our study programme is highly based on PR-research. First of all, it is based on 

contributions from Nordic countries about communication and public information, and 

then we also extend some focus to contributions from the US with a special interest in 

the works and ideas around James Grunig, especially since there’s also Norwegian 

literature now available about his themes. Larsåke Larsson’s contributions have also 

been important for the study programme since he presents a philosophy and method 
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with his book “Tillämpad kommunikationsvetenskap” (Larsson, 2001) which is quite 

similar to our own philosophy at The University College of Volda. However, PR 

research is not the only field in our study programme, we also teach other theoretical 

contributions from a variety of fields in order to provide a wholistic education to our 

students.” 

-Programme manager, The University College of Volda 

 

The programme manager of Westerdahls emphasized that the personnel at their institution 

were qualified to teach the course: 

 

“All tuition and our curriculum for all our courses are research-based. All courses that 

are geared specifically towards PR & Strategy are tutored by personnel with a 

doctorate or equivalent in order to ensure the quality of the education. Additionally, 

we use external resources for those cases where we do not have the necessary 

competence in-house. This is to ensure that the curriculum is conveyed by 

professionals within the research field.” 

-Programme manager, Westerdahls 

 

Less extensive answers were given by the programme managers of the University of Agder 

and BI Norwegian Business School: 

 

“Our study programme is absolutely based on research, but not specifically PR 

research. General language and media research is considered to be equally as relevant 

for our students.”  

-Programme manager, University of Agder 

 

“All of our curriculum is research-based” 

-Programme manager, BI Norwegian Business School 

 

The third question concerned whether or not the study programmes had a focus on 

specific theories. Once again, The University of Volda gave the most in-depth answer, and 

mentions that they strive to fill their study programme with content from Nordic countries, 

although the curriculum also contains American theory: 
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“Theory regarding strategic communication has been a heavy focus in recent years, 

and we strive to use theories developed in Nordic countries, for example by 

Falkeheimer and Heide, Jesper Strømbeck and Ihlen and Robstad. Furthermore, the 

works developed around the theories of the American theorist James Grunig has also 

been very important to the study programme.” 

-Programme manager, University College of Volda 

 

Westerdahls had a broader approach to theory, and also designed their course around other 

fields than PR:  

 

“I think there is a tendency now within the field of PR to gather insights from related 

fields (for example leadership, business, strategy or media studies in general), and so a 

central element of our programme is to provide this breadth to our students. That said, 

important theories of our programme include critical theory, systems theory and 

elements from different theories of rhetoric.  

-Programme manager, Westerdahls 

 

BI Norwegian Business School reiterated that students had the possibility to choose, and thus 

there were no particular theory specific to the programme: 

 

“No, I can’t say there are. In my opinion a bachelor’s degree is supposed to be a 

foundation, and not necessarily all that specialized. That said, our students have the 

opportunity to put together their own courses in line with their own interests and 

aspirations.” 

-Programme manager, BI Norwegian Business School 

 

The programme manager of The University of Agder, however, was rather blunt in his reply: 

 

“No.” 

-Programme manager, University of Agder 
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9. Interviews with practitioners 

9.1 Interviewee backgrounds 

 

The active practitioners interviewed for this thesis have all been anonymized in order to 

encourage candid answers, however background details that were considered relevant 

to the thesis have been kept. The following seven practitioners were interviewed: 

  

Interviewee 1: 

Gender: Male 

Education: Bachelor’s degree in ”PR & Communications Management” from BI Norwegian 

Business School, 2007 

Current employer: Private communications firm based in Oslo 

 

Interviewee 2: 

Gender: Female 

Education: Bachelor’s degree in ”PR, Communication & Media” from the University College 

of Volda, 2011 

One-year programme in ”Design and Communication in Digital Media” from the Oslo and 

Akershus University College, some courses in ”Political Science” from the University of 

Oslo. 

Current employer: Private communications firm based in Oslo. 

 

Interviewee 3: 

Gender: Male 

Education: Bachelor Programme in ”Administration and Organisation Theory” from the 

University of Bergen and a Master’s Degree in Public Communication from the University of 

Agder. 

Current employer: Private communications firm based in Oslo. 

 

Interviewee 4: 

Gender: Male 



 51 

Education: Bachelor’s degree in ”PR, Communication & Media” from the University College 

of Volda, 2015 

In addition to: One-year programme in marketing management BI Norwegian Business 

School. 

Current employer: Private communications firm based in Oslo. 

 

Interviewee 5: 

Gender: Female 

Education: Bachelor’s degree in ”PR, Communication & Media” from the University College 

of Volda, Master’s degree in Public Communication from the University of Agder. 

Current employer: Government department 

 

Interviewee 6: 

Gender: Male 

Education: Bachelor’s degree in “PR & Communications Management” from BI Norwegian 

Business School 

Current employer: Communications department in a private company 

 

Interviewee 7: 

Gender: Female 

Education: Bachelor’s degree in ”PR, Communication & Media” from the University College 

of Volda 

Current employer: Communications department in a private company  
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9.2 Part 1: Academic background and level of theory knowledge 

As previously mentioned, the interviewees for this master’s thesis have an academic 

background within the field of Public Relations and Communications equivalent to at least a 

bachelor’s degree. The interviewees completed their degrees at Norwegian academic 

institutions such the University College of Volda, BI Norwegian Business School and the 

University of Agder. When asked how they would rank the academic programs they attended 

on a scale from 1 to 5 (where 5 is the most positive option) the interviewees were mostly 

positive, all of them electing to rank their individual programs around 4. 

 

 However, when asked about their motivations for picking such a positive rank, 

the interviewees had differing answers. Interviewee 4, who attended the University College 

of Volda, felt the somewhat remote location of the university college and itss informal 

atmosphere worked to his benefit. 

 

“Since it was a small college, the number of students per class was small as well. This 

made it so that we could easily have informal conversations with professors and other 

academic staff about the field almost daily. Every now and then I would go have a cup 

of coffee with our professors to get academic input and discuss and clarify any issues 

that I might have had about the curriculum. In hindsight, the informal guidance I 

received this way have proved invaluable. In addition, I think the college were able to 

take advantage of the fact that it wasn’t located in a major city like Oslo for example. 

where a student might have to get an extra job in order to survive. However, having 

the college in a more remote place made it possible for us students to focus on studies, 

extracurricular activities or discussions with fellow students. 

 - Interviewee 4 

 

Interviewee 2, who also attended the University College of Volda, felt that the practical and 

operational aspects were the biggest strengths of the program when she attended it, but in 

hindsight she admits that she has started to appreciate the theoretical aspects of the program 

more extensively as she advances further in her career. 

 

”I started my degree directly after high school, and looking back I feel I was quite 

young at the time. The theoretical aspects of the program didn’t feel relevant to me at 

the time. It felt very much like dreary ”schoolwork”,  Everything about PR & Media 
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research and philosophers like Habermas felt incredibly boring to me at the time. The 

practical aspects of the program were probably the most important for me. We 

conducted internal and external projects where we could use the theory we had learned 

in real scenarios, and I think that was the best part of the program. It’s not until now, 

several years later, that I recognize how it’s relevant to my profession. This is 

something which is hard to tell when you don’t have any previous relevant experience 

from PR & Communications and you don’t know what a communications department 

or a PR firm actually do. 

 - Interviewee 2 

 

Interviewee 1, who attended BI Norwegian Business School, also identifies the practical 

aspects as the biggest strengths of the program he attended, and singled out the fact that his 

lecturers had actual experience working in the field as most important. 

 

”I remember we often used get visits from people that had active positions in the PR 

industry come by to hold guest lectures. This, in combination with the fact that I felt 

that our lecturers knew what they were talking about since they had relevant 

experience - that is, they had worked in PR as a practical profession and not only read 

theory, was perhaps what I appreciated the most from my time at BI. 

 - Interviewee 1 

 

Interviewee 6 also went to BI Norwegian Business School and mentioned guest lecturers that 

came with fresh experience and from the profession as the strength of his institution: 

 

Yes, I do feel that I get to use [my education]. The practical aspects were important, 

but also some of what was taught and how it was taught. My college put a special 

emphasis on hiring guest lecturers with real-life experience and they shared, which 

was incredibly useful. 

 - Interviewee 6 

 

Interviewee 7 echoed this sentiment as well, finding the practical aspects and “best practice”-

aspects of her education to be important and relevant for her as a communications 

practitioner: 

 



 54 

“The practical aspects of the education was incredibly central in Volda, and we got to 

test a variety of ”real-life” scenarios and in that way we learned the ”best practice” of 

the Public Relations trade the hard way, by actually doing it. In retrospect I’ve found 

this quite valuable since these scenarios were very much like the ones I’ve met now in 

my career.” 

 - Interviewee 7 

 

However, some of the interviewees also pointed out elements of their programs that 

they did not appreciate quite as much. Interviewee 1 would have liked to see his program 

focus more on the issues of political lobbying by incorporating elements of Political Science 

into the program: 

 

“I would like to see more from political science into the field of Public Relations. I 

work with lobbying today, and it requires some knowledge about the political system. 

It wouldn’t necessarily have to be the most advanced elements from political science, 

but I remember thinking at the time that having some of it would be beneficial.” 

 - Interviewee 1 

 

Interviewee 2, however, felt that the program he attended could become a bit too academic at 

times, and says he expected a more practical approach from his lecturers. 

 

“[The University College of Volda] did a fairly decent job at getting relevant guest 

lecturers to the program, but the regular faculty staff had a tendency to become 

slightly too academic at times. They might have read PR-theory, but I felt they lacked 

a practical approach to the field. Some of them had slight experience from the 

industry, but they had spent most of their career in academia. This was something I 

noticed when I attended the program, because at times I felt the practical approach was 

missing.” 

 - Interviewee 2 

 

Interviewee 5 felt that the different programs she attended both had its particular pros and 

cons, indicating the inherent difference between the various PR-programs offered in Norway. 
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“I’m glad I attended two different institutions, first in Volda and then in Agder. Volda 

had a focus on the practical side of the field, while Agder had a much more theoretical 

approach. If I had only attended one of them I might have felt that they lacked in 

certain areas, but when combined I at least personally felt that it was a robust choice. 

 - Interviewee 5 

 

 When the interviewees were asked about whether or not there were any specific 

elements from their programs that they felt were useful for their current day-to-day 

activities, all of them answered positively, however they felt they found it useful in different 

ways. Interviewee 3 felt he could use his education straight away when he entered his current 

workplace as an intern. 

 

“I definitely feel I get to use many aspects of my education. Already when I started my 

six-week internship here I had to pick up my old curriculum books to brush up on my 

knowledge about how to set up a communications strategy or how to properly conduct 

surveys on reputation and so on. The scientific methods I learned in my education, 

both when it comes to qualitative and quantitative research have proven to be useful 

for my profession. Media and discourse analysis have also proven to be useful. 

Additionally, I feel I get to use theories from political science, but this is perhaps 

because I sometimes work with lobbyism as well. That said, there isn’t just one 

element that I use especially over any other, it’s more about the total sum of my 

education. During day-to-day operations I use some elements from whatever theory 

might suit the occasion or current task.” 

 - Interviewee 3 

 

Interviewee 4, who previously answered that he felt his program was based on too much 

theory, interestingly mentions that it was the theory he learned that has proved useful for him 

as a practitioner, albeit not always in a verbatim way. He also felt that some of the theories 

and methods he learned as student are too time consuming to conduct in his current position. 

 

“First and foremost it is the PR and communications theory that’s always in the 

background for me. This is what shaped me as a student during the program’s three 

years and I think it’s part of my mindset now. That said, I don’t think I’ve ever 

followed the specific 9 or 10 steps we learned on how to create a communications 
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strategy verbatim. It’s more about the mindset about how to create a communications 

strategy that mattered to me. I also get to use other elements from my education, such 

as media analysis. However, the methods I learned to use as a student are simply 

too time consuming, and we have a dedicated team here that works on revising 

our methods in order to hopefully operationalize it in a more effective way. For 

example, I wrote my bachelor’s thesis on framing theory, but this theory is way 

too time consuming to conduct in a communications firm. We simply don’t have 

the resources. However, I think it’s the mindset that my educational program instilled 

in me that matters. It was the combination of all the different subjects that mattered. I 

get to use skills obtained during media studies a lot, since we work a lot with different 

media outfits. The general understanding of how things are connected, you might say. 

Rhetoric was also important, although I don’t work that much with it daily it’s great to 

know the basics. I also think our ethics class was especially important, especially 

when I’m working for a communications firm like this, since we have to discuss and 

be aware of the ethics of our operations constantly. So really, it was the wholistic 

approach of my program that I appreciated the most, so when it comes to remembering 

specific theories, I would have to almost go dig up my old curriculum books... But as I 

mentioned we have a team that constantly works on developing methods that we can 

use in our daily tasks. These methods are clearly built on classical communications 

theory, but I find them to be easier to use and somewhat “simplified”, if you will. 

While my curriculum books could use 20 pages to explain a concept, our methods 

book explain the same concept in only two pages. This is also something that I 

missed from my education, the ability to convey a message clearly, but also in a 

simple and short way. That said, the program I attended naturally had the standard 

academic standards. For example, when writing assignments and so on I would of 

course cite references to my sources and so on and I would continue to do this when I 

started working here, but I quickly realized our clients don’t ask for it or need it so I 

stopped. They trust that the firm knows what we’re doing, and so rarely ask for details 

like citations and so on.“ 

- Interviewee 4 

 

Interviewee 1 also answered in a similar way. The firm he worked at had designed and 

operationalized their own methods to be used by their employees, and he felt that these 

methods often blurred with what he had learned as a student. 
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“It’s probably likely that I remember elements and theories from my student days, but 

the firm I work for has created their own methodology over several years. I have to 

assume that these methods are built upon traditional models designed to for example 

map public perception and opinion, how to best sell a particular message and so on. 

But since I’ve been here for a couple of years by now, I tend to forget what part of it I 

learned as a student and which parts I’ve learned by working here. However, the 

general training I received in how to apply models and theories is something I still 

carry with me. I can’t say I bring in “this and that” model from my student days and 

present it to a potential client in my day-to-day activities, but I’d say I use the skills I 

learned in college in a more general way. To put it this way, I still have some books 

from my curriculum in my office, but I rarely open them or utilize them in a conscious 

way.” 

 - Interviewee 1 

 

Interviewee 2 seems to echo this sentiment of having a general perception of theory from her 

college days, but stressed the importance of putting it in combination with practice. 

 

“I still remember we read about Habermas and discourse ethics! Or at least I 

remember parts of it. It’s useful for me when I’m building convincing arguments for a 

client, or when I need to sustain a conversation or find a common understanding on 

certain issues. It’s a bit funny, because I remember thinking as a student that it was the 

last thing I would ever need to use, yet now I’m using it almost every day. I remember 

we also had classes on media history and journalism. This has also been useful to me 

because I can see things in a historical context, and especially now that media 

technology is evolving so rapidly, that’s especially nice. However, in the end I found 

that my intern period was the most important. We had a planned two months’ 

internship, and I went to work for The United Nations Association of Norway. It was 

both exciting and a good experience, working for a real communications office. I 

wrote my bachelor’s thesis about the organization and their activities, all the while it 

was my real meeting with the field of public relations in actual practice. I got to see 

how PR-professionals worked, and in that sense I was able to connect theory and 

practice. This is what I consider to be the most important part of my educational 

program. If I want to give just one advice to educational institutions offering PR-
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programs it is that they should definitely combine theory with practice in this 

way, and also that those who lecture the theory actually have real, practical 

experience from the field. This way they will see the relevance of what they teach. 

Why you would need certain theories and in what context. All practical details have 

helped me in my career, but at the same time it’s hard for me to remember 

specific details, and even harder for me to remember specific theories. 

 - Interviewee 2 

 

Interviewee 7 felt the theories she had learned in college about rhetoric had turned out to be 

useful, and also mentions two-way communication as an emphasis at her college: 

 

“It’s tough to answer since it’s been a while since I was in college, but I remember we 

had a focus on the rhetorical canon and that’s been useful both for analyzing content 

and producing any sort of communications material. It’s ancient but it still gives 

insight I think. We also had some more modern theories, I think – but I can’t 

remember anyone in particular, although two-way communications in public relations 

was always emphasized.” 

 - Interviewee 7 

 

Interviewee 6 felt his education was quite broad in terms of theory and re-iterated that it was 

his practical experience doing extra-curricular activities that had given him the most added 

value, however he also mentions two-way communication as an important principle in his 

education: 

 

“Nothing in particular in terms of theory, the programme was very broad in content, 

and we could put it together as we pleased more or less. We had a lot of freedom. Still, 

there was a great focus on two-way communication and reputation management, 

especially the latter since we had a lecturer who was an expert on the topic. Actually, 

my activities outside of the studies turned out to be the most beneficial in the end. I 

was active in various student organizations and built a network this way. When 

companies hire PR-consultants they are usually very keen to hear what you’ve been 

able to do, and since I was active in these organizations I had something to show them. 

That said, the education itself was a door opener for me, and it enabled me to get a 

”foot in the door”.” 
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 - Interviewee 6 

 

 When the interviewees were probed about whether or not they had the impression that 

their education was research-based, they all answered positively, and some reasserted that 

they felt it was heavily based on theory: 

 

“I have to say I think the program was highly based on research and very theoretically 

minded, but like I said we also had practical parts as well.” 

- Interviewee 1 

 

Interviewee 5 commented that she felt that the field of PR was too new to be heavily research-

based, but that her educational program focused on other fields as well: 

 

“I absolutely feel that my degree was based on research. Since it was a university it 

might be that it was more focused on research than at a university college. That said 

PR is a relatively new field, so the focus wasn’t necessarily based just on that. We 

had theories on picture analysis and reputation analysis which I felt was more proven 

in research than the things we learned about how to deal with the media, which was 

more “hands-on”. In the cases where this was based on research it was fairly new and 

unproven, I think.” 

 - Interviewee 5 

 

Interviewee 7 mentions that most of the research she encountered in her education was based 

on English and American sources: 

 

I felt it was based on research, and our curriculum reflected that too, I think. That said, 

It was mostly a practical education. We had research based mostly on English and 

American sources, which I think is true for a lot of the PR-educations in general. 

- Interviewee 7 

 

When asked about whether or not interviewees could remember if the following PR-

theories or concepts in some shape or form as part of their education, the answers were as 

follows: 
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Rhetoric: 

7/7 interviewees remembered they had this as a topic during their education, but in various 

levels of importance, from barely anything at all to perceiving it as quite useful: 

 

“I can’t remember if we had it as a specific subject, but it was certainly touched upon 

at several occasions. We absolutely must have touched upon pathos, ethos and logos at 

least!”. 

-Interviewee 5 

 

“Yes, but we didn’t have all that much about it, I’ve mostly read up about it after the 

program.” 

- Interviewee 2 

 

“Yes, and as mentioned I have found it to be quite useful as a practitioner as well.” 

 - Interviewee 7 

 

Excellence-theory: 

5/7 interviewees remembered they had this topic during their education, suggesting that 

Grunig’s theory was a part of the curriculum for most of them. However, most of the 

interviewees could only recall the name of the theory itself, and not necessarily the contents 

of it, and had the following comments: 

 

“I can remember the name of the theory, but not that much more! I can’t say I’ve used 

it later on specifically. There are a lot of concepts and models and so on, even at the 

firm I work for. We are an international firm with heaps of different names for the 

models and ways we do things, and in a way it can often sound a lot like bullshit but in 

the end they all want to achieve the same thing, which is finding the best way to 

conduct public relations. I would assume the excellence-theory is one of those models. 

-Interviewee 2 

 

“Now that you mention it, this one was a part of the curriculum, but I can’t remember 

what it entails.” 

 - Interviewee 7 
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“It was an important focus, if I remember correctly.” 

-Interviewee 4 

 

Strategy: 

7/7 interviewees remembered they had this topic during their education, and added that it was 

an important focus for them: 

 

“Yes, this was a focus. I wrote about strategy in my bachelor’s thesis. What it is, how 

to set up a proper communications strategy, what it should contain in order to be 

efficient and so on. This was incredibly useful to me. 

-Interviewee 2 

 

“Yes, this was an incredibly important part both in theory and practice.” 

-Interviewee 4 

 

Publics: 

7/7 interviewees remembered this term from their education, and added that it was an integral 

part of both what they do at a daily basis as well as in their education: 

 

“Absolutely, this is perhaps one of the most central concepts within public relations. 

How to map and understand your publics and stakeholders, so there was naturally a lot 

of focus on this.” 

-Interviewee 1 

 

“Yes, certainly. I have to relate to target groups and stakeholders every day. Mapping 

the different publics that might have an interest in what you’re communicating is 

essential. It’s become even more important for me when I started my professional 

career, but I remember it was an important part of my educational program as well.” 

-Interviewee 2 

 

Systems theory: 

2/7 interviewees could remember this theory from their studies, but could not say much more 

about it specifically: 
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“It was mentioned, but I can’t remember it being a big focus, nor do I remember the 

specifics.” 

-Interviewee 4 

 

“I remember thinking it was slightly “off-topic” for public relations specifically, and 

more about the social sciences in general, but in hindsight it did indeed help me to put 

things in perspective.” 

-Interviewee 5 

 

Contingency theory: 

0/7 interviewees remembered this theory from their education. This could suggest that the 

contingency theory – for all intents and purposes a continuation of the ideas in the Excellence 

theory – was not a part of the curriculum when the interviewees completed their programmes. 

Interviewee 2 also mentions this briefly, while also adding that another possibility could be 

that he might have heard of the theory but did not find the theory relevant to his work, and 

subsequently disregarded it: 

 

“I can’t remember this at all, perhaps it was introduced after I finished studying. I have 

to assume there has been introduced new concepts that are both interesting and 

relevant since then. I think that in general I might remember names of concepts and 

theories, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that the specifics of it all has “stuck” with 

me. I often found that if the concept or theory did not occur to me as having a 

direct, practical relevance to the field - that is, to how I’m supposed to conduct 

my daily activities - then I usually forget about them pretty fast.” 

-Interviewee 2 
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9.3 Part 2: Practitioners’ use of PR research 

 

The goal of this second part of the interview was to gauge whether or not the 

interviewees used PR research in their daily activities in any way. The first question prompted 

the interviewees to weigh what they found most useful on a daily basis: Practical experience, 

education or research. Interviewee 6 was very clear that he felt it was his own practical 

experience that was the most useful, and that he found research useful, but more on a case-by-

case basis: 

 

“Definitely practical experience! My education as well, of course – but not in the same 

degree. I think that PR is a very ”hands-on” kind of job, where you need the 

experience to succeed. I do draw on research when it is needed, but not in the same 

way I did as a 

student. I rarely reference any research, but I do need it for credibility reasons every 

now and then. Google is an often-used tool in this regard!” 

- Interviewee 6 

  

Interviewee 1 shared the same view that practical experience was the most useful for him, but 

also had a more nuanced view of theory and research, saying that his practice is indeed 

informed by research – albeit in a more indirect way through his company’s own 

methodologies and mixed with his own judgments at any given time. The interviewee felt his 

work was more of an art than purely research-based, an approach that has certainly share 

some similarities with the ancient art of rhetoric: 

 

“Personally, and I feel that this is true for a lot of the people that work at this firm, it’s 

definitely practical experience. What someone has accomplished, both before they 

started working here and when they’ve been here is important in order to appear 

credible for a client, but also because it says that they are able to solve whatever 

problem the client might have. That said, our firm also do most of our work following 

tested and true methods, which we often refer to as “our way of doing things”, but 

which I assume are heavily based on the general theories and concepts of the field of 

public relations. In that way, you could say I also rely somewhat on research. I think 

as a PR professional you have to find a balance between your own practical experience 

and what some theory or model might tell you. At the end of the day, my job is mostly 
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about making our clients happy, and this doesn’t necessarily always entail finding the 

“ultimate” solution to their problem. Sometimes, what we find by using our 

methodology isn’t what the client was after, and at that point my job becomes just as 

much a negotiator with our client as an advisor. I have to negotiate with my clients 

for their perception of reality, based on the facts that I bring to the table. In this 

sense, I don’t find my practical day-to-day activities to be very research-based, 

it’s almost more of an art. 

- Interviewee 1 

 

Another interviewee felt that he relied equally on experience and education, seeing as he was 

fairly new as a practitioner. He also raised a point similar to that of Hayes, that most senior 

employees seem to rely almost solely on their experience: 

 

“It’s a combination of practical experience and education I think. I haven’t been 

professionally active for long, so I also gain advantage by asking senior advisors about 

their experiences. Interestingly, most of the seniors employed here usually don’t 

have that much education, but are highly experienced because they’ve been 

professionally active for years. For the juniors, it’s the opposite, we have a lot of 

education but less experience. 

- Interviewee 3 

 

Interviewee 5 mentions that she would have liked to rely more on research in her daily 

activities, but it usually only happens when she needs it for a specific purpose: 

 

“To be honest, I once hoped I would be able to read more when I finished my 

education, that I would be able to find time for it, but it didn’t turn out that way. 

However, I do sometimes rely on research, but not in a big way. I feel that what I get 

to use is a mix of what I learned in my studies, practical experience and knowledge 

that I might have picked up here and there. Research isn’t always such a big part of it. 

I once worked for a client about crisis communication. I remembered details about this 

subject from my studies, simple facts and so on that I had scribbled down. I tried 

finding the research that these numbers were referring to, but I had a hard time finding 

it. So in that sense I think that part of the problem is that PR-research isn’t all that 

accessible, or at least that’ s my impression. It seems to me that some of the research 
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isn’t all that widespread either. To be honest, whenever we need research it is 

because we’re working with something specific and we need evidence to back up 

a certain statement or other, and whenever that happens we basically just 

“google” it to see what’s out there. I find it hard to find PR-research this way, I mean 

The Norwegian Communication Association’s web pages have something about it, but 

yeah… It’s not all that accessible in general I think.” 

-Interviewee 5 

 

Interviewee 2 felt her education was the most important factor getting her in to the 

practitioner’s role. She found research to be difficult to follow, but interestingly she feels it is 

mainly because she perceives PR research to become outdated fast: 

 

“I think it’s my education, it gave me a good background to begin working. The 

practical aspects such as writing, taking pictures, do interviews, write reports and so 

on however is something you only get good with by practical experience of course. 

But the theoretical background is also useful, especially when it comes to concepts 

that are more timeless and classic. New research or specific theories have a tendency 

to become outdated really fast, I think. Books about blogging, writing for the net or in 

general any text that does not only concern the rhetorics of ancient Greece might be 

outdated really fast. So I think there’s a bit of a technology race going on within 

PR, new technology and so on is changing the field incredibly fast, and perhaps 

faster than the researchers can keep up with.” 

-Interviewee 2 

 

The second question concerned whether or not the practitioners felt that current PR research 

was relevant for them as PR professionals. Interviewee 1 did not feel that it was relevant, 

however he did feel that ideally the field of public relations should be more research-based 

and could be more relevant to him: 

 

“Not all that much really. I wish it could feel more relevant! Like I said we usually 

only look for research when we need it for specific projects, and even then it’s hard to 

find I think. PR isn’t supposed to be us putting a finger in the air to feel where the 

wind is blowing, but that’s often what we end up doing anyway. It’s actually 

supposed to be research based, and we do strive for that in our firm, but often external 



 66 

research is hard to find or it’s rarely relevant. It might be relevant but it’s not 

communicated to me to be relevant at least.” 

-Interviewee 4 

 

Interviewee 7 shared the same view when it came to PR research not being communicated 

directly to her: 

 

“I’d say it’s probably relevant to me, but I don’t necessarily feel the impact of it every 

day, or at all to be honest. I know it exists and there is probably important research 

being done but it simply does not reach me.” 

 - Interviewee 7 

 

Interviewee 1 felt he did not have time to catch up with current PR research: 

 

“I really wish it could be more relevant. We’re a multinational firm and there is a vast 

amount of new information within the field of PR coming in everyday that we at least 

in theory have access to, but I rarely see people take it in and actually utilize any of it, 

at least I think a scenario like that is incredibly rare. We mostly use what we already 

know, and rarely go out of our way to update ourselves. It’s a bit of a shame but 

we honestly don’t have the time to do it. There are so many other factors coming 

into play in our day-to-day activities that takes out time and attention, so there’s 

not much left to read new PR research. To be honest it’s a weakness, but I don’t 

think it’s a unique problem for our firm, I think it’s true for most PR professionals that 

work full time. That said, I do think most PR professionals have a wish to be 

constantly up to date, but the opportunities to do so in a busy schedule just isn’t there.” 

-Interviewee 1 

 

Interviewee 6 felt that current PR research was only relevant for him on a case-by-case basis: 

 

“It does not feel very relevant to me, except when, as I said, I google for it. It might be 

important in less obvious ways, but that rarely comes down to me in the end.” 

 - Interviewee 6 
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Interviewee 2 echoed his earlier sentiment that the field of PR is changing so fast that it is 

hard for PR-research to stay relevant: 

 

“Yes, I do find it relevant to a certain degree, as long as it’s proper and research based, 

because then at least I know it’s based on facts. But since there is such a rapid 

development of the field, the researchers have to be fast! The minute they’ve 

published their research it might very well be out-dated. I can see that being a 

problem. There are a lot of information about new concepts such as for example 

content marketing that clearly is not research based, it’s more of a “best practice”-

approach, and oftentimes this information is based on nothing more than anecdotes, 

however people choose to rely on it simply because it’s relevant right here and now. 

Proper media and PR research must be continued, but I can definitely see that it’s 

challenging to keep it relevant.” 

-Interviewee 2 

 

When asked about whether or not they sought information about PR-research in their 

day-to-day activities, the interviewees answered mostly that they did not do so directly either 

because the company they worked for provided it for them, or because they found PR-

research to be inaccessible and obscure. Interviewee 3 mentions that the firm he works for 

regularly updated a program updated by their central headquarters, and that this was where he 

most regularly learned about developments in PR research: 

 

“Yes, but rarely in a personal capacity. At our firm we gather once a month to get 

updates about our field. It can be people coming to us to talk about campaigns they’ve 

done, new research that the firm finds relevant and so on. All of this is managed by a 

department in our headquarters in London. They even put up workshops, lectures and 

courses on a regular basis. So I get updates though this program, mostly. This 

program also updates the firm’s own methodology regularly, I think the last 

update was just a couple of months ago, although I don’t know how frequently it 

actually is updated. To be honest, I recognize a lot of the models in this book 

from my education, including media analysis, GAP and SWOT-analysis and so 

on. These are things I definitely remember from my student days, but it’s put into a 

new context specifically for our firm, but obviously they have to be based on existing 

research and most likely stemming from academia in some form.” 
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-Interviewee 3 

 

Interviewee 5 re-iterated the same sentiment that has been claimed previously as well – that 

PR research is relied upon mostly if it is needed for a specific cause. She also felt that PR 

research in general was inaccessible to her as a practitioner, and requests a communication 

channel from researchers where she can easily find relevant research: 

 

“Not very often, but that might be because I find it not all that accessible. It’s not like I 

regularly check any research journals or anything, it’s more if I need something for a 

specific project or client. That said I have to assume that my colleagues do keep 

themselves updated. For me it’s more about a missing communication channel where I 

could easily follow new and relevant research. I don’t have time to read through entire 

books or manuals anymore. I sometimes get to hear about newly published things but I 

don’t always get to read it. So I think it’s about availability and also whether or not it’s 

information that is fast and easy to digest. If the research was made available to me in 

an accessible way, I don’t see why I wouldn’t read more about it.” 

- Interviewee 5 

 

Interviewee 6 also mentions that he rarely seeks PR research unless he needs it for something 

specific: 

 

“No, I don’t necessarily search for research. I will do so however if it is relevant to a 

certain project I’m working on and so on, but PR-research in particular? Not so much. 

If I do, it is so I can get credibility for something I’m trying to achieve, not in 

general.” 

 - Interviewee 6 

 

Interviewee 1 - in contrast to interviewee 3 – mentions that there is a lack of emphasis on 

formal PR research from his management. This could suggest a difference in culture between 

the two firms that the interviewees work at. Nonetheless, his firm has initiatives in place for 

keeping up with the industry, although he feels it is less research-based: 

 

“I do, but rarely. I have to assume that there is a lot of interesting research going on, 

but I rarely find the opportunity to read up on it. I also have to say that there is a lack 
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of attention on PR research from the management side of this firm. If management 

would show greater interest in, or at the very least some kind of awareness about it, 

I’m sure it would be more widely discussed about by me and my colleagues during 

meetings or coffee breaks and so on. We do have what we call “vocational afternoon”, 

where we try to get interesting actors from the field to talk about their projects and so 

on. But it’s mostly based on “best case” or “best practice”-examples. We could 

need more initiatives like this, and not just only with “best case”-scenarios. 

However, that is the reality for us today – our focus is definitely on “best 

practice”, and not necessarily on whatever happens within the field PR research 

as such.” 

-Interviewee 1 

 

Interviewee 6 tries to keep himself updated, but not through formal academic journals: 

 

“I rarely do go for formal academic journals the way I would when I wrote an essay as 

a student, but of course in this profession you need to stay informed of things that are 

going on. That goes without saying. So I do visit platforms like The Norwegian 

Communication Association’s webpages or Kampanje and so on. But I do not read 

research journals or anything like that unless I would google for a specific topic.” 

 - Interviewee 6 

 

When asked about whether or not there were any specific PR-methods that were used 

at their workplace, the interviewees gave short answers – but some mentioned that they relied 

on scientific methods in general, such as interviewee 4 and interviewee 7: 

 

“We conduct plenty of surveys and quantitative and qualitative media analysis. It’s 

mostly to gather data that we can analyze for our clients.” 

-Interviewee 4 

 

“In my company I do social media, so we have a range of analytics-tools. I suppose 

they are all based on research and it helps us reach and understand certain target 

groups more easily.” 

 - Interviewee 7 
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As a follow-up to whether or not PR-research was considered relevant to themselves 

as practitioners, the interviewees were asked whether or not their workplace as a whole 

considered it to be relevant. The answers given were similar to where they themselves placed 

their emphasis, both practical experience and formal education was valued in combination. 

Interestingly, interviewee 4 mentions a point similar to Hayes, that senior staff relies almost 

solely on their experience: 

 

“It’s a good question, but it’s not like we talk about the newest PR research over our 

lunch. However, we are a knowledge based firm, but a lot of that knowledge is based 

on the combined experience of the staff. Some of my colleagues have previously 

worked as communications officers in large companies, some have a political 

background from parliament, a diplomatic career or CEO-experience. They have a lot 

of knowledge and expertise, but it’s not necessarily research-based. It’s based on their 

experience and “best practice”, which is what some of our clients come to us for. 

That’s not to say research-based knowledge is scoffed at, but it’s not a core part of our 

business. Furthermore, a lot of our senior staff does not have any formal 

education within PR and communication, so their awareness of PR research is 

thin at best. The educational field of PR and communications is fairly new, I 

think, so it’s mostly the junior staff that have any awareness about the theories 

and research of the field.  

-Interviewee 4 

 

Interviewee 1 feels that his firm does not directly rely on new PR research, and neither are 

they that open to any new impulses in general – due to stretched resources: 

 

“Not all that relevant, to be completely honest. I think we acknowledge that our own 

internal methodology and models that are integral to our business model is based on 

research. But being open to new ideas and models, insights, perspectives and so on 

isn’t that well-recognized I’m sorry to say. It might have to do with the fact that our 

resources are sometimes stretched thin. It’s about priorities.” 

-Interviewee 1 
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Interviewee 2, however, does say that knowledge sharing in general is an important part of the 

firm he works for, but that it is not necessarily research-based, but rather based on “best 

practice” in order to stay updated on the field in general: 

 

“Yes, we do talk about it around the coffee table, and we have an organized system for 

sharing knowledge, which we call “[Firm Name] Academy”. If anyone sees anything 

in the field worth sharing, a trend or something like that we are encouraged to show 

initiative and hold internal lectures about it. Some of these might be put in a lunch 

break in order for everyone to be able to hear about it and discuss it. I think this is 

important for our field of work, because things move so fast. We want to stay ahead of 

the competition so we rely on eachother share relevant topics internally. That said, 

it’s not necessarily research-based knowledge, it could just as well be “best 

practice”-solutions, so in general we try to stay up-to-date on anything that might 

benefit our work and our clients. I don’t know how they do it elsewhere, but I 

think we’re doing a good job of it. 

-Interviewee 2 

 

Interviewee 3 also mentions his firm’s internal knowledge sharing program, but also adds that 

he thinks that one of the main challenges for PR research is that it is still considered to be a 

young field: 

 

“We discuss research as part of our own internal methodology, but I think that the 

challenge for PR research is that it is such a young field that simply isn’t as 

established as other disciplines. It’s also a field that is harder to measure than other 

fields, although I understand there is a focus on changing this.” 

- Interviewee 3 
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9.4 Part 3: Practitioner’s requests about PR research 

The goal for the third part of the interview was for the interviewees to themselves 

define what they would like to see from PR research as well as how they think PR researchers 

should be able to reach practitioners more effectively. The first question simply prompted the 

interviewees to talk about what sort of PR research they as practitioners feel should be 

conducted. The responses were varied, perhaps suggesting various needs depending on the 

jobs of the various practitioner, however some common issues raised was PR research on new 

and emerging technologies as well as requests to make the academic theories more applicable 

in practice. 

 

Interviewee 3 felt that PR research needed more tools to measure the effects of 

communication as well as development of methods concerning new technology:  

 

“I think there should be more research regarding measuring the effects of 

communication. I think it’s already going in the right direction with the digitalization 

and so on, which makes it easier to measure data. The second thing I’d like to see is 

the continued development of methods that are tailored to new technology.” 

-Interviewee 3 

 

Interviewee 6 had similar requests for the kind of research she felt was needed, as well as 

wanting researchers to become better at communicating their findings: 

 

“I don’t know what they focus on right now, but perhaps something about how the 

digital tools are changing the profession. I work with social media myself, and it is just 

one of many new tools available to PR practitioners to more easily get in touch with 

publics. So some more insight into this would be useful. There are a lot of people 

making assumptions about these things, but some more solid research could very well 

be beneficial! In addition, the researchers could do a better effort in showing what 

their research has brought.” 

 - Interviewee 6 

 

Interviewee 2 didn’t think there was anything in particular that was missing in PR research, 

but she also felt researchers could become better at communicating about their projects: 
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“Well, there certainly is no shortage of “best practice” when it comes to topics like 

content marketing and so on, for example, so maybe less of that! However, in general I 

don’t really know if I feel there is any research that is particularly missing. I feel more 

like I’m a consumer and I’m often happy to receive new research. It’s like, “Oh, 

someone wrote about this! Great!” even before I know I miss it. That said, maybe the 

researchers should work more on communicating and conveying their research 

more clearly?”. 

-Interviewee 2 

  

Interviewee 4 felt that PR researchers should strive to create methods that could benefit 

practitioners more, while he also acknowledged that the advantage that researchers have over 

practitioners is that they can spend more time and resources looking at more specific 

phenomena than practitioners: 

 

“There’s a group at our firm that actively works with creating a new method for 

performing media analysis, and we’re spending quite a lot of resources trying build a 

method that makes this more thorough, less resource-intensive but still robust enough 

that we can use it to make relevant decisions. This is our own in-house-research and 

development. It’s something like this I think we need, practical and 

operationalized methods to do our work better. When I studied I wrote about 

qualitative media analysis myself, and I had a constant impression that this was a 

method built for academics to be used by academia. It took too long and the results 

were mostly interesting for academics. It would be nice to see academics produce 

research that could directly impact and assist practitioners. Academic theories are 

often good on paper, but hard to utilize in practice, so basically I would like to see 

more research regarding themes that are important to us practitioners. I think the big 

advantage of researchers, however, is that they can take additional time and 

resources to reach solid and robust conclusions about new phenomena, while us 

practitioners often have to resort to pure assumption or “best practice”-solutions 

at best.” 

-Interviewee 4 
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Interviewee 1 felt that the art of persuasion had become under-valued by PR researchers, and 

would very much like to see more research-based theories on this subject than is currently 

available: 

 

“In college we had a course about persuasion theory, or techniques if you will. It was 

based on more popular “best practice” authors like Robert Cialdini, but also there were 

a few serious research-based theories, but I felt at the time that this was somewhat 

lacking in the field of public relations. A lot of focus is placed on mapping publics, 

positions and so on, but I would like to see even more focus on how to actually be 

persuasive in a more concrete and definitive way, much like the classical rhetorical 

theories used to strive for. If a researcher could come into our offices and tell us, with 

research to back it up, how we for example most effectively could create a campaign 

to make people respect the speed limits when driving, then that would be great. I think 

the art and research of persuasion has become underestimated by PR researchers.” 

-Interviewee 1 

 

 The third question of this part of the interview concerned what measures the 

practitioners felt that PR researchers should take in order for PR research to be used by 

practitioners. Interviewee 3 felt that researchers could take initiative to get in touch with 

practitioners more frequently: 

 

“I think it could be as easy as a quick-fix with an outreach-program, where researchers 

basically get in touch with us practitioners and hold lectures and so on. I think the 

various firms would be quite accommodating for such an initiative, and it could 

perhaps be popular among practitioners and a great way to implement new research. 

That said, I realize that the research that’s being done is extensive and detailed, but in 

order to reach practitioners I think it will have to be communicated easily maybe 

through blog posts or short lectures and so on. At the same time, they have to make 

sure they don’t end up becoming pundits who make assumptions. They have to 

make it perfectly clear that what they are talking about is based on research.” 

-Interviewee 3 
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Interviewee 1 also thought that researchers should have a closer relationship with 

practitioners, and perhaps be more forward in helping them analyse cases that they themselves 

were puzzled by: 

 

“They could perhaps put their research into real-life scenarios and make the research 

more visible that way. I think such an approach certainly could make the research 

noticed, at the very least I think it would get some attention at our firm. Let’s say 

someone from academia came to us and said “Alright, we know you worked on a 

campaign to make Norwegians quit smoking, do you want us to explain to you 

why it worked?”. Because we know our campaign did in fact get results, we have 

metrics that prove it, but to be honest we’re not quite sure why it worked – and 

this is an example of a case where PR research definitely could illuminate some 

issues for us, and where we as practitioners will find PR research useful.” 

-Interviewee 1 

 

Interviewee 4 perceived PR research to be written by PR researchers for PR researchers, and 

that practitioners were sometimes left out. Much like the replies from other interviewees, he 

felt that PR research could gain from working with practitioners more directly: 

 

“I think the issue for me is, where am I supposed to find it? I used to subscribe to the 

Norwegian Communication Association’s monthly magazine, and they had a section 

about new research, and that’s great but where else do I find it? Naturally, 

researchers - like all writers – write for a specific audience, and far too often I 

think that their audience basically is just other researchers. I sometimes get the 

impression that they just write for each other, and not for the rest of the world. It 

could seem that their goal is to get published in academic journals where they 

build upon existing academic theories and trends in order to establish PR as a 

research field. That’s fine, of course, but I feel it might not necessarily benefit the 

industry and practitioners as much. This is unfortunately an impression I had while 

studying as well. I got slightly annoyed with research papers that were read perhaps 

one or two times and then put into an archive. Instead, why don’t get in touch directly 

with practitioners in order to find out what we would like to know? I’m sure plenty of 

firms and organizations would like a close co-operation with academia, if possible. 

That, and making research accessible. There might be a lot of PR research out 
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there that I’m simply not aware of, because it never reaches me. I read industry 

newspapers like “Kampanje” and I follow the Norwegian Communication 

Association’s webpages, but as far as I know there’s no specific channel or 

platform that I can go to in order to be informed about new and relevant 

research. That’s something I would like to see. So basically I would like to see more 

accessible research and more co-operation with practitioners.” 

-Interviewee 4 

 

 

Interviewee 2 echoed interviewee 4’s sentiments about PR researchers writing for other PR 

researchers. She felt that this could perhaps be mitigated if researchers made a more 

conscious effort of conveying their research to practitioners: 

 

“I’m not sure if it’s true, but I feel as if there is a small circle of researchers that do PR 

research, but they are not always necessarily able to convey their research to 

practitioners effectively. And that is sort of interesting in and by itself, since 

conveying a message is a center focus in the field of PR. It’s certainly a bit of a 

paradox that scholars who research Public Relations and Communication aren’t 

themselves able to communicate their research all that well! Although, I think 

that this is true for research in general, though. A lot of great research reports are 

finished, but unfortunately they sometimes don’t get the exposure they deserve. 

Sometimes this might be the researchers’ fault as well, they can’t just say “we’re 

done!” and then not do any effort to convey their research. Even more 

importantly, if their research creates a public debate, they should at the very 

least participate it in it themselves. I think that’s very important. Make the 

research findings media friendly, share it on social media, or make it available in 

a form that makes it engaging and makes people want to discuss it, if possible. I 

think maybe I miss more talk about PR, and PR research in the media. It’s not all that 

often you see PR researchers on the morning news, to be honest – even though I’m 

sure there are plenty of interesting topics. Not that I know how such a thing should 

come to be, but there are for example plenty of slightly populistic research on “pink 

bloggers” and how the media affects young women in Norway that is able to create a 

lot of engagement and debate every time. I’m not saying PR research should or could 
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create such a buzz, but they could certainly learn from how these issues are spread in 

social media and so on.” 

-Interviewee 2 

 

The answer from interviewee 7 also reflects the perception that researchers should gear their 

focus more towards practitioners: 

 

“I think they should focus more on us practitioners! What I remember from my studies 

was that the theories we learned seemed to be fixated on issues that were not very 

relevant to us as practitioners. It’s almost as if they were doing research in their own 

little ”bubble” among other academics, and neglecting the work that is being done by 

practitioners. I’m not sure if that’s true, but it’s the impression I get, unfortunately.” 

 - Interviewee 7 

  



 78 

 

10. Analysis of barriers and opportunities for application of PR 

research 

10.1 Barriers: 

Based on the data collected by interviewing both programme managers and active 

practitioners of PR, some patterns of common denominators begin to take shape. These 

common denominators do reveal some hints as to the barriers and challenges facing PR 

researchers who wish to have their theories applied by practitioners. Some of these barriers 

and challenges are: 

 

PR research is not necessarily a primary focus in educational institutions that 

offer study programmes in Public Relations and Communications: Of the four 

programme managers at educational institutions interviewed for this master’s thesis, only one 

of them – The University College of Volda - explicitly stated that they have a focus on 

specific PR theories. The three other institutions emphasized their interdisciplinary approach 

to a Bachelor’s degree in Public Relations, where the curriculum consists of related fields that 

builds the foundation for the course. In addition, some of the institutions allowed their 

students – to some extent – to define their own curriculum. 

 As a result, it is not necessarily guaranteed that students receive sufficient awareness 

about PR research during their study programmes. If they are not made aware of the field of 

PR research during their studies, then the barrier of entry for discovering it later on as 

practitioners is presumably considerably higher. The argument for interviewing individuals 

that fit the parameters of active practitioners with an educational background in PR and 

Communication for this thesis was built on this very premise. Yet, while PR research is not 

necessarily the focus of educational institutions, the interviewees did seem to have some 

degree of awareness about the topic: 

Some terms and concepts seemed to be especially universal though – the terms 

“rhetoric”, “strategy” and “publics” were recognized by all practitioners that were 

interviewed. The Excellence theory was recognized by five out of the seven interviewed 

practitioners, suggesting that it has at least some traction in the educational institutions. 

However, systems theory was only recognized by two out seven interviewed practitioners, 

and the contingency theory was not recognized at all. 
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As such, it can be suggested that one of the potential barriers for application of PR 

research is that it is not covered well enough in educational institutions that offer study 

programmes in PR. 

 

PR research can be perceived as inaccessible to practitioners, and often the 

impression is that it is performed by PR researchers for PR researchers: Much in line 

with Sallot et. al.’s (2008) findings about the fact that an overwhelming amount of articles 

published in Public Relations Review from 2001 to 2003 was geared towards purely academic 

interests, the professionally active practitioners interviewed for this master’s thesis expressed 

that they more or less shared the same view. The interviewees share the sentiment that PR 

scholars perform research which is then mostly presented to just a small audience of other PR 

scholars. The practitioners felt that there was missing outreach from PR researchers to PR 

practitioners both in terms of including practitioners in research projects as well as conveying 

the results of research to them after a project is finished. This again potentially creates the 

impression that PR theory is somewhat arcane and inaccessible for practitioners. 

Additionally, some of the interviewees felt that the models and theories being 

developed by PR scholars are of little operational value to them as practitioners, because they 

do not take into consideration the practical aspects of their every-day tasks. This constitutes 

another challenge for the application of PR research by practitioners. 

 

Practical PR-experience is considered to be somewhat more valuable among the 

practitioners than PR theory: When asked about what they found most useful in their 

background when it came to their current professional practice, there was a tendency for the 

interviewees to answer that they valued their own practical experience the most. The same 

was true when asked about what parts of their education they valued the most – the practical 

aspects were cited as having been important for them. This is in line with Hayes’ research in 

Canada, where Canadian PR students were quite interested in learning “how to do PR” 

(Hayes, 2011). At least in this regard, PR theory takes a backseat the more practical aspects of 

the field. This might indicate another barrier for the application of PR theory. 

 

Limited knowledge about PR research among senior staff: The research field of 

PR is still young in Scandinavia, and as such senior PR-practitioners are less aware of PR 

research according to some of the interviewees. This is somewhat in line with the findings of 

Hayes (2011) among practitioners in Canada. This is partly due to the fact that the academic 
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field of PR is still considered to be quite young, especially in Scandinavia. As such, junior 

staff may have more awareness about the virtues of PR theories, but they are at the same time 

more likely to lack influence in the organization they work for. If PR theories are to be 

applied, another challenge will be to demonstrate their usefulness for senior staff who are 

more likely to be decision makers. 

 

The field advances too fast, research considered outdated by practitioners by the time it 

is published: Some interviewees also perceived the rapid development and changes in the 

field to be a challenge for PR theories. One interviewee felt that by the time new research or a 

theory was developed, the constant progress that had unfolded in the meantime in terms of 

technology or daily activities of the practitioners while the research was conducted makes it 

slightly outdated by the time of its release. Regardless of whether or not there is any 

substantiality to this claim, the perception of it do exist among practitioners and thus it is 

another challenge that PR theory faces. 

 

Practitioners personally find that they have insufficient time and resources: Most of the 

interviewees expressed they would be very interested in updating themselves on relevant PR 

research and theory, and even had some initial expectations that they would spend more time 

on these topics when they started working – but quickly found their time limited. So it would 

seem that practitioners do not necessarily take initiative to stay updated or implement PR 

theory at least on an individual level. 

 

10.2 Opportunities: 

The data collected from the interviews did not only suggest barriers and challenges for the 

application of PR theory, but also suggested a variety of opportunities that PR scholars have 

should their goal be to have their theories both recognized and applied by practitioners. Some 

of these opportunities are: 

 

Practitioners have an interest in PR research and theory, and expressed wishes to stay 

informed about the topic – given the right approach: Most of the interviewees expressed 

wishes to stay informed about the developments in PR academia – but either did not know 

where to find such information and as such the information never reaches them or they found 

the information that was already there to be inaccessible. This indicates an opportunity for PR 
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scholars to reach practitioners if they find the correct approach to convey their research to 

practitioners. The interviewee’s suggested for results from research to be communicated more 

clearly to them through communication channels where they already are and in a language 

that is easy for the practitioners to understand and digest in their busy daily situation. 

Suggestions for such communication channels were - among others - industry newspapers, 

mainstream media or even perhaps a dedicated platform for the sharing of PR research. 

Another suggestion was for PR scholars 

 to initiate an “outreach program” where research is presented as lectures in co-operation with 

PR firms. Choosing what approach would be most suitable for conveying PR research is 

beyond the scope of this master’s thesis, but the indications from the interviewees do suggest 

that there is a demand for the topic. 

 

PR Research and theory is perceived to be more credible than “best practice”: 

Interestingly, while many of the practitioners interviewed reported that they themselves value 

their practical backgrounds and indeed preferred guest lecturers with practical experience at 

their educational institutions, they also perceived research-based theories’ biggest strength to 

be that it is more credible than “best practice”-approaches. As such, many interviewees often 

found themselves searching for research and theory in certain instances where they sought 

additional credibility in order to support their case. This suggests that there is indeed a high 

professional standing for PR research among practitioners, and is another opportunity for PR 

scholars that want their theories to be applied can utilize. 

 

Closer co-operation with PR organizations in order to shape their working methods: 

While most of the practitioners interviewed stated that they themselves did not individually 

seek out new PR research on their own, a few mentioned that the organizations they worked 

for regularly held weekly meetings or lunches with presentations about developments in the 

field of PR. Additionally, the practitioners who worked for private PR firms mentioned that 

these firms often have their own “methodology” or “the way they do things”, often described 

in internal written documents or manuals. These documents act as guidelines for how the 

employees are meant to perform their tasks. According to the interviewees who work at these 

firms, they do indeed recognize methods or theory from their studies in these documents, 

although they have been renamed and rebranded to fit the company profile. One interviewee 

also mentioned that these documents were updated on a regular basis by the headquarters of 
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the firm he worked at. As such, there is an opportunity here for PR scholars to co-operate with 

these private firms in order to have their theories applied by practitioners. 

 

Closer co-operation between PR practitioners and PR scholars: An almost unanimous 

request from the practitioners interviewed was for PR scholars to include them more in the 

process of both research and the shaping of theoretical models. The current impression from 

the practitioners was that they felt slightly left out of the process, and would prefer to see 

more research that could directly impact and assist them in their daily work. An impression 

from one interviewee was “academic theories are often good on paper, but hard to utilize in 

practice”, indicating the current dissociation some practitioners have for PR academia. An 

opportunity, then, for PR scholars is to include practitioners more in the research process. 

From the practitioners’ side, the ideal goal of including them in the research process would be 

having results that are tailored for them and their needs – that is, operational theories and 

models that can help them perform their profession better in their daily tasks.  
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11. Concluding remarks 

Van Ruler’s (2005) claim that “PR professionals are from Venus, PR scholars are from 

Mars” may indeed still seem to ring true. If the PR practitioners interviewed for this are to be 

used as an indication, there still seems to be a distance between PR practitioners and PR 

scholars – or at least that is the perception among practitioners themselves. PR scholars that 

want their research and theory to be applied then still face several barriers and challenges in 

this regard. 

Practitioners seem to value their practical and operational experience, while they find 

PR research to be inaccessible and thus may to give it less attention. PR scholars will have to 

counter perceptions that the research they perform is not only meant for themselves, but also 

conducted for the benefit of practitioners. They will have to work to overcome the 

practitioner’s impression that their research is inaccessible, and reach practitioners in the 

communication channels they are most likely to subscribe to. 

In short, before their research can be applied, PR scholars will need to raise more 

awareness of their work among practitioners than what they currently do. One interviewee 

described her perception of this challenge in the following way: 

 

“[...] it’s certainly a bit of a paradox that scholars who research Public 

Relations and Communication aren’t themselves able to communicate their research 

all that well!” 

 

However, while the barriers and challenges are apparent, PR scholars also have several 

opportunities at their disposal should they want their theories to be applied. Although 

practitioners value their own practical experience highly, they still find formal PR research to 

be more credible than “best practice” – and report that they often seek research in cases where 

they need added credibility. Most practitioners that were interviewed also expressed a clear 

interest to learn more about PR research, and so presumably would be amenable to efforts by 

PR scholars to raise awareness given the right approach. 

In addition, most practitioners seemed to welcome the idea and initiative of closer co-

operation between PR scholars and PR practitioners, either individually or through 

organizations. Much in line with the principles of the contingency theory (Cameron et al., 

2000) scholars could then adjust the stance they currently have on their continuum with 

practitioners further towards “pure accommodation” so that practitioners can help shape the 
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research, ultimately making it more likely that they will be able to achieve the goal of 

applying PR research together – to the mutual benefit of both parties. 
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12. Limitations and further research 

 

The findings in this master’s thesis help shed some light on the barriers and 

opportunities that PR scholars who want their research to be applied faces. The combination 

of an overview of current PR theories, previous research on the topic and semi-structured 

interviews with both active practitioners and study programme managers at educational 

institutions was helpful as they gave an indication of both potential barriers and opportunities 

for the application of PR research. However, this master’s thesis also encountered several 

limitations, which may encourage further research. 

 

A further analysis of the curriculum of the various study programmes offered within 

the field of PR in Norway can be used as a cross-reference for the statements made by both 

the study programme managers and practitioners that were interviewed as well as serve as an 

overview of which PR theories are the most prevalent in these institutions and thus most 

likely to be associated with PR research in general. 

 

This master’s thesis was also limited to seven interviews with practitioners who are all 

settled and working in the Greater Oslo Region, Norway. To validate findings further, it could 

be valuable to conduct the study on a larger scale, potentially elevating the significant of the 

findings. A short survey sent to a larger number of practitioners inquiring about their 

perception of PR research could also have added additional insight and validity to the 

findings. Additionally, it would be interesting to see replies from different regions than just 

the Greater Oslo Region. 
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Appendix 1: Interview Guide for PR Practitioners (Norwegian) 

 

Kvalitativ intervjuguide for PR-praktikere: 

 

Formål: 

1. Få en pekepinn på kunnskapsnivå om forskning på PR-feltet. 

2. Om PR-forskning blir brukt, og i hvilken grad. 

- Eventuelt hvorfor det ikke brukes, hva som hindrer relevant forskning i å bli 

brukt. 

3. Hva praktikere ønsker av forskning på PR. 

 

1. Kunnskapsnivå: 

1. Hvor tok du utdanning? 

2. Hvor fornøyd var du med utdanningen? 

3. Føler du at du får bruk for utdanningen din i ditt daglige virke, på hvilken måte? 

4. Er det noen spesifikke teorier fra utdanningen du føler du får spesielt bruk for i ditt 

daglige virke? 

5. Hvilke deler av utdanningen føler du at du generelt sett har fått mest bruk for? 

6. I hvilken grad føler du at din utdanning var basert på forskning innenfor PR-feltet? 

7. Jeg vil liste opp noen stikkord og vil høre om du muligens hadde fokus på dette under 

studiene eller kjennskap til dem i ettertid: 

 - Retorikk 

 - Excellence-teorien 

 - Strategi 

 - Interessenter/”publics” 

 - Systemteori 

 - Contingency theory/Eventualitetsteori 

 

2. Bruk av PR-forskning 

1. Hva trekker du mest på i ditt arbeid som kommunikasjonsrådgiver, praktisk erfaring, 

utdanning eller forskning? 

2. Hvor relevant mener du PR-forskning er for din jobb som kommunikasjonsrådgiver? 
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3. Oppsøker du forskning på PR i din jobb som kommunikasjonsrådgiver? 

- I tilfelle ja, hva slags forskning, journaler, fagbøker oppdaterer du deg på? 

4. Hvis ikke, hva hindrer deg i å oppsøke PR-forskning som kommunikasjonsrådgiver? 

(Tid, ressurser, lite kjennskap?) 

5. Hva slags type vitenskapelige metoder trekker du som oftest inn i ditt arbeid som 

kommunikasjonsrådgiver? (For eksempel spørreundersøkelser, målgruppeanalyse) 

6. Hva syntes du som kommunikasjonsrådgiver om PR-forskning per i dag? (innhold, 

resultater, osv.) 

7. I hvilken grad anser du at forskning på PR blir sett på som relevant i din 

organisasjon/bedrifts daglige drift? 

 

(Hvis ja: Husker du hva det går ut på? Tenker du på det i ditt daglige virke?) 

 

3. Ønsker om PR-forskning 

1. Hva slags PR-forskning vil du som kommunikasjonsrådgiver gjerne vil bli 

gjennomført? Hva bør PR-forskere fokusere på? 

Mulig spørsmål: 2. Hvilke tiltak bør PR-forskningen ta for at deres teorier skal bli 

benyttet i praksis av kommunikasjonsrådgivere? 

 

Hva slags inntrykk har du av dine kollegers utdannelse? (For å finne ut hva de syntes om 

sine kolleger) 

- Føler du at du drar fordel av din utdanning som dine andre kolleger ikke gjør? Ev. 

ulemper? 

 - Ville du anbefalt å ta en PR-utdanning til dem som ønsker å jobbe i PR-bransjen? 
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Appendix 2: Interview Guide for Study Programme Managers 

(Norwegian) 

 

 

Kvalitativ intervjuguide for programansvarlige ved UiA, HVO, 

Westerdahls, BI og Markedshøyskolen: 

 

1. Har du mulighet til å fortelle litt generelt om tankene bak og hvilke innfallsvinkler 

[institusjonen] har for utformingen av studiet? Da gjerne litt om dere fokuserer på teori 

og/eller praksis, og gjerne litt om hvilke fagområder dere mener en PR-utdannelse bør 

fokusere på. 

2. I hvilken stor grad vil du si at studiet er basert på PR-forskning? 

3. Er det noen spesifikke PR-teorier som du mener er spesielt fremtredende i pensum 

for [utdanningen]? 

4. Har dere pensumlister tilgjengelig for de ulike emnene studentene gjennomfører? 
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Appendix 3: Consent Form (Norwegian) 
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Appendix 4: NSD Confirmation (Norwegian) 
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