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1.0 INTRODUCTION
The public relations and communication professions are continually expanding, with increased numbers of people working in these sectors. Yet the role of the public relations practitioner is still not clearly defined or understood by all employers and clients.
Opinions tend to be divided between public relations performing a publicity function that complements the marketing mix and public relations as a strategic management function.

In a recent issue of PR Week the editor commented that ‘PR’s role at the top table has moved on’ (Rogers, D, 2006: 19) and ‘they are now regularly consulted on fundamental strategy’ (Rogers, D, 2006: 19). This indicates how topical this area of discussion is. Debate within this area has been fuelled by the Institute of Public Relations (IPR) receiving charted status in February 2005 to become the Chartered Institute of Public Relations (CIPR).

Moss & Green state, ‘much of the technical work required of the PR function can be outsourced, leaving in-house staff free to concentrate on more strategic relationship building activities.’ (Moss & Green, 2001: 129) This suggests that practitioners from consultancies undertake the roles that complement the marketing mix more than in-house departments which focus on strategic management. If this is true then when trying to define public relations, scholars and professionals require two separate descriptions to cover the two aspects of the industry, in-house and consultancy. 

The climate under which the two types of practitioners work has disparities. In-house departments hold only one organisation’s interests at its core and practitioners’ knowledge of the company’s history, values and objectives is very thorough. Conversely consultancies have numerous clients, with their time and resources allocated accordingly. The advantages often cited for outsourcing public relations rather than investing in an in-house function, are that external practitioners usually have stronger media contacts and a wider experience. However at the same time do not possess the organisation specific knowledge and possibly commitment of an in-house department. 

Many researchers have highlighted that for public relations to perform a true strategic function it must participate in the dominant coalition of an organisation. The dominant coalition is ‘defined as the group with the power to make and enforce decisions about the direction of the organisation, its tasks, its objectives, and functions.’ (Hogg, G. & Doolan, D. 1999: 600)  Current research including that of O’Dwyer (2004) and Moss & Desanto (2004), supports the argument that public relations managers from in-house departments may be positioned within the dominant coalition, but little has been conducted to determine if this is the case for consultancies. This is an interesting concept, as a public relations manager from a consultancy is in essence from an external company. They have the potential to participate in several dominant coalitions; it is questionable whether this can be done successfully. 

The researcher contacted Danny Moss who is a frequently published scholar in the area of public relations roles research. He recently completed a PhD focusing on the managerial role of practitioners and the researcher was interested to hear his views surrounding this. 

Moss kindly replied with this statement, “PR Consultants may ASPIRE to operate at a strategic level BUT what you need to be aware of is that they largely operate tactical support level and even in the case of the larger consultancies the predominant service provided is media relations support…which while important is only rarely STRATEGIC”.
However, as demonstrated in the subsequent literature review the researcher struggled to locate research that supported Moss’s viewpoint. This deficiency in roles research has paved the way for this study.

1.2 Research Aim 

To investigate if senior practitioners who work for public relations consultancies based in the UK, get the opportunity to perform a strategic managerial role, positioned within the dominant coalition, or if they are limited to technical roles.

1.3 Terms of Reference

1.3.1 Research Questions

· Can consultancy practitioners with senior positions be categorised as either technicians or managers?

· Are any practitioners of the consultancy providing input into their clients’ dominant coalition?

· Does the consultancy behave as a management function?

· Do the senior consultancy practitioners perform strategic activities?

1.3.2 Objectives

· To determine if public relations consultancies have practitioners that can be categorised by Dozier’s technician-manager dichotomy.

· To determine if public relations consultancies in the UK are considered as acting as part of their clients’ dominant coalition.

· To identify if consultancies behave as a management function.

· To identify if senior consultancy practitioners undertake strategic advice and planning for their clients.

1.4 Importance/ Relevance of the Study

This research is important as it signifies that public relations can have a strategic managerial role whether a career is pursued in-house or consultancy. It dispels the view that consultancies are only a tactical function, which is useful knowledge to individuals choosing a career path and organisations employing public relations.

It is also significant in exploring a neglected area of roles research. It has indicated further research should be conducted in this area and this may offer interesting findings that can be further used when investigating in house roles.

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Constructs and Typologies of Roles

When analysing an idea or concept it is essential to have a mental construct or framework to compare with reality. In the case of roles research the construct most frequently used by researchers is that formulated by Broom and Dozier. In her paper, ‘the communication grid: an introduction of a model of four communication strategies’, Van Ruler begins explaining roles in relation to Broom and Smith’s 1987 model of four dominant roles: the expert prescriber, the communication facilitator, the problem-solving process facilitator and the communication technician (appendix A).  In 1992, Dozier further developed these typologies and found that, ‘some people tend to play the expert prescriber, communication liaison, and problem-solving process facilitator, while different people play the communication technician role.’ (O’Dwyer, 2004: 812) This led him to develop the manager- technician typology, which has been utilised frequently since. 

However it must be noted that ‘Dozier and Broom acknowledged that all practitioners enact elements of both the manager and technician roles.’ (Moss & Green, 2001: 119) A further criticism of this dichotomy from an organisational perspective, as argued by Dozier himself is it ‘broadly reflects senior management perceptions of the public relations function’s roles.’ (Moss & DeSanto, 2004: 181) However as this study focuses on consultancies rather than organisation’s in-house functions this limitation may not apply, the extent of this limitation may be better identified once analysis has taken place. 

Cognate to most theories and models, the set categories are difficult to actually identify in practice and many researchers have endeavoured to develop them further. One such researcher is Van Ruler, who after surveying Dutch professionals devised a seven part typology of public relations roles:

· The Town Crier: public relations is broadcasting his master’s voice
· The Steward: public relations is pampering
· The Traffic Manager: public relations is transfer of information
· The Conductor: public relations is harmonic performance
· The Creator: public relations is about creating a bond
· The Facilitator: public relations is hosting the dialogue
· The Seat-of-the-Pants: public relations is an art, not a profession

However these analogies seem to present a history of public relations, demonstrating the growth from ‘the public be fooled, the public be damned!, public information, propaganda and persuasion and public understanding’ (Grunig & Hunt, 1984: 27-41) eras, than an explanation of what roles practitioners display today. Many of the models (especially when the full descriptions are read), seem life like and can be affiliated with professionals that one has met, however they are too complex to use as a general typology for identifying what roles practitioners undertake. Also, the seventh model does not align with current trends in public relations that are leaning towards education and training through the help of the CIPR and away from performing public relations through intuition. There is also no differentiation between management skills and craft skills and as Cornelissen says, ‘a basic distinction can be made at this point between ‘strategic’ and ‘craft’ approaches to communication.’ (Cornelissen, J. 2004: 119)  

Broom and Dozier’s work focuses on the role that the practitioner plays within the organisation, however ‘just as individuals have roles, so can whole departments.’ (Baskin et al, 1997: 65) Grunig and Hunt’s four models of communication provide a framework for understanding the communication methods of a whole department, or in this study, a whole consultancy. These models are the press agentry, public information, two-way asymmetric and the two-way symmetric models (appendix B). These categorise communication as one-way or two-way and also balanced and unbalanced. The only balanced model is the two-way symmetrical model, which ‘should be the normative model for public relations.’ (Grunig & Grunig, 1992: 291) However it is recognised that in practice, symmetrical communication can not always be achieved.

2.2 What Is Management and How Can It Be Defined

In 2004 O’Dwyer investigated if the public relations function in Ireland was a line or management function. A line function is a purely communication activity, characterised by craft skills, undertaken at a non-strategic level. However when public relations is conceptualised as a management function it assumes that, ‘enhanced relationships provide support for the organisation while it pursues its objectives.’ (O’Dwyer, 2004: 810)  O’Dwyer synthesised a number of models to create a seven prerequisites framework for judging the function. These models are more management specific, such as Close’s (1980) work, which identified critical elements for public relations to be classified as a management function. They are as follows:

· The presence of management support and understanding

· Public relations practitioners with broad interests and perspectives

· The use of those perspectives [from above] to identify the key needs, problems and issues affecting the organisation

· Public relations practitioners who are good managers as well as skilled practitioners











(O’Dwyer, 2004: 813)

The last three prerequisites are derived from Grunig et al’s work in 1992:

· Participation in the dominant coalition

· Public relations function model (either two-way asymmetrical or the two-way symmetrical)

· The public relations practitioners role adopted (either expert prescriber or the problem solving process facilitator)











(O’ Dwyer, 2004: 813)

O’Dwyer’s efforts present a multi-faceted approach to evaluating management, but some areas are vague and ambiguous to measure. For example, from the first four prerequisites, how are ‘broad interests and perspectives’ defined, are they simply business interests or also personal? The last three are more definite, although sorting practitioners into either role, has previously been proven to be ambiguous, as the day of a public relations professional can be very varied. A key trend in public relations practice is measurable objectives; this should extend to public relations research. Conceptual frameworks would benefit from clear threshold levels for categorisation, leaving no grey area and making comparison of different academics work more reliable. If public relations in practice must be measurable, then so should public relations in academia.

In identifying the managers’ role, the question of what is ‘management’ frequently arises. Moss et al tried in several research papers to define what managers actually do and in one paper refer to how Grunig et al revised and conceptualised the role of the manager, creating two new manager typologies; ‘administrative managers’ and ‘strategic managers’. (Moss & DeSanto, 2004: 193) This progress highlights the need for the reinvention of Dozier’s original model.

As previously mentioned Daniel Moss was contacted directly to ascertain if any significant but unpublished work had been developed at the time of producing this research. He very kindly provided a draft of a paper due to be published in Journalism Quarterly. 

The paper was titled ‘What do Communication Managers Do? Defining and refining the core elements of management in public relations/ corporate communications’ written by Moss, Newman and DeSanto. An initial qualitative study provided eight broad dimensions from which the research instrument was developed. Email questionnaires were sent to senior practitioners from a broad selection of sectors across the UK. The sample rated the importance of statements in relation to these dimensions using a seven point semantic scale. 218 unspoiled questionnaires were returned which were analysed using exploratory factor analysis, principal components factor analysis and a scree test. This is noted as it promotes the strength of the models produced. Factor analysis groups variables that are ‘conceptually and statistically related or grouped together.’ (Vogt, P. W. 2005: 117) Exploratory factor and principal component factor analysis are similar methods, performing both shows care to accuracy and the scree test evaluates variation in a group of variables, further addressing reliability. 

This analysis produced ‘five dimensions or core areas of practitioner work’ (Moss et al, 2006: 15, unpublished); monitor and evaluator, key policy strategic advisor; trouble shooter/problem solver; issues management expert and communication technician. The last is a technical/ craft dimension and production of this element continues to support Dozier and Broom’s claim that practitioners enact elements of both managerial and technical roles.

This new research is significant because it identifies key responsibilities of practitioners, without over simplifying the complexities of role enactment like Dozier and Broom’s dichotomy. The original dimensions were identified from accounts of practitioners’ daily activities, identifying what they actually do; the final five dimensions were highlighted through practitioner opinions. The first phase has greater validity as it is actually observed; the second is dependent on interpretation by the sample. However the two phase process demonstrates a more detailed approach in using activities to identify roles. The research was also undertaken after addressing management literature and this signifies a progression towards more holistic research. 

Many communication scholars have commented that managerial literature has been neglected, ‘roles researchers might usefully draw on the management literature, particularly in reconfiguring the type role inventories used to measure the managerial dimension of practitioners’ work.’ (Moss & DeSanto, 2004:193) To draw on information across the business disciplines the researcher has examined what is meant by the term ‘management’ amongst non- communication business. This is important as the definition of management should be transferable across disciplines, ensuring it is comprehendible by the managers of the client organisations that use public relations consultancies.

An initial drawback of including management theory from business literature is, as demonstrated below, most of the definitions printed in the last decade are still the ideas originating as far back as Fayol’s 1916 definition. The literature takes a traditional stand point opposed to a modern, more practical approach exhibited by the public relations managerial studies. 

Much of the literature focuses on definitions of what is management, rather than who are the managers. Examples include Epl Brech’s 1957 definition, ‘management is a social process…the process consists of…planning, control, coordination and motivation’ (cited in Cole, G. A., 1996: 04). In 1984 Koontz and O’Donnell developed this to, ‘managing is an operational process initially best dissected by analysing the managerial functions…the five essential managerial functions (are) planning, organising, staffing, directing and leading, and controlling.  

These definitions are very broad, including indistinct functions, which are not developed to describe what is entailed in each. For example how can ‘control’ be measured and ‘control’ of what specifically? These definitions cannot be reliably used by researchers when addressing who are managers, as they would require a large degree of personal interpretation to form a framework. A further criticism is they are very old and as the number of types and size of businesses has augmented it is likely that managerial roles have also multiplied and evolved, leaving these suggestions basic and outdated.

Endeavours to define management have developed from the above broad approach to a behaviour orientated analysis, focusing on the components of a manager. Mintzberg, 1973 formulated an ‘organised set of behaviours identified with a position’ (cited in Cole, G. A., 1996: 05). These are positioned in three groups; interpersonal roles, informational roles and decisional roles.
Unlike previous definitions this does dissect the managerial role further but again the components are ambiguous and hard to evaluate in practice. 

Additionally some of the behaviours signify managing people such as, ‘figure head’, ‘leader’ and ‘disturbance handler’. This highlights where the business and public relations literature differs. Business literature focuses on managing people, whereas the public relations approach seems to be more fundamentally based around management behaviour towards the tasks involved in the organisations area of output business. This implies that the business definitions and models may not be wholly applicable when measuring management in a public relations context.

Public relations research does not address the concept of being a successful manager, only whether a management function is present. The business literature however pays a large degree of attention to this area.

Pedler et al, 1986, found eleven attributes of ‘successful’ managers, they are as follows which included; command of basic facts, relevant professional knowledge and continuing sensitivity to events.
There is no indication with this model of how many attributes a manager must possess to be a successful manager, or to what degree each must be enacted. If a manager possesses the attribute but does not activity display it, are they still deemed successful? Furthermore it would highlight who are successful managers, rather than just managers.

Abraham et al (2001) conducted research into what are the critical competencies for management. Firstly a pilot study was undertaken, creating a 23 piece list of managerial competencies appraised in firms today. This list was used in a survey sent to 2500 firms asking to ‘place a checkmark… next to those characteristics that would tend to describe the highly successful manger/ executive now working in your organization’ (Abraham at al, 2001: 845). It was further used to create a list of the top six competencies:

1. Leadership skills


2.   Customer focus

3. Results orientated


4.   Problem solver

5. Communication skills


6.   Team worker

The results are based on 277 useable surveys. Derived from empirical research, conducted in the last five years and with a fairly large sample indicates this research is perhaps more valid then other sets of attributes provided by other academics. However these skills are not necessarily only found in management positions. Team work for example is required in many jobs, as is customer focus and results orientated. Therefore it indicates competencies that must be present in a manager, but they don’t necessarily define who a manger is. Furthermore many of these competencies are identifiable in public relations practitioners today and therefore support the idea of public relations as a management function.

In 1998 Hayes et al conducted research into senior managers’ perceptions of competencies. They mention that in earlier studies, management development directors said they ‘would “know” a good manager if they saw one’ (Hayes et al, 1998: 99). This further suggests that there may not be a set recipe for defining who is a manager. 

Additionally surely a person should be judged on their actions rather than their supposed competencies. The models described earlier by Dozier form around actions. If a practitioner writes a press release they are undertaking a technical action, rather than saying that a public relations technician is someone who is good at writing press releases.

Another observation is the business management research generally has an inductive approach where researchers observe first and then form a new theory or list of competencies. Public relations research primarily adopts the deductive approach of taking the current models and utilising them to create frameworks for judging the area of research. ‘The vast majority of studies have taken a quantitative approach and practitioner surveys based on the traditional 24-item role inventory identified by Broom.’ (Moss et al, 2006: 11, unpublished) This process of repeatedly testing and interpreting the same assortment of work continually evolves the theories and checks validity.

When public relations scholars investigate management they must not work in vacuum, separate from business literature. But it is difficult to apply business models to public relations, due to the nature of what is being researched. Business literature assumes the concept of management exists, it them proceeds to explain what it is and who is successful. Public relations approaches the subject from the defensive angle of previous accusations that is only a technical function and tries to prove the managerial element. Consequently in the case of identifying if senior managers enact managerial roles, the business literature does not provide further insight or methods of evaluation.

2.3 Strategy

The concept of strategy, like management is ambiguous and academics have struggled to find a universal definition. One explanation for this is the over use of the term and the breadth of the subject. This section addresses strategy at a level that is relevant to this study.

Heath states that, ‘unquestionably, implicit in the definition of a strategic function is that it contributes to the overall organizational mission and goals’ (Heath, 2001: 215). Similarly Andrews work from the 1960s, detailed in the paper ‘The Classic Strategy Model’ says, ‘corporate strategy is the pattern of decisions in a company that determines and reveals its objectives, purposes, or goals.’ (CSBS, 1998: 18)

This makes ‘strategy’ appear to be a holistic idea that determines where the organisation is heading. Considering these definitions public relations would have to be involved with setting organisational goals as well as just communication objectives.

Another prevalent definition is related to the environment. Moss et al comments that ‘a broad consensus exists within the management literature, that strategy is essentially concerned with a process of managing the interaction between an organisation and its external environment’ (Moss et al, 2001: 59). This idea is supported by systems theory which says communication planners ‘function at the edge of the organization, serving as a liaison between the organization and the external groups and individuals.’ (Windahl et al, 2004: 87) This is applicable to public relations as an in-house function and positioned within the management subsystem (appendix D), within an open system. It is therefore possible for public relations to be a strategic function in an in-house context, but perhaps less so in a consultancy context. This study addressed if the senior managers of consultancies have a boundary spanning role for the organisations they serve, but also for the consultancy itself, facilitating important information about clients and their external environments. 

As strategy is such a broad term it can be further segmented into different types of strategy, ‘enterprise, corporate, business, functional and operation strategy’ (Steyn, 2003: 168). However this is a large area to address and falls beyond the scope of this study.

Steyn explored corporate communications and its relationship with strategy and suggested that the corporate communication function is ‘relevant in the strategic management process by providing the link between key strategic issues facing the organisation and communication plans’ (Steyn, 2003: 168). As key strategic issues can often originate from the environment this complements the idea of strategy being concerned with the external environment. 

Thomas, Wheelen and Hunger suggest a four-step process of strategic management, involving four rudiments, ‘environmental scanning, strategic formulation, strategic implementation and evaluation and control’. (Moss, D. 2005: 820) This could be used as a framework to judge practitioners. If they undertake research, planning, implementation and evaluation they would be performing a strategic role. This is supported by Mintzberg who believes that the ‘strategy- making process should be about synthesis.’ (Moss, D. 2005: 821) In short undertaking all steps above and using this information when making decisions.

2.4 Consultancy Studies


There were only two studies identified that conducted research into consultancies specifically, these were by Lages & Simkin and Lages & Lages, all the others analysed in-house departments. Consequently the information from these studies is particularly relevant to the research aim of this study.

Lages & Simkin’s study, ‘The dynamics of public relations’ identifies driving forces within the PR domain. Two of these are of particular interest; 

· Component 5: Strategic needs from clients

· Component 8: Practitioners managerial ability

The findings led to two constructs at the practitioner level, including confirming ‘previous research that highlighted the manager’s role in the practice of public relations.’ (Lages & Simkin, 2000: 321) They also formed two at the consultancy level, concluding, ‘over half of the surveyed firms have been asked by clients to assist with their strategic planning and do much more than handle media relations.’ (Lages & Simkin, 2000: 321) However this does not identify whether a practitioner from the consultancy was also a member of the client’s dominant coalition. This was required as a prerequisite for managerial public relations in O’Dwyer’s study.

The issue surrounding much of the research is it is based on the original role typologies of Broom and Dozier, which are now almost twenty years old. According to Heath’s model of ‘the evolving role of public relations’, in that time public relations has progressed from ‘relationship management’ to ‘organisational positioning’. As the role of the function has developed, it stands to reason that the roles of the practitioners in that function may have matured as well. However as this is an integral element of most public relations roles research, inclusion of this provides an opportunity for comparison with other research.  

3.0 METHODOLOGY

3.1 Ontology and Epistemology

This research was designed and conducted with an objectivist and positivist stand point. This should be noted as it ‘can clarify the issues of research design.’ (Gray, 1991: 17)

3.2 Questionnaire Rationale
Questionnaires were considered an ideal method of data collection as it could be distributed to a large sample quickly, providing the possibility to gain large volumes of data over a relatively short period of time. Questionnaires were included on 6/9 (sometimes as part of a two or three phase investigation) of the studies detailed in the literature review, proving it is a sufficiently insightful tool for roles research. However a limiting factor is that response cannot be guaranteed. Also the sample could not ask for an explanation if the meaning of the questions was unclear and required elaboration. 

3.3 Questionnaire Structure

The questionnaire was semi-structured and primarily comprised of multiple choice questions that could be quickly answered. This was deemed crucial as the sample included busy people and a large number of open ended questions may have deterred response. This is believed to have influenced the response rate. The design was chosen as it yielded quantitative data which was objectively captured and analysed using SPSS. The questionnaire also included an open-ended question (20) at the end. This was included to harvest qualitative data that provided a more enriched insight into the research question. This was confined to one question to keep answer time short and also as qualitative data is harder to analyse objectively. 

The questionnaire was designed with six sections and 21 questions to directly answer the four research questions detailed at the beginning of this report.

The first was to gain practical information about the practitioners which could be used to further ensure that they conform to the sample requirements, increasing the validity of the study. The subsequent four sections correspond to a research question and were developed from typologies, theory and previous research discussed in the preceding literature review. The last was to gain further insight. This design provided a framework that the results were analysed against.

3.4 The Pilot 

The questionnaire was piloted with the Managing Director of a London consultancy, who the researcher has previously worked for. She was selected for the role as she was willing to contribute and has a relationship with the researcher which allowed her to be frank in her comments, which ensured a realistic evaluation.  She is also of the same professional level as the majority of the sample which ensured the questionnaire was appropriate for the target. The pilot was carried out over the 13th and 14th of February and included the email questionnaire and also a follow up call to gain further verbal comments regarding the design. No questions were deemed ambiguous and the instructions were clear. The questionnaire was not developed further.

3.5 Sample Size

Data from the previous studies detailed in the literature review was used to calculate mean average potential samples, response rates and actual samples. This was used as a guide in this study. This yielded an average response rate of 50.8 and an average actual sample size of 157 (to whole person).

To achieve an actual sample size of 157 was thought to be probably unrealistic considering time constraints; however the average response rate was used to estimate how large the actual sample was likely to be from the potential sample. A potential sample size of 200 practitioners was decided, as this hoped to yield an actual sample size of 102 practitioners (101.6). 
3.6 Target Public

Public relations senior practitioners, who are members of the CIPR and who work for UK based consultancies nation-wide.

Both the CIPR website and the Hollis Directory were considered for sourcing the sample; however the CIPR was decided for the following reasons: 

· The Hollis Directory is not specific to the UK, whereas the CIPR is, as is this study.

· The Hollis Directory lists consultancies, whereas CIPR membership is only available to practitioners, not consultancies. This will make searching practitioner details easier.

· There should be a certain level of practice amongst CIPR members.

3.7 Obtaining the Sample

At the time of compiling the sample there was no member directory list on the CIPR website, only a searchable database, requiring personal details. The most recent register of members (2002) was used to generate names which were then inputted in the searchable database online.

Practitioners were selected from the handbook and were comprised of a systematic random sampling of every five that held a senior position in a consultancy. To paraphrase White (2000), systematic random sampling involves the population being arranged in an order, in this case alphabetical. Then the nth member of the list is chosen after selecting the starting point. The starting point for this population was 1. Therefore the number list started as follows, 1, 6, 11, 16, and so on. 

Practitioners sampled held a position of Account Director or above.

Using the CIPR members’ directory was anticipated to be successful as the membership base of the CIPR has grown over the last three years and it was thought to be unlikely that practitioners would have ceased their membership. 

Of the original 200 practitioners systematically sampled 73 were not useable after being applied to the CIPR database. This was for one of the following reasons; either they were no longer in the database; they were in the database but had excluded contact details or has changed to an in-house position which no longer satisfied the needs of the research. When this was found to be the case, the next practitioner holding a senior position after the unusable one was taken. This continued until the researcher had a useable sample of 200, excluding the pilot.

The final sample included 106 male practitioners and 94 female practitioners.

3.8 Distribution and Collection

The questionnaires were distributed via email, using the Bcc method; the researcher’s university address may have added authenticity in the eyes of the sample. This was more practical than by mail as the documents were sent instantaneously, reaching the entire sample at the same time, with no time delay. It was also quick and easy for the sample to return the completed questionnaires. If a practitioner would have preferred to reply by post, an address was included on the covering email. This may have arisen if emails within the company were monitored and the practitioner would not be able to answer the questionnaire truthfully without fear of reprisal, however this was not the case. 

3.9 Time Frame

The questionnaire was sent out initially on the 15th February 2006 to the whole sample, who was requested to return the completed questionnaire within a week of receiving it. 

On the 22nd February 2006 the researcher sent a reminder email including the questionnaire to all practitioners who had failed to reply. This increases response rate significantly.

A cut off date of 8th March was employed and no questionnaires returned after this date were included in the research, this was necessary due to time constraints. The total data collecting period was 22 days. This was assumed to be reasonable as the sample who had not replied within this period were unlikely to do so in the near future.

3.10 Response

An actual sample of 68 was achieved. This produced a response rate of 34 per cent. This was lower than the average response rates calculated from previous roles research, but yielded an actual sample size larger than those in other studies.

Of the replies received, six practitioners were not on the potential sample list; these were colleagues of the original sample. These practitioners were checked to ensure they fitted the sample criteria, one was excluded. 

The pilot questionnaire was included in analysis as the practitioner who completed this also fitted the sample criteria. This provided a total response of 69 questionnaires, including 36 male and 33 female practitioners. This was important to note as it is representative of both genders, indicating that any findings are applicable to all senior public relations practitioners, irrespective of gender. 

The response from the first week was 41 including the pilot; a further 28 questionnaires were received after the reminder email was sent. 
3.11 Data Analysis

Two methods were used to analyse the data. All questions that could be quantified (the vast majority) were captured and analysed using SPSS software. This involved calculating frequencies of responses and presenting this graphically. Additionally it was used to analyse groups of similar variables (factors). These factors were cross tabulated to determine the most frequently occurring situations. Further more statistical analysis in the form of Chi-Squared tests was applied to combinations of variables to determine if a significant relationship was present. When this implied variables were not independent of each other a Somers’d test or Kendall’s test was administered to determine the strength and direction of this relationship. This allowed the researcher to scrutinise the data sufficiently to reach conclusions to the research questions. Question 20 which allowed for open ended qualitative data was analysed separately to ensure no meaning was lost, this involved word content analysis. This was used to determine if the response was categorised as either a technician or managerial function. A third category, ‘ambiguous’ was created for those that could not be obviously classed.
3.12 Ethical Issues

The researcher’s approach to ethics within this study has been of a normative view point and has defined what is right and wrong in the context of this research.

Confidentiality was a critical factor to consider in a study such as this, where human participants were central to the work. The Questionnaires could not be anonymous as they were attached to an email address, but the answers have been used only for analysis in this study and not passed onto any third parties such as employers and clients. This was clarified to the sample prior to participating. No coercion took place; all participants completed the questionnaire at their will.

The study was unbiased and undertaken without the interest of anyone but the researcher. It was for academic purposes only and the document presented for assessment does not include any practitioner details and can be placed for public viewing without fear of breaking any ethical considerations. The researcher did not encounter any legally sensitive information in her research and all information sources used in this work has been fully acknowledged.

4.0 DISCUSSION

4.1 Section 1

This section corroborated the nature of the sample. 

Within the actual sample 18 different job titles were cited, however the titles ‘Director’ and ‘Managing Director’ accounted for just over 60 per cent. Many of the practitioners had changed titles or did not possess those listed in the CIPR database. The variety of titles, all of which still indicate senior positions, is perhaps a further reason why the roles of public relations practitioners are perceived as ambiguous. These titles insinuate different roles, but the activities and tasks enacted are not necessarily dissimilar.

The majority had held this position for over ten years (66.67 per cent), suggesting extensive experience in the role and what it entails. The responses from these practitioners are likely to be reliable. Following this 17.39 per cent of the sample held the position for 6-10 years, with only three practitioners occupying the position for two years or less. The difference in time should be noted as it is possible that the practitioners who have held this position the shortest, may not have fully explored the role yet.

When asked how many other practitioners hold the same position in the consultancy, almost half said zero. Those with others occupying the same position often had titles such as ‘Joint Managing Director’ which clearly indicates the role was shared. Two practitioners worked in consultancies with ten and fifteen other people at the same level. This suggests they work for larger consultancies and are not the most senior practitioners.

Regarding if anyone else in the consultancy held a higher position 76.8 per cent said no. This illustrates that the sampling method did identify the most senior practitioner in most cases, demonstrating this study has explored the roles of senior practitioners rather than middle level managers, fulfilling the intention.

4.2 Section 2- Can consultancy practitioners with senior positions be categorised as either technicians or managers?

The first two questions present tasks that would be categorised as technical or craft activities. 49.28 per cent of the sample writes press releases often, along with 60.87 per cent speaking to journalists often. This illustrates that senior practitioners do still undertake craft skills. Only 10.14 per cent said they never write press releases and 5.8 per cent never speak with journalists. As these two activities are often closely linked they were cross tabulated. This produced 31 cases where the sample did both activities often. This was followed by eight cases for often writing press releases and sometimes speaking with journalists and also eight cases for rarely writing press releases and rarely speaking with journalists. A Somers’d test indicated significance between the two variables and when one was undertaken with a certain level of regularity the other often was too (positive relationship). The relationship was quite strong, suggesting it would present itself in further research.

Analysis of a whole individuals set of answers further illustrates this. However some practitioners spoke with journalists more often than writing press releases, indicating that perhaps this is a reactive role rather than a proactive one.

37.68 per cent of the sample formulates account strategy 41-60 per cent of the time; the next most cited range was 21-40 per cent. 10.14 per cent did indicate that they spent 81-100 per cent of their time undertaking this activity. However this appears unlikely, as other tasks such as the above and additionally research and meetings must consume a proportion of their time. 

One possible explanation why responses differ to the three questions is the size of the consultancies the sample work for. In the larger agencies the senior practitioners tend to focus on managerial tasks, as they have sufficient lower level practitioners to fulfil the technical role. In the smaller consultancies and especially in the case of the practitioner who was the ‘Principal’, it is reasonable that senior practitioners sometimes need to enact a technical role to cover the work load.

These findings reflect what was originally noted by Dozier and Broom, ‘all practitioners enact elements of both the manager and technician roles.’ (Moss & Green, 2001: 119)

What can be concluded is that if senior practitioners write press releases, they tend to speak to journalists with the same frequency. However this is possibly linked to the size of the consultancy. The majority of senior practitioners formulate account strategy, indicating that they perform managerial roles. Dozier and Brooms dichotomy does not stipulate a threshold of managerial activity for the individual to be categorised as a manager, therefore as strategy formulation is present we can presuppose that senior practitioners enact the managerial role, to differing degrees.

This once again indicates the over simplification delivered by the dichotomy and clarifies that very rarely does a practitioner fit precisely into either role.

4.3 Section 3- Are any practitioners of the consultancy providing input into their clients’ dominant coalition?

The majority (73.91 per cent) of the sample meet senior managers of the client organisations they serve monthly. This appears to be a standard for most clients, only 18.89 per cent meet weekly and insignificant numbers meet over other time periods.

Monthly may not appear to be that frequently, however here additional information concerning how regularly the senior managers meet in general would be practical. If they also only meet monthly then this is a significant finding. However if the public relations practitioner only attends a smaller proportion of meetings, they may play a less significant role.

Equally interesting to know is how frequently in-house practitioners meet with senior decision makers, to identify if there is notable difference.

The reason for meeting monthly may be partly due to travel costs and time. It may be an uneconomical use of time and fees to travel to the client more frequently. Use of telephone, fax and email can assure continuous or frequent rapport between the practitioner and senior decision makers.

When questioned if they felt part of the board the mode was sometimes (55.07per cent). 26. 09 per cent said yes and only 18.84 per cent no. The cumulative percent for the answers which reflect a positive answer (yes and sometimes) is 81.16 per cent. This shows the majority of practitioners feel part of the board to some degree.

For both of these questions, the practitioners who answered they did not meet senior managers and did not feel part of the board, were those who worked for the consultancies which had ten or fifteen other practitioners working at the same level. It is reasonable to conclude it would not be practical for these individuals to all meet with the client regularly. These practitioners were also not the highest level in the consultancy suggesting that it is their superior who would undertake this role. Excluding these two practitioners may create a more reliable inspection of this area.

Concerning how often they were asked for advice regarding business strategy as well as communication strategy, over half (59.42 per cent) said sometimes. 7.25 per cent said always, indicating they play a central role in the dominant coalition of the client organisations they serve. Only 2.9 per cent (two practitioners) are never asked for advice.

How often practitioners are asked may be influenced by the size of the dominant coalition, it may be that not all other members are asked for advice concerning every issue.

Cross tabulations and Chi-Squared tests revealed the only relationship that existed was between whether practitioners felt part of the dominant coalition and if they were asked for advice regarding business strategy. This suggests that the frequency of meeting with senior managers is not a significant factor in whether the practitioner feels part of the dominant coalition.

It is possible that when practitioners are asked for advice, this makes them feel part of the dominant coalition.

It is prudent to note that question 9 accessed the samples opinion of whether they function as part of the board. To gain full insight and check the validity of this, further research should be undertaken with the dominant coalition, determining their views and analysing in more detail the activities of the public relations practitioners within the environment.

Nevertheless the findings imply that most senior practitioners participate in the dominant coalition of the client organisations they serve.

O’Dwyer’s 2004 study concluded that, ‘participation was not that of a member of the dominant coalition but was that of a regular attendee at meetings.’ (O’Dwyer, 2004: 816)

In the email received from Danny Moss, he stated that “technically they CANNOT be part of the dominant coalition as consultants are external to the organisation”. This is true, but in the case of this study the aim was to identify if they act as part of the dominant coalition, rather than are part of it. O’Dwyer’s research only identified that practitioners attended meetings with senior decision makers, but not whether they contributed to business strategy. They only participated, ‘with top management in instigating public relations initiatives.’ (O’Dwyer, 2004: 816)

Opposing O’Dwyer’s work, this study shows senior practitioners are asked for advice regarding business strategy.

4.4 Section 4- Does the consultancy behave as a management function?

Based on Grunig and Hunt’s 1984 models of communication, the majority of the sample chose publicity as the primary communicating purpose of their consultancy (54.84 per cent). The remaining sample chose a combination of the other three options. One way models accounted for 66.13 per cent of all answers and two-way methods accounted for 33.87 per cent.

Two-way models designate a management function; just over a third of the consultancies in the study can be classed as this. 20.97 per cent voiced mutual understanding, this is the normative model and at the opposite end of the scale to publicity. Grunig and Hunt acknowledged this can not always be achieved, but this highlights for some consultancies it is significantly practiced. However much of the sample commented that it was difficult to categorise the consultancy into just one, as they undertook a combination of all four. This shows that like Dozier’s technician-manager dichotomy, Grunig and Hunt’s models can not be exclusively allocated.

It is also essential to consider that the practitioner may not be familiar with the models and not entirely clear about what each entails. Publicity is the simplest to translate to reality and for individuals in a rush, may be the easiest answer to choose.

These findings however suggest that consultancies have different functions, once again highlighting the ambiguity surrounding what is public relations.  

Moss et al’s 2006 dimensions of management are formed from the main elements or roles of managers; the presence of each was explored. If the sample enacts some or all of these dimensions they are behaving as a managerial function. These questions are an extension of the manager- technician dichotomy discussed in section one.

Monitor and Evaluator

None of the sample chose no for this question, highlighting the prominence of this role in their activities. 43.48 per cent said they always monitor and evaluate the consultancy’s communication function against organisational targets. This particular facet of their behaviour is aligned with current trends within the industry that signify the importance of evaluation. This manifests that the communication function is measurable and relevant to the organisation it serves. This dissipates views that it is only a publicity function.

Issue Management Expert

The responses to always, frequently and sometimes were fairly similar for this question (39.13 per cent, 34.78 per cent and 24.64 per cent respectively). Never was only cited by one practitioner. This again exhibits the prominent of this role, with the largest proportion of the sample claiming they are always recognised as an expert at dealing with major/ minor crises. 

Key Policy and Strategic Advisor

The strength of this role was not exposed to the same degree as the previous two. However the majority of practitioners still provided answers that alleged they contributed to top management policy formation to some degree. 

Trouble Shooter/ Problem Solver

Only one practitioner said they do not collect and analyse external trends that might effect the organisation they serve and recommend how to respond. Once again the other three possible responses received very similar response rates; always, 28. 97 per cent; frequently, 37.68; sometimes, 31.88 per cent. This dimension is present in all but one of the sample.

Moss et al’s fifth dimension was the communication technician. This craft element has already been concluded to be present from the findings of section one.

All of the managerial dimensions are present in the majority of the sample. 

This illustrates that senior practitioners function as managers, but the consultancy as a whole may not perform a managerial function. This is a realistic circumstance as all managerial tasks must be supported by technical skills, in some cases this is likely to out balance the managerial component.

Statistical analysis identified if there were relationships between these variables. A relationship was found between variables 1 & 3, 1 & 4, 2 & 3 and 3 & 4. They were all positive, indicating if one was enacted the other would be. This supports Moss’s work by further showing the dimensions are linked. The relationship between variable 2 & 3 was the strongest, showing those that are recognised as experts at dealing with crises are also likely to contribute to top management policy formation. This supports Steyn’s idea of strategy, which identified that issues from the external environment should be considered when formulating strategy. It also substantiates the next section.  

This model was created from in-house research, but has been proven here to be applicable to consultancy practitioners, showing the gap between the two areas of the profession is not that extensive.

4.5 Section 5- Do the senior consultancy practitioners perform strategic activities?

Only 5.8 per cent of the sample claim to always help construct the organisational goals and objectives, as well as the communication goals and objectives. However 82.61 per cent help frequently or sometimes, showing senior practitioners act strategically to some degree.

Questions 17 and 18 highlighted a strong consensus amongst the sample, indicating strong conclusions can be drawn. 91.3 per cent always have the organisation goals and objectives in mind when planning communication strategy, following Heath’s view of supporting overall organisational mission and goals. Furthermore 86.96 per cent think the external environment is very important in this planning, further manifesting Steyn’s theory of linking key strategic issues from the environment with communication plans. This suggests public relations is a planned function, not intuitively based. It further implies that systems theory is relevant to consultancies, acting as an analytical membrane between the client organisations and their environments.

Research, planning, implementation and evaluation was not undertaken by every practitioner for every communication strategy, however 47.83 per cent said yes they did and 43.48 per cent said sometimes they do. This procedure is carried out by most of the sample most of the time. The reason the 8.7 per cent said no and some said sometimes is that familiarity with a client may not require research for example, to be carried out separately for each strategy. Additionally senior managers may not carry out each of these activities themselves. Account executives may perform the technical elements of this, but they are still involved in the overall strategy. The synthesis of these aspects may still be present, as indicated by Mintzberg as an integral part of strategy. This along with the other findings suggests the majority of senior practitioners perform a strategic role.

4.6 Section 6

The variation in responses to question 20 highlights a lack of embraced descriptions for public relations in a consultancy context. It also indicates that the professional has many different roles and what can also be affirmed is this is not the same for all clients. When asked if this was the same function for all the consultancies clients 40.58 per cent said no.

The primary function of the practitioner could vary for a number of reasons, but this could be principally because of the size of the account and fees, or because of the client organisation’s needs. 

Word content analysis enabled 15 of the phrases to be classified as technical in nature, 27 managerial and 24 ambiguous. Those judged to be managerial have a high content of words such as ‘advise’, ‘strategy’ and ‘objectives’ and focus on achieving businesses goals. The technical group are concerned with publicity and awareness. The ambiguous group had low word content and were hard to evaluate. Almost half (42.0 per cent) however do seem to be enacting elements that are regarded as managerial and strategic.

5.0 CONCLUSION

5.1 Satisfying the Objectives

The questionnaire design allowed the objectives set at the beginning of the study to be fulfilled.

1. Senior practitioners can be categorised as managers using Dozier’s technician- manager dichotomy.
2. A significant number of the sample can be classified as acting as part of their clients’ dominant coalition.
3. Evidence from this study identified just over a third of the consultancies can be classed as a management function using Grunig & Hunts 1984 models of Communication. However as practitioners in the consultancy perform managerial dimensions, it can be said that the consultancies themselves perform a managerial function.
4. Senior practitioners enact a strategic role, undertaking strategic advice and planning for their clients.

5.2 Limitations of the Study

The conclusions drawn are valid for the research produced; however it is prudent to consider its reliability, as with all studies. The following issues and limitations are applicable.

5.2.1 Sample Size

A total of 69 questionnaires were analysed to arrive at the conclusions. 

A report conducted in 2005 by the CIPR found there are 47 800 public relations practitioners working in the UK today, 8 600 of which work in consultancies and 

1 800 who are senior practitioners working in consultancies. (CIPR, 2005: 14)

This study therefore investigated approximately 4 per cent of senior practitioners. Consequently the sample is not sufficient to conclude definite generalisations, but the response rate is substantial enough to manifest trends and indicate further research should be considered. 

Caution however should be extended to the statistical analysis undertaken with SPSS. The Chi- Squared tests, Somers’d test and Kendall’s test are not 100 per cent reliable with small samples; this data again should be regarded as a guide to what relations may exist.

5.2.2 Nature of the Research

Many aspects explored in this study are perceptions rather than acutely measurable factors. Therefore it does not necessarily reflect the precise situation in practice. Furthermore the approach was practitioner focused; research concerning the dominant coalition would be more reliable if it was supported by members of the dominant coalition itself. Additionally theory is interpreted and understood differently by different parties including the researcher and the sample.
5.3 General Conclusion

Regarding the research aim, it can be alleged that senior practitioners working for UK consultancies perform strategic managerial roles, positioned within the dominant coalition and they are not limited to technical roles.

5.4 Recommendations for Further Research

This study’s paramount purpose was to shed light on role enactment in UK consultancies. This was achieved and the conclusions suggest a number of areas for further research.

Firstly, senior practitioners’ roles in consultancies should be additionally explored, by surveying a larger sample to determine the extent of the trends highlighted in this study. This could then be supplemented with qualitative research through interviews, case studies and focus groups to identify the true nature of the strategic and managerial element.

Research regarding participation in the dominant coalition should extend to other corporate members to identify their perceptions. A task audit, clearly identifying exactly how the practitioner interacts and what work they do would also be insightful.

As consultancies vary greatly in size and nature of clients, it would be interesting to identify if there are trends between sizes and clients. For example, are there more strategic and managerial dimensions present in business to business consultancies or those that specialise in consumer?
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