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ABSTRACT

This practical paper is based on the findings of a unique survey
we conducted in 2020 with the Canadian Public Relations Soci-
ety (CPRS) in partnership with Leger, one of Canada’s leading
market research firms. While many professional organizations
and academic institutions conduct research on public relations
professionals, few, if any, seek to gain insights from the public.
This research helped to establish a benchmark of public percep-
tion of public relations in Canada and better understand where
Canadians and public relations professionals agree and where
they differ, and how public relations is perceived by the public.
The survey also set out to test the value of the CPRS’s advocacy
efforts, accreditation, and ethical standards.ation—to respond

to a reputational crisis that is no laughing matter.
©Journal of Professional Communication, all rights reserved.

o, let's talk trust. Public relations professionals have always been more
than a little fascinated with it. How to get it, how to keep it, what happens
when you lose it in a crisis, or what happens when you have continual
eroding of trust in organizations, governments and medjia. Is trust even
possible? It's a valid question, especially today. Should public relations profes-
sionals be asking for trust or working to earn the confidence that leads to trust?
We believe this is an important distinction.
To trust is to be vulnerable, which can be uncomfortable and hard to do.
What organizations, public relations practitioners can and should do is:
* focus on relationships;

*  be human;

* listen to understand and not just to speak, as James Macnamara advo-
cates in his book, Organizational Listening: The Missing Essential in Public
Communications (2016);

*
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* honesty is good, but authenticity is better;

» start with ethics, adhere to a professional code of standards, continu-
ously learn, and network; and

* know where your line is and understand that trust starts with you.

Trust seems increasingly elusive given what we saw with COVID-19 and the
lack of trust in public officials and scientists (Burney, 2021; English 2021).
However, this lack of trust started way before COVID.

January 2016 was a pivotal moment for many public relations practi-
tioners with the then-US press secretary perpetuating fake news and misin-
formation (Associated Press, 2017). The public relations and communication
management profession had to deal with new terms like alternative facts; this
was more than bad public relations —it was an assault on our profession. It
was clear that we needed to ramp up the work we were already doing. Public
relations practitioners felt the need to speak out, advocate for ethical public
relations and really look at what professional associations such as CPRS were
doing to promote professional standards and a code of conduct.

CPRS’ focus on values, principles and ethics have been around for a
while and have been ingrained in the work our profession has been doing.

Figure 1: CPRS values, principles and ethics journey map

Figure 1 illustrates the ongoing evolution of public relations in Canada, high-
lighting CPRS” multi-year journey toward strengthening ethics, equity, and
the profession’s societal role. Between 2014 and 2017, the society examined
emerging risks, opportunities, which led to the release of a white paper ex-
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amining the future of public relations (Tisch, 2017) and the start of a national
conversation. In 2018, these discussions shaped a new framework for the prac-
tice, which was adopted later that year. The formation of the National Task
Force on Ethical PR in 2019 marked a pivotal step toward embedding integrity
and accountability into professional standards. In 2020, CPRS launched new
tools and initiated conversations on ethical practice, adapting their focus in
response to both shifts in the profession and the realities of a global pandemic.
By 2021, renewed attention to ethics, social justice, and equity issues reflected
the profession’s commitment to addressing systemic challenges and aligning
with broader societal change (see Appendix for more detail).

The Perceptions Survey

The Perceptions Survey, which we were both lead researchers on with
support from CPRS and Leger, is a unique survey.! While many professional
organizations and academic institutions conduct research on public relations
and communication management professionals, few, if any, seek to gain in-
sights from the public.

The research objective was to establish a benchmark of public percep-
tion of public relations in Canada and better understand where Canadians
and public relations professionals agree and where they differ, and how pub-
lic relations is perceived by the public. The survey also set out to assess the
value of the work CPRS carries out in advocating for accreditation, promoting
professional development, and overseeing ethical standards. And finally, it
provided CPRS with the ability to measure the results of our advocacy and
communications efforts going forward.

Research methods

The quantitative research instrument used for this study was an online
survey. A total of 1,501 Canadians and 209 public relations and communica-
tions management professionals participated in the survey, which was con-
ducted between February 3 and May 1, 2020, using Leger’s online panel. The
margin of error for the study was +2.5% (19 times out of 20) for the Canadian
respondents and +6.8% (19 times out of 20) for the public relations and com-
munications management professionals.

1. To avoid citation clutter, the description of the survey is drawn from the published results (Blanchette
& Killingsworth, 2020).
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Key Findings

Not surprisingly, there were areas of significant alignment between Ca-
nadians and public relations and communication management professionals,
especially when it comes to the role of public relations in organizations, the
importance of ethics and accreditation and the role of the professional associa-
tion.

Communicators' Role

When it comes to perceptions of their role, public relations and commu-
nication management professionals report stronger levels of trust in their col-
leagues than Canadians and see themselves as more credible and trustworthy
than the general population.

Figure 2: Framing scores for perceptions on communicators' role.

As shown in Figure 2, there was strong agreement on the importance of
the various aspects of the work of public relations and communication man-
agement professionals, especially regarding the need to manage the speed
and volume of information (98% of public relations and communication man-
agement professionals vs. 87% of Canadians) and addressing fake news and
false information (96% of public relations and communication management
professionals vs. 83% Canadians).
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Information Overload

As shown in Figure 3, both Canadians (64%) and public relations and
communication management professionals (77%) were feeling overwhelmed
when it comes to the massive amounts of information we process. While there
was agreement that social media provides an opportunity for voices to be
heard, the sentiment was that most organizations put more effort into promo-
tion, rather than listening to their customers and clients. Most respondents
reported feeling that businesses behave ethically, with public relations and

communication management professionals (64%) expressing stronger agree-
ment than Canadians (53%).

Figure 3: Framing scores for perceptions of feeling overwhelmed.

Trust and Credibility

While there was strong alighment in our current study on questions around
the importance of having a code of ethics, there was a divergence of opinion
when it comes to trust, credibility, and other aspects of living by the code of
ethics.

As showin in Figure 4 below, nearly all public relations and communica-
tion managment professionals (94%) believe those in their profession act ethi-
cally; however, the public ranked public relations and communication man-
agement professionals (52%) as the sixth most ethical source of information
behind friends and/or family (91%), subject matter experts (81%), employees
of organizations (72%), journalists (61%), and advocates (59%).
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Figure 4: Framing scores of differences in perceptions.

Suppose there was agreement on the role public relations and commu-
nication management professionals play and alignment on ethics and profes-
sional development. Why did we see this gap in credibility and trust? Several
factors may be contributing to this gap, including;:

There is a lack of awareness on the public relations and communica-
tion management professionals’ commitment to ethics in our field.
It's not surprising that CPRS members supported greater advocacy
for ethical public relations and actions to call out “bad actors” in our
profession.

There continues to be a growing concern around the negative infer-
ence of “PR” or the term public relations. A review conducted by the
leaders of the Dublin Conversations demonstrates a declining trend
in the use of the term public relations (n.d.). The term was almost to-
tally absent in a scan of the top 20 public relations agencies in the UK,
revealing terms like communications, strategy and brand instead. At the
same time, the terms PR Fail and PR Disaster have spiked in use, espe-
cially in the 2000s, pointing to a negative connotation with the term
overall (Dublin Conversations, n.d.).

The 2019/20 State of the Profession survey by the Chartered Institute of
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Public Relations (2020) also found that the two biggest challenges for
the profession are identified as how others view the profession, which
supports the above review, and the value which is placed upon the work
of practitioners, which supports the findings of our survey.

Ultimately, this divergence in opinion points to both a need and an opportuni-
ty to champion the role of ethics and how it is integrated into our daily work.
Even though people may not be aware of our code of ethics and professional
standards, they do agree with them.

There was strong alignment (80% agreement from both public relations
and communication management professionals and the public) that CPRS
should provide training, professional support and mandatory accreditation.

APR Accreditation

Both Canadians and public relations and communication management
professionals see the value of the APR® accreditation.

Figure 5: Framing scores for value of APR accreditation.

As shown in Figure 5, public relations and communication management
professionals take a more individualist view of the APR and believe that those
who hold the designation provide value to their organizations, make positive
contributions to society, act ethically, and are generally trustworthy.

The public was more likely to trust organizations that hire public rela-
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tions and communications management professionals with an APR. Sixty-
seven percent of Canadians believed organizations should only hire public
relations and communication management professionals who have an APR,
compared to 33% of communications and public relations professionals.

While this study focused solely on the value of the internationally rec-
ognized APR credential, future research could explore the value of a broader
range of public relations credentials, including the International Association
of Business Communicators” ABC credential and academic credentials such as
the Master of Communication Management. This study does demonstrate the
value Canadians place on professional credentials and attaining and demon-
strating a level of competency and ethical conduct.

Trust and Ethics

As shown in Figure 6, there was strong alignment (with more than 80%
agreement from both public relations and communications management pro-
fessionals and the public) that the work of public relations and communica-
tion management professionals was important to their organizations.

Figure 6: Framing scores for the role CPRS has in trust and ethics

There was even stronger alignment (85% or more agreement from both
public relations and communications management professionals and the pub-
lic) around the CPRS’ role in setting, promoting and regulating standards
within the profession. There was also alignment (more than 80% agreement
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from both public relations and communication management professionals
and the general public) in CPRS’ role in maintaining a publicly available di-
rectory of members who adhere to a professional code of conduct and ethics.

Eight-in-ten (87% of public relations and Communication management
professionals and 83% of the public) agreed that CPRS has a role to play in
enhancing the code of professional standards with appropriate policies, edu-
cation and training.

Conclusion

Ultimately, to trust is to be vulnerable. We trust our families, our friends
and partners. We expect organizations to fulfill their commitments to us as
audiences, citizens, or consumers. And when those commitments are broken,
our confidence is shaken, and trust erodes.

We don’t like to be vulnerable, and trust is not freely given. Think of your
own reaction the last time someone looked at you and said, “Trust me.” The
question is, what are public relations professionals to do in this environment?

Luckily, it is still about relationships, and that is what public relations
practitioners are good at - building and maintaining relationships. The pur-
suit of trust is like the pursuit of happiness. It can’t be demanded, but it is the
outcome of doing things a certain way: listening more than speaking, being
authentic and human in your communications, focusing on the relationship
rather than the transaction, and keeping your commitments.

The research demonstrates that it starts with a dedication to ethics, ad-
hering to a code of conduct, and belonging to an association that provides
guidance, professional development and advocacy for ethical public relations.
If you do these things, you'll build strong relationships, earn that confidence
and maybe, just maybe, be provided with the gift of trust.

As for professional associations, while many are involved in the discus-
sion on their continued relevance and value to their members, research dem-
onstrates a greater public need for their existence. These organization —such
as CPRS, the Public Relations Society of America, the Charter Institute of
Public Relations, the Global Alliance and the Institute for Public Relations —
provide our profession with the networks needed to collectively address the
problems facing our profession today, how we can best navigate in the future,
and provide the platform to earn public confidence.
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Appendix: CPRS Actions to Advance Ethics

In 2014, CPRS embarked on a multi-year journey toward strengthening
ethics, equity, and the profession’s societal role.

Table 1: Timeline of Activities to Advance Ethics in Canada

Year Activities

2014 | The CPRS National Board of Directors examined the risks and opportuni-
ties CPRS faces.

2015 | The CPRS National Board led engagement and discussions related to the
risk matrix with volunteers and local societies.

2017 * CPRSreleased the white paper (Tisch, 2017) and started the National
Conversation.

¢ (CPRS created Future of CPRS Committee, which led the review and
affirmation of CPRS vision, mission and values (Canadian Public
Relations Society [CPRS], n.d.-a) and development of the strategic
framework.

2018 | CPRS adopted strategic framework, with supporting activities:

* announcement of intent to develop a new strategic framework
(Blanchette & Killingsworth, 2017);

* launch of the two surveys supporting the development of the stra-
tegic framework, followed by release of their results (Blanchette &
Killingsworth, 2018a);

* alignement of governance and organizational structure to the strate-
gic framework;

* presentation of the strategic framework and supporting organiza-
tional structure for review by the National Board; and

* ratification of the strategic framework at the CPRS AGM.

2019 | CPRS National Board of Directors established the Ethical PR Task Force,

which developed new tools, initiated conversations and developed a new

focus and launched of the Perceptions Survey, followed by the release of

its results same year (Blanchette & Killingsworth, 2020).

2021 | CPRS led rebirth of ethics, social justice and equity issues in public rela-
tions.
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A National Conversation: A New Vision

We knew this would only work with strong engagement and endorse-
ment from the membership. We began at our national conference in Kelowna,
B.C., in June 2017, with a full workshop attended by over 200 delegates. Dur-
ing the workshop, we discussed the white paper (Tisch, 2017), tested agree-
ment with its megatrends and asked questions about what the CPRS should
and could do to help Canada’s public relations and communications manage-
ment professionals prepare for the future.

We engaged with the 110 members of the CPRS College of Fellows,
held discussions with the presidents of the 14 local CPRS societies across Can-
ada and held webinars and conference calls to talk about the paper and gather
information. We also launched the first online survey to gather insights and
thoughts from CPRS members across the country.

The Future of CPRS Committee began rolling out materials such as the
results of the first survey and the proposed strategic framework in January
2018 through several targeted webinars with senior leaders and influencers,
including the College of Fellows, Presiding Officers and President’s Council.
We then released the results of the first survey and proposed strategic frame-
work through targeted emails to all CPRS members, encouraging them to pro-
vide feedback on the proposed framework via the second online survey and
to help amplify the call to action through their networks.

We targeted non-members in the public relations and communications
management profession through an article and a link to the second survey in
CPRS' newsletter — CPRS Communique —which was distributed to approxi-
mately 5,300 subscribers, members and non-members. We also sent a targeted
email with the first survey results and an invitation to complete the second
one to individuals who hold director-level or higher communications roles in
the top 50 Canadian companies. We leveraged our LinkedIn group to dissemi-
nate results of the first survey and invitation to the second to key influencers
from the Public Relations Society of America, International Public Relations
Association, and the Global Alliance.
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A New Vision, Mission and Strategic Framework

To provide readers with the full context for this study, the complete text
of CPRS’ vision and mission (CPRS, n.d.-a), and framework (Blanchette &
Killingsworth, 2018b) have been reproduced below.

Vision: The Canadian Public Relations Society and its members
are recognized as the champions for ethical, strategic public rela-
tions and communications management.

Mission: We build a national public relations community though
professional development and accreditation, collaboration with
thought leaders, professional standards and a code of ethics, ad-
vocating for the profession and supporting members at every
stage of their careers.

A new strategic framework with a focus on four key pillars:
1. Community: A CPRS member is part of a national community
with full access to services and benefits, regardless of their location.
(Awareness, Membership growth)

2. Collaboration: CPRS members have direct access to share knowledge
with colleagues, as well as opportunities to engage with thought
leaders and discuss trends in the profession. (Networking, knowl-
edge sharing, mentoring, conference)

3. Careers: CPRS members are supported at every stage of their career.
(Professional development and credentials such as the PRK, APR,
FCPRS)

4. Conscience: CPRS members are seen as ethical professionals who ad-
here to and uphold a code of standards.

In an era of fake news and alternative facts, the CPRS must do more
than talk about ethical public relations; we must be THE champions
of the public relations profession in Canada While having a code of
professional standards and a commitment to ethical public relations
is important, we must speak out in support of the profession, call out
unethical practices, and demonstrate leadership through a clear disci-
plinary policy that is fully implemented. We must understand the pub-
lic perceptions of our profession and develop plans to promote ethical
public relations across Canada (Vrsnik, 2019).
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CPRS Actions on Ethics in Public Relations

* Canadian Public Relations Register: A publicly searchable list of
CPRS members who have agreed to adhere to the Code of Profes-
sional Standards (CPRS, 2020c).

* CPRS Code of Professional Standards: Establishes nine core ethi-
cal principles each member pledges to uphold —including integrity,
transparency, confidentiality, and more (CPRS, n.d.-b).

* CPRS Ethical Decision Tree: Adapted from the Chartered Institute of
Public Relations tool, is an info-graphic that guides members through
ethical decisions using the CPRS Code of Professional Standards as a
guide. The tool also provides access to the CPRS” College of Fellows
volunteers willing to discuss ethical issues (CPRS, 2020a).

* Ethics Guide to Artificial Intelligence in PR: This first-ever guide
seeks to improve ethical decision-making of algorithms and other
automated tools to avoid harmful impacts on individuals by poorly
de-signed systems (Valin & Gregory, 2020).

* Heather Pullen Memorial Award for Ethical Public Relations: Es-
tablishment of a national award recog-nizing a life-long dedication to
ethical public relations (CPRS, 2020d).

* PR Matters Podcast: An interview series with prominent Canadian
public relations and communications management professionals on
the value of CPRS membership and the importance of ethical public
rela-tions (CPRS, n.d.-c).

* PR Perceptions Survey: The first of its kind, a nationwide survey of
both public relations and communi-cations management profession-
als and the general public to understand how public relations is per-
ceived and what elements lead to increased trust and confidence in
the profession (CPRS, 2020b).

79- jpc.mcmaster.ca


https://mulpress.mcmaster.ca/jpc

