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Armonia is the daughter of Aphrodite and Ares, love and war. 
Aphrodite, the alchemic goddess has the power to transform rough 

materials into precious ones infused with life and love. Ares, the impartial 
god of war, besides being a warrior, is also a dancer and a lover connected 
with spring, the season of revival and renovation. With such genes in her 
blood, there is no doubt that Armonia has important skills, useful not only 
during the mythological era, but also in the technological world of the XXI 
century. Harmony is especially useful in jobs, such as Public Relations, 
which are based mainly on words, acts, gestures, tones, relationships, 
conversations, and negotiation.  

 
The concept of harmony is connected with the world of music: it 

studies the simultaneous combination of different sounds, as well as the 
creation, the relationship and the linking of chords. Harmony designs the 
syntactic criteria that rule the simultaneous encounter among sounds that 
belong to the same discourse. Harmony replaces dissonance that has 
created tension in hierarchical relations.  

In a broader sense, harmony is something we experience through our 
representational system, through our five senses. In the visual field, we find 
harmony when we perceive proportion among colors, dimensions and 
shapes. In the gustatory field, we taste balance between sweet and sour, 
bitter and spicy. In the olfactory field, we smell the equilibrium among 
scents and fragrances. In the tactile field, our fingertips recognize the 
softness and hardness, warmth and coldness of any texture. 

What about harmony in the process of interpersonal communication, in 
the Public Relations realm, where the human side of a profession is 
observed and valued as an indicator of discipline, competence and 
expertise? Can harmony be a synonym of inner strength, social intelligence 
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and effective communication? Maybe. This is what I would like to 
demonstrate by examining several ways of expressing harmony in Public 
Relations practice. The reason I wish to demonstrate this is because the 
efficacy of Public Relations practitioners is important for the organization 
they work for.  

 
The inner strength of a Public Relations practitioner is evident in his 

way of dealing with problems, of coping with crisis. In those moments, the 
Public Relations consultant does not lose his temper, and is able to stay 
calm, to slow down the intensity of negative emotions in order to activate 
the rational part and master the situation. Inner strength has to do with the 
virtue of moderation and flexibility, with the two Delphic oracle’s 
statements know yourself and nothing in excess.  

 
Social intelligence is based on the knowledge and the intuitive 

comprehension of what the other person feels and thinks during an 
interpersonal exchange. Social intelligence is based on social emotions that 
help us to live with others and understand their needs, to initiate and 
maintain relationships based on trust, reciprocity, and bonds. One 
component of social intelligence has to do with ethos and ethical emotions 
that push us to follow moral rules. This component teaches us to recognize 
what is right or wrong, and to discriminate good from evil, in a proper 
combination of pathos, logos and ethos. When we feel anger, we realize 
that we are in the presence of some injustice, abuse, and inequity; so we 
start thinking about what to do to stop injustice, abuse, and inequity and to 
change what we can or have to change.  

 
The more Public Relations is institutionalized, within organizations 

and society, the more Public Relations experts become visible and the more 
their role gains importance and prestige. Because of that, Public Relations 
experts are expected to carry out their role in a disciplined way. Discipline 
has two meanings. One is related to the branch of knowledge needed to 
practice a profession. Disciplined competence is based on a background of 
specific studies for Public Relations consultants so that the difference 
between doxa, opinion, and episteme, knowledge, is exactly understood 
and utilized. The other meaning of discipline is related to being moderate, 
methodical, congruent and harmonious. In both senses discipline is a 
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necessary competence and attitude for every serious practitioner (Gardner 
H., 2006). 

 
In this paper, different ways of attaining harmony in the consulting and 

educational roles that the Public Relations practitioner exercises in his/her 
daily personal and professional life are presented and discussed. The basic 
assumption is that the more Public Relations is institutionalized, the more it 
is considered both an intellectual and a professional discipline, thereby 
helping us to succeed in our jobs, earning money to eat healthy food and 
live a wholesome life. This profession helps us to understand the 
complexity of our world and to transform it into manageable components 

In order to succeed in our discipline we search for harmony reached by 
reflection on our way of being and acting in our professional field.  

 
Reflective posture in Public Relations practice helps us to become 

aware of the limits of our discipline so that we learn to distinguish between 
what, when and how to do and what, when and how not to do something. 

In order to be effective we should also utilize both our radar 
intelligence to foresee connections and differences, and our laser 
intelligence to deepen important issues. And if we want to add creativity to 
our discipline, we can cultivate amazement, challenges, openness to new 
ideas and harmony.  

Harmony is a tool in effective communication and relations because it 
creates balance and congruence among the pragmatic, systemic, and 
strategic approaches (Watzlawick P., 1967). The pragmatic approach 
teaches us to calibrate any feedback of our actions, to pay attention to all 
the information we receive from the interlocutor during interaction. 
Following the pragmatic approach, we consider ourselves co-responsible 
for the answer we obtain, so that if anything goes in a direction different 
from the one we expect, we can make some changes to put the transaction 
back on the right track.  

The systemic approach helps us to recognize that we belong to a whole 
set of relationships, which sustain and define us. This means to see 
ourselves, and what we do with others (not TO others), in a process of 
reciprocal influence, where we -simultaneously- influence others and are 
influenced by them. So it becomes important to know the process of 
reciprocal influence, and in this way, we carefully observe who is 
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influencing whom, how this person is using his/her influence, and which 
instrument of power he is using. He may use strong instruments of negative 
power, against others, such as commands, control through role, hierarchy, 
finance, violence, menace, and blackmail. Or she may use light instruments 
of positive power, towards a desired outcome, such as non-violence, 
goodwill, kindness, courtesy, loyalty, fidelity, attachment and also 
efficiency, growth, service, and maintenance (Hilmann J., 2002).  

 
The strategic approach means that in order to be effective and reach 

our goals, a strategy regarding interpersonal communication must be 
chosen: it is important to devise a particular way to be listened to and to be 
followed. The strategic approach helps us to decide which communication 
style -direct or indirect, persuasive or evocative, implicit or explicit- should 
be selected on a particular occasion and with a particular person. This 
means gaining the mastery of understanding preferences of others and the 
flexibility to replace what is not working with something more successful.  
 

This seems to be the skill of José Mourinho, the former Chelsea’ team 
coach and the current team coach of F.C. Inter. He is able to say the right 
words at the right time with the right music, so that each soccer player 
follows him and the team wins.  

 
Harmony as a tool in effective communication has to do with the fact 

that when we are talking about human beings we are also talking about 
human values. And the consulting and educational processes are connected 
with human outcomes and values. Being aware of that helps us to discover 
the importance of our disciplinary intelligence, of our skills in the Public 
Relations field.  

 
The Public Relations expert, both consultant and educator, has learned 

to eradicate previous wrong ways of thinking or biases, doxa, in order to 
think and act with episteme, as an expert in his branch. Becoming an expert 
through discipline is a way of looking at things through professional lenses, 
a way of identifying topics and methods related to this profession. 

Becoming an expert in Public Relations brings us to dedicate time and 
effort to deepening the knowledge of the matter we are dealing with.  
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The institutionalization of the Public Relations role brings us to search 
for excellence and efficacy in order to be up to our new and more 
important job. And one way to reach and increase excellence and efficacy 
is through harmony. So the question now becomes: how can we reach and 
maintain harmony in our job? To answer this question I have selected 
seven ingredients of harmony. All together they shape the concept and the 
content of harmony and they help us to give balance, and effectiveness to 
any profession, especially to the Public Relations practitioner.  

 
Let me start with the first ingredient, the note C, Hope or, as Barak 

Obama says, yes we can.  
 
 
Hope  
 

It is considered a truism that hope is essential to life: in good times it is 
a stimulus to achieve higher goals and better outcomes; in bad times it is a 
comfort sustained by the idea of future relief, rescue, reward or even 
justice. Hope is an anticipatory emotion through which, even though we 
fear the worst, we strive for the best. It is both a passion and a virtue, 
directed toward something important we would like to achieve. It is a 
passion because it sees many possibilities of an open future. It is a virtue 
independently of its realizations. It is an intrinsic value allied with courage 
and imagination, a positive attitude full of trust, possibilities and 
aspirations.  

Hope is never in a hurry. It knows that, on certain occasions or for 
certain jobs, we need time, patience, endurance, and perseverance. We also 
need to keep in mind that we are free to choose our own path. Actually, 
«we are forced to be free, and there is no amnesty» (Sartre). When we are 
sustained by hope, we don’t feel tired, but strong; we don’t complain, but 
feed our desire; we don’t flee, but fight. Hope awakes our indignation and 
courage (St. Augustine). Indignation for the way things are and courage to 
change them, strongly believing that we are right, and that “we can“.  

Hope helps a Public Relations practitioner to carry out an ethical and 
economically relevant job, teaches him/her to deal with uncertainty and 
complexity, and to change what  should be changed. It is based on the 
awareness that we cannot predict the future because too many unexpected 
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things can happen and surprise us. Hope is stronger than despair because it 
reminds us that we have so many human still to-be-discovered 
potentialities, and that we have the flexibility to metamorphose as human 
butterflies, according to the many seasons of life. (Morin E. 2005).  

 
And the more we realize that we are living in chaos, the more we 

search for harmony, flexibility and creativity through a process of 
awareness. Awareness is the second component of harmony, the note I.  

 
 
Awareness  
 

Awareness is the ability to know ourselves. It is the mastery of 
understanding what is going on inside us, inside our mind and body, heart 
and brain, bones and flesh. Awareness is based on mindfulness, the ability 
of paying attention to what is happening in the here and now, moment by 
moment, in the present of the circumstances (Kabat-Zinn J., 2004). When 
we are aware of our inner feelings and thoughts, we are able to control 
them as well as to control our behavior. And we can communicate with 
others with more efficacy. Awareness about what we feel is the essence of 
intrapersonal intelligence, while awareness of other’s feelings is the 
essence of social intelligence (Goleman D., 2006).  

Neuroscientists have recently discovered that we have some neurons, 
called neuron-mirrors, that are able to understand the intention behind 
movements made by the hands and feet of others and to give proper 
meaning to facial expressions. Neuron mirrors are the neurological base for 
understanding the feelings of others, and to be empathic (Rizzolati G., 
Sinigaglia C., 2006). Research in the fields of neuroeconomy and 
neuroethics also indicate that our neurons prefer equity and that many 
economic and ethical choices are based on cooperation and trust. 

Public Relations practitioners are aware of the importance of their role 
as communicators on behalf of the reputation and the success of the 
organizations they work for. Awareness of what we feel and what others 
are feeling is essential in the interpersonal communications of a Public 
Relations consultant. As Goleman says in his book on Emotional 
Intelligence, if we want to create a better future we need to enhance our 
awareness, control our negative feelings, be optimistic, perseverant and 
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empathic, take care of others’ needs, and improve our cooperative style and 
relationships.  

Emotional intelligence is related to self-control, enthusiasm, 
perseverance and ability to motivate ourselves. Social intelligence has to 
do with the ability to organize and lead groups, to cope with conflicts and 
negotiate solutions, to establish bonds and to analyze social situations. 

Social awareness is based on empathy, attention and understanding of 
the subtle implication of implicit rules in social situations, while social 
ability has to do with prestige, presentation of self, influence, leadership 
and care for others. 

Since one of the aspects of emotional intelligence is the ability to 
maintain motivation and perseverance despite frustration and failures, we 
are now ready to present the third component of harmony, the note E, that 
is, Resiliency. 
 
 
Resiliency  
 

Resiliency (from the Latin word meaning “to bounce back”) is a 
process fed by the belief of being in control of oneself and being able to 
influence future events. It is a process that leads us to transform a difficulty 
into a challenge: if a difficulty forces us to lower our head, a challenge 
helps lift it up. Resiliency helps relate and contextualize, transform 
adversity into the development of our potentiality, realizing that we are 
stronger than despair, discovering that struggle is an important agent of 
self-change and self-efficacy (Cyrulnik B.). Kim Su Ki, Nelson Mandela 
and Ingrid Betancourt are only few exempla of resiliency. 

 

Resiliency signifies the ability to react with empathy, calm, courage, 
optimism and emotional intelligence to threats imposed by destiny. 

According to an ancient Zen proverb: inclement weather does not exist, 
only unsuitable clothes exist. Or according to Homer who points out that 
not even Zeus can change what has already happened.  
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Resiliency begins by accepting the reality basis of factual truths for 
what it is. The resilient person, well aware of his powerlessness against 
what has already happened, finds his true power by accepting it and finding 
in it the lever for change. Resiliency is the ability to fight back. Struggle, 
crises and worries are hot chilli to help digestion, and a wakeup call for 
sleeping talents. Everything is relative, contingent and temporary. 

 

When we are fully awake, with all senses alert, we better understand 
the complexity as well as the mystery of life, which enables us to solve 
problems with deeper understanding and wisdom. Stupidity, blindness and 
deafness are only permitted in routine situations, and are absolutely banned 
in the presence of a problem. A facing problem fully alert and with all 
talents and resources at hand is vital. 

 

Although the resilient person feels distressed and worried, he does not 
waste energy in sterile complaints. Instead he confronts the challenge as an 
ordeal that is both character forming and ego strengthening. The resilient 
Public Relations practitioner knows that, in every profession, bad moments 
can occur. So, when a problem or a crisis arise, he/she does not wonder 
“why did this happen to me” or “what have I done to deserve such a 
problem?” Rather she considers: “what shall I do with this difficulty? How 
can I manage it? What am I learning? How can I change the situation? 
What do I have to change about myself?” 

 

The resilient person concentrates on his/her only true power, which is 
to react wisely, taking appropriate and good decisions. She does not allow 
struggles to stun her, she does not let unanswerable questions confuse her, 
nor does she look backwards. He concentrates on his own attitude and 
reactions and strives to act efficaciously in the crisis offered him by life or 
circumstances. He knows that the future begins soon after the problem 
occurs, when what to do and how to use our talents, resources and energy 
is decided.  

 

Enfocus Software - Customer Support



Personal Influence Model in PR 

 824 

The resilient person can be recognized by his sense of responsibility, 
self-determination, and confidence. She cultivates an optimistic attitude so 
that difficulties are overcome and turned into advantages. He can verify 
that courage is stronger than destiny, and that every kind of problem 
teaches us vital lessons. 

The resilient person knows that he or she is solely responsible for his 
own acts, so a moral stance must be followed. Moral stance is the forth 
ingredient of harmony, the note F. Let’s examine it.  
 
 
Moral Stance 
 

The many codes of ethics Enron had for its employees did not hinder 
its management from acting in a dishonest way. In this case, as in many 
others, the code of ethics was not enough, especially when the temptations 
seemed impossible to resist. So what is moral stance and how can it help to 
reach harmony as an effective tool in communication for PR experts? 

Moral stance is an attitude towards ethics, values and virtues, and has 
to do with mores, with habits, behaviors, and actions.  
 

Ethics studies human conduct, and the criteria to evaluate the behavior 
and choices made by people. It is the reflection on why we think something 
is valid and valuable. Value concerns what is good and useful, what is 
important to gauge and to assess during a decision making process. Virtue 
is the ability to govern life’s circumstances according to our aims, to give 
power to our rationality and empathy. Virtue is not a speech, a mere 
declaration of our integrity, but it is expressed by true actions.  
 

While working for Enron, Sharon Watkins wrote a memorandum to her 
CEO expressing her worries about the lack of morality she saw around 
her. Unfortunately, nobody listened to her. 
 

Every virtue brings harmony to our life. Let us review the four cardinal 
virtues: temperance, courage, prudence and justice. Temperance teaches us 
to be vigilant, to avoid falling into temptation or sliding after taking a bad 
turn. Courage and its twin brother, prudence, are the virtues of an instant, 
of the beginning of a new action. Justice brings harmony to the life of 
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individuals and of nations. For example, Swiss citizens experience a sense 
of justice every time they participate in a referendum. And they are happy 
as a result of that (Layard R., 2005). 
 

The criteria of ethical virtues are medietas, nothing in excess, a habit to 
be encouraged in personal and professional life. It is habit that creates 
order: living with order, acting with order, living in order so that, when we 
act well, we feel good.  
 

How can a Public Relations practitioner in 2008 act according to his 
professional moral stances? Are we still following Ivy Lee’s “declaration 
of Principles”? What are the values and the virtues of this profession in 
2008? Be true, be honest, be transparent, be congruent, be loyal, and be 
trustworthy? How can a Public Relations practitioner gain trust and 
maintain a good reputation in his profession? Must he behave well to be a 
good practitioner and be a good practitioner to behave well? All of us can 
think of examples for either case.  
 

We give trust if the other person meets our expectations. Trust depends 
on our own view of the other person. (Luhmann N, 2002.) It is a way of 
baring ourselves, accepting the risk of being betrayed. There can be no 
betrayal if there is no pre-existing trust. Truth is a virtue, but every virtue 
in excess negates itself. When we have excess trust we become open to 
deceit through our naiveté.  
 

Trust means accepting uncertainty. It is fragile but essential 
scaffolding: without it we are precarious and alone. Trust is a harmonic 
component because it creates the foundation for our bonds. Without trust 
every transaction would be difficult, if not impossible. With basic trust 
every transaction is reinforced. Trust creates a virtuous circle, that is, it 
nurtures as well as engenders trust, fidelity and loyalty.  
 

In order to act according to our moral stances it is important to stay 
vigilant and observe what needs to be done so that we can take the 
opportunity to act harmoniously. So our fifth ingredient, the note G, is 
taking advantage of opportunity. 
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Opportunity 
 

The Public Relations consultant knows the value of his individual 
actions based on his own free will. People have the freedom to act for 
better or for worse, for good or evil. They are free to act well even when 
they could do nothing or act negatively. Our freedom gives us the acrobatic 
flexibility to capture the volatile instant and the agile thought that 
recognize the importance of an opportunity offered by an occasion. The 
occasion is an unheard of and unexpected opportunity, and we are able to 
capture its gracefulness only when we too are in a state of grace, which 
enables us to recognize it. We are in a state of grace when we are inspired 
and protected by Kairòs, the God of Opportunity, when we experience an 
esprit de finesse that helps us to see the diamond hidden in the coal.  
 

«I am me as well as my circumstance. If I cannot safeguard my 
circumstance, I cannot safeguard myself». (Ortega y Gasset) 

  
The concept of opportunity is here considered not only in reference to 

equal opportunity for women, gender queers, religious and ethnic 
minorities, but as the ability to recognize the right moment to act, to speak, 
to intervene and to react. Life is full of opportunities that we are offered to 
accept, recognize, pick, and also create. In order to take the many 
opportunities life generously gives us, we need to be vigilant, use all our 
senses, and stay alert and trustful.  
 

Sometimes we react in a passive way, accepting the negative. On 
certain occasions we become blind and deaf, we close our eyes and our 
ears, thus closing our heart to compassion and our brain to understanding. 

Or we say to ourselves that is not our duty or our task to intervene, that 
we are powerless, that it is not up to us. Or that what we can do is such a 
small thing that it is not worthwhile. We let things happen in front of us 
while we hide behind a thick veil of moral indifference that keeps us from 
action.  
 

On a hot (35°) summer afternoon on a street of downtown Verona, 
Francesca Martini, under-Secretary of the Ministry of Welfare, saw a 
beggar with a naked baby in the sun. Martini immediately called the police 
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in order to stop the exploitation of the child. She happened to find out that 
the beggar had been there for two weeks and that all the passers-by had 
ignored the baby’s exploitation. 
 

In order to reach harmony within ourselves, as social individuals we 
need to create and maintain harmony with others, help them to reach their 
wellbeing by being nice and courteous. So, we have now arrived at our 
sixth element of harmony, the note A, Niceness.  
 
 
Niceness 
 

Harmony can be associated with courtesy, kindness, respect for others, 
and niceness. A professional relationship based on courtesy helps to create, 
build and maintain solid and flexible relationships with different 
interlocutors. As experts in Public Relations, we are supposed to be 
sufficiently socially oriented and socially competent to find the right words 
so that the person we are with feels at ease. The recipe for this is very 
simple: a little bit of attention, a little bit of reflection, an empathic 
selection of positive words, the appropriate use of our intelligence 
sustained by affection, benevolence and respect for ourselves and for 
others.  

Respect means knowing that the other person has his own dignity, 
interests, needs, values, rights, uniqueness, and deserves our best attention, 
positive intention and true care (Ury, W., 2007). Courtesy is the social 
ability to make others feel good when we are together. It is a sincere smile 
expressed through nice words. Courtesy means respecting the social 
position of the other person, never ignoring his human essence, never 
menacing his dignity, nor threatening his reputation, nor diminishing his 
prestige.  

Although we, unfortunately, know how to offend, humiliate or 
disqualify a person, we also know how to transform a potential offence into 
a benevolent exchange. Courtesy is a mental attitude to cultivate sincere 
respect, polite softness, and care. Courtesy means acting in a moral way 
with beauty and elegance. Good manners and consideration for others are 
based on a sense of morality and love for human beings (Axia G. 1999). 
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Niceness is an important tool in interpersonal communication because 
it helps us talk about delicate topics, while taking into consideration the 
sensitivity and the receptivity of the other person. Niceness is a special way 
of treating the other person with kind words and elegant gestures, taking 
into consideration his feelings and anticipating the potential negative 
impact of offensive words and harmful acts. By talking and acting 
following the laws of courtesy, the Public Relations consultant expresses 
the intention to stimulate wellbeing in the other person.  

The laws of courtesy follow the logic of politeness and are «don’t 
impose yourself on others; offer them alternatives; and help them feel at 
ease, be friendly»(Lakoff R. 1973). These laws teach us to foster others’ 
wellbeing by saving their social face, protecting their prestige. To avoid 
face-threatening acts, courtesy invites us to mitigate or weaken the 
negative effects of offensive words. Niceness is based on the understanding 
of others’ inner feelings, the emotional and the real cost of interaction 
based on power, friendship, collegiality, or familiarity.  

And in order to achieve harmony through niceness we need to add the 
seventh and last ingredient, the note B, Yearning, the yeast that transforms 
a simple harmony of a few chords into Estrous Harmonic played by 
violins. 
 
 
Yearning  
 

The PR consultant that is congruent with himself and consistent with 
his role knows the importance of his passion to perform. He is eager to do a 
good job: he yearns to be successful, to do his best, to fully express his 
potentialities and talents following the directives of his company and thus 
satisfy the stake holder’s expectations.  

 
Yearning to be harmonious is built on a strong sense of coherence so 

that every professional act is comprehensible, meaningful and manageable. 
The PR practitioner cultivates comprehensible actions so that each 

person can observe and judge whether his actions make sense. His actions 
can be clearly understood because they consist of order, structure, and 
method. His actions have clear meaning; they are not chaotic noise, or a 
disordered mixture of stimuli or an inexplicable accident. What he/she does 
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makes sense, cognitively and emotionally, and is worth investing energy 
in, and is worthy of commitment. The Public Relations practitioner 
welcomes challenges and does not consider them burdens. What the Public 
Relations practitioner does is manageable because he has the necessary 
resources to meet the demands of the task and of the situation. 

Yearning to be successful with harmony helps Public Relations 
consultants to search for clarity and avoid ambiguity. Ambiguity is 
expressed by putting the burden of responsibility on others, by discharging 
the consequences of our decisions on others. Some signs of ambiguity are 
saying one thing and doing another, not keeping promises, postponing 
commitments, not taking responsibility, and telling lies. Lying is an 
offence to the ability of others to think, to observe, to analyze data, to 
understand what is going on. It is opportunism and cynicism coming from 
the arrogance of misusing or abusing power.  

Ambiguity is a sign of a deficient morality as well as of naiveté and 
arrogance. We are naive when we think others will not recognize our 
ambiguity; we are arrogant when we do not care if others recognize our 
ambiguity, because they are indifferent to us.  We do not care. 
 

The campaign NO SMOKING, BE HAPPY, promoted by Umberto 
Veronesi’s Science Progress Foundation, is based on the ambiguity of 
parents who smoke and demand their children not smoke. 
 

When we feel a lack of sincerity, a lack of authenticity, we know that 
we are in the presence of ambivalence, a compromise, or an inner conflict. 

And when we face someone’s ambiguity, we feel discomfort, 
perplexity, and bewilderment. In that moment we realize we are witnessing 
a little daily crime of conscience, social dementia whose infectiousness 
should be stopped (Argentieri S. 2008). In that moment we feel the urge to 
establish order and clarity, and search for integrity. Integrity means 
wholeness, and in a broader sense, morality. Moral integrity is based on 
inner sincerity, transparency, and openness.  

 
When we accept ambivalence as a normal way of thinking, of acting 

and of living, we take the risk of becoming imbeciles in the meaning F. 
Savater (1992) gives to this word. Savater says that we become imbeciles 
when we think that we don’t want anything; when we think that we want 
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everything immediately; when we think that we don’t know what we want; 
and when we think that we do know what we want but cannot find the 
energy to reach it. We became imbeciles when we put different things on 
the same level, when we think that everything has the same importance, 
and forget the primal value of responsibility for the consequences of our 
actions or of our passivity. Failing to do something can be worse than 
doing it.  

 
Unfortunately, today we live in a paradox. We are full of civil 

indignation for what is going on, for all the scandals we read in the 
newspapers. But it seems that we are empty of energy to act and to commit 
to change. 

 
The yearning for harmony and for using the appropriate tools in 

effective communication reminds us that our discipline and our task are to 
help the stakeholders. In this way we all can learn how to defend ourselves 
from injustice and exploitation and reach harmony within ourselves and 
with others.  

 
Hope, Awareness, Resiliency, Moral stance, Opportunity, Niceness 

and Yearning are the seven notes of harmony as a tool in effective 
communication. When we forget or neglect one of these ingredients, our 
voice may sound hoarse, and out of tune or become a plaintive sound 
without any trustworthy meaning. In order to be listened to and believed as 
consultants or educators, harmony is needed. Harmony inside us and 
harmony in our relationships with others can help us to become truly 
effective.  

Harmony in our practice helps us gain and maintain a good reputation 
as Public Relations practitioners. Professional use of the ingredients of 
harmony helps us in our daily work. Now and in the near future, because of 
the growing importance of the Public Relations profession and its 
institutionalization in small or large organizations, we will increasingly 
need harmony.  
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Personal Relationship Strategies and Outcomes 
in a Case Study of a Multi-Tiered Membership 
Organization 
Tiffany Derville, University Of Oregon, Derville@Uoregon.Edu 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Abstract 
 

Theoretical insight resulted from investigating a new context for the 
personal influence model. This study investigated the organization-public 
relationship between a multi-tiered advocacy organization and its members.  

The primary method for this study was interviews with 102 participants. 
Supplemental methods included 49 hours of participant observation and 

an examination of the organization’s internal and external documents. 
This study resulted in identifying the following strategies for cultivating 

personal relationships in the context of an organization-public relationship: 
direct engagement, task sharing, investment in local relationships, 
constitutive rhetoric, hat-in-your-hand, developing veteran credentials, and 
peer linking.  

To contribute to the discussion about the value of personal relationships 
in organizations, this study also investigated the outcomes of personal 
relationships. The outcomes found in this study include affective 
commitment, political leverage, social capital, member recruitment, and 
member retention. 
 
 
Personal Relationship Strategies and Outcomes in a Case 
Study of a Multi-Tiered Membership Organization 

s 
The study of relationships is important to the practice of public 

relations. According to the relationship management perspective in public 
relations, an organization’s livelihood is affected by its ability to develop 
mutually satisfying relationships (Ledingham, 2003). Scholars have 
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connected relationship evaluations with customer retention, employee 
retention, and rapid recoveries from crises (Ledingham, Bruning, & 
Wilson, 1999; Wilson, 2000; Yang & Mallabo, 2003). A public’s opinions 
about the relationship it has with an organization affect its satisfaction with 
the organization (Bruning & Ledingham, 1999), its intentions (Bruning & 
Ralston, 2001), and its actions (Bruning, 2002).  

Progress has been made to establish and develop theories within the 
framework of relationship management. Public relations scholars have 
produced empirically valid definitions of an organization-public 
relationship, relationship antecedents, cultivation strategies, and 
relationship outcomes (e.g., Broom, Casey, & Ritchey, 2000; Hon & 
Grunig, 1999; Grunig & Huang, 2000; Ledingham & Bruning, 1998).  

Within this relationship perspective though, there is only a small 
foundation of public relations scholarship about personal relationships. 

More research is needed to identify how an organization’s employees 
can cultivate personal relationships with publics (Toth, 2000; M. Taylor, 
2004). Moreover, there is limited information in public relations about the 
outcomes of strong personal relationships, aside from establishing a 
relationship in which favors are traded. Ki and Hon (2007) pointed to the 
importance of identifying the outcomes of cultivation efforts. They stated, 
«If the ultimate goal of public relations is to build mutually beneficial 
relationships between an organization and its publics, then measuring the 
outcomes of those relationships provides an important indicator of public 
relations effectiveness» (p. 2, also see Lindenmann, 1998). Thus, more 
public relations research is needed to not only discover strategies for 
cultivating personal relationships but also for establishing the benefits of 
having strong personal relationships.  

Furthermore, I could not find any published public relations study that 
focused on studying the cultivation and outcomes of personal relationships 
in a membership context. Most public relations studies about the cultivation 
of personal relationships through favors seem to have focused on 
cultivating media relationships (e.g., Jo & Kim, 2004, H.C. Shin, 1994, 
Sriramesh, Kim, & Takasaki, 1999). Exploring a construct in a new 
environment is an excellent way to build theory and to explore the ways a 
theory might apply to a particular context.  

Consequently, in this case study, I examine ways that staff cultivate 
personal relationships with members of a health advocacy organization. I 

Enfocus Software - Customer Support



Personal Influence Model in PR 

 834 

also identify some of the potential relationship outcomes of cultivating 
strong personal relationships. This case study includes interviews with 39 
staff people at national, state, and affiliate levels of the organization; 58 
members; and 5 former members, for a total of 102 participants. As 
supplemental methods, I engaged in 49 hours of participant observation and 
studied the organization’s documents.  
 

Framework for Studying Personal Relationships   
 

The study of the personal relationships that exist between individuals 
can be conceptualized as a component of the relationship that exists 
between an organization and a particular public, such as customers, donors, 
or employees (Toth, 2000). This kind of relationship is commonly referred 
to in the literature as an organization-public relationship (Broom et al., 
2000). There are three components of Broom et al.’s (2000) 
conceptualization of organization-public relationships. First, organization-
public relationships involve repeated experiences of interaction, linkage, 
and exchange of information, energy, and resources. Second, they have 
characteristics that participants do not necessarily perceive. Third, although 
organization-public relationships evolve, people can discuss them at a 
single moment and monitor them over time.  

Grunig and Huang (2000) took existing public relations literature from 
the excellence study, Huang’s (1997) dissertation, and other sources and 
positioned it within a relationship management framework. They filtered 
this literature into antecedents, cultivation strategies, and outcomes for 
organization-public relationships. Relationship antecedents consist of the 
reasons why organizations and publics form relationships with each other 
(e.g., Broom et al., 2000; Grunig & Huang, 2000; Thomlison, 2000). 
Grunig (2002) defined cultivation strategies as «the communication 
methods that public relations people use to develop new relationships with 
publics and to deal with the stresses and conflicts that occur in all 
relationships»  (p. 5). The personal influence model and other strategies to 
cultivate personal relationships can be conceptualized as types of 
cultivation strategies (Derville, 2007). Broom et al. (2000) defined 
relationship outcomes as the consequences that alter the environment and 
secure, maintain, or adjust goals both within and outside of organizations. 
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Due to space constraints, all cultivation strategies and relationship 
outcomes cannot be reviewed here. Consequently, the ones that emerged in 
the study appear in the results section and are then conceptualized in the 
discussion section.  

 
 

Public Relations Research about Personal Relationships 
  

As mentioned by Toth (2000) and Rhee (2007), few studies have 
focused on the personal dimension of organization-public relationships, 
with the exception of studies about the personal influence model and 
conflict management. Although Ledingham, Bruning, and their co-authors 
write frequently about the “personal” dimension of relationships, their 
conceptualization of the personal dimension of relationships is about an 
organization mimicking the elements of personal relationships – instead of 
focusing on the human relationships between an organization’s staff and 
publics (e.g., Bruning & Galloway, 2003; Bruning & Ledingham, 1999). 

The following section summarizes the public relations research I found 
about the two topics of this study: strategies for cultivating personal 
relationships and the outcomes of personal relationships.    
 
 
Strategies to Cultivate Personal Relationships  

 
Based on a study in India, Sriramesh and Grunig (1988) identified the 

personal influence model as a way to cultivate relationships between 
individuals through the use of favors. According to Huang (2000), the 
personal influence model emerged in authoritarian cultures as a way to 
cope by exploiting individual relationships. Examples of personal influence 
practices include providing entertainment, food, drinks, and gifts (e.g., 
Huang, 1990; H.C. Shin, 1994; Sriramesh et al., 1999).  

Scholars have introduced several terms within their research about 
personal influence. J.-H. Shin and Cameron (2003) referred to personal 
influence practices as informal relations. Huang (2004) referred to these 
practices as social activities. In addition, Huang (2001) introduced the 
Chinese concept of mianzi, which she defined as facework in English. This 
concept involves helping people look good by protecting their dignity, 
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which is casually known as saving face. Facework can be viewed as 
performing a favor to develop personal relationships, so it fits within the 
personal influence model.  

Huang (2001) positioned facework and favor as culturally specific 
considerations; however, researchers have applied these concepts in various 
geographic cultures. For example, Kovacs (2003) identified the importance 
of facework for activist organizations in Britain, which has a different 
culture than East Asian countries. She noted that activist organizations need 
to take an uncompromising stance in public (to save face) but could 
privately cede ground when discussing best solutions for the “public 
interest.”  

Furthermore, I argue that Downes’ (1998) study is an example of the 
use of favor in U.S. culture. Downes studied public relations practices 
between Capitol Hill press secretaries and reporters. Instead of gifts of food 
and entertainment (as described in Huang’s examples), press secretaries 
provide reporters with inside information about Congressional 
representatives from other offices. One participant said, «I pass on a lot of 
things to them – especially things that don’t involve my boss … that gives 
them a leg up on the competition, and they, in turn, feel favorably disposed 
to me»  (p. 278). Downes’ (1998) study contradicts Jo and Kim’s (2004) 
statement that «preventing negative publicity by using personal 
relationships with journalists does not correspond to Western principles of 
public relations» (p. 301). Thus, evidence of face and favor exists in 
various cultures.    

Toth (2000) divided the personal influence strategy into two categories: 
personal influence and interpersonal influence. She stated that efforts to 
develop individual relationships for the benefit of an organization and its 
publics are interpersonal influence strategies. Attempts to cultivate 
individual relationships for the sole benefit of the organization are personal 
influence strategies. Toth conceptualized these constructs on a continuum, 
with interpersonal influence in the center and an organization’s personal 
influence and a public’s personal influence on opposite ends. Interpersonal 
strategies are ideal for relationship building (Toth, 2000).  
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Outcomes of Personal Relationships  
 

Scholars have begun to identify the outcomes of personal relationships. 
These outcomes include trust (Chia, 2005; Rhee, 2007), an increase in 
media coverage (Downes, 1998; Jo & Kim, 2004), a decrease in negative 
media coverage (Downes, 1998; Jo & Kim, 2004), and success with 
political achievements (Kovacs, 2003; Wise, 2007).  
 
 
Research Questions 

 
The goals of this study are to make theoretical and practical 

contributions to the public relations literature about strategies to cultivate 
personal relationships and outcomes of personal relationships. To achieve 
these goals, I chose to investigate the personal dimension of organization-
public relationships in the fresh context of the relationship between staff of 
a health advocacy organization and the organization’s members. I refer to 
the health advocacy organization in this study as HAO to maintain 
confidentiality. The following research questions structure this study: 

 

RQ 1: How are personal relationships with members cultivated in 
HAO, a multi-tiered organization? 

RQ 2: What are the outcomes of personal relationships in this case 
study? 

 
Methods 

 
I used qualitative methods to examine HAO’s strategies for cultivating 

personal relationships and to explore the outcomes of cultivating personal 
relationships. Focusing on one case enabled me to obtain depth by at least 
partially controlling for the contextual differences. A qualitative case study 
involves intense, extended contact with people to learn how they produce 
meaning in a particular environment from common situations (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994).  
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Active Interviewing 
 

I used active interviewing in this study because it can be especially 
conducive for building rapport, for identifying critical information, for 
digging deeply into surface answers, for testing rival explanations, and for 
making the process more meaningful to participants by ceding power (see 
Holstein & Gubrium, 1995). Active interviewing strays from a strict 
question-and-answer format. Active interviewers have the option of 
responding to participants’ answers by offering comments, such as 
empathic statements or helpful information, as opposed to only responding 
with follow-up questions and probes. Participants then react to an 
interviewer’s comments, making the process more conversation-like than 
other interview methods. 

I conducted 102 interviews that ranged from five minutes in length to 
three hours. The length depended on participants’ answers, whether the 
interviews occurred toward the beginning or toward the end of data 
collection, and participants’ interest in talking with me. Most interviews 
lasted an average of 40 minutes. Once I thought I had heard a full range of 
answers to the interview questions (and hence reached a point of saturation 
with the data), I started spending an increasing amount of time on testing 
emerging themes. Toward the end of data collection, I only asked screening 
questions to identify whether a person’s initial answers suggested a 
difference from the data I had collected. If the answers did not seem new, I 
asked participants if there was anything that they wanted to communicate to 
HAO and concluded the interview. Of the 102 interviews, 21 were 
screening interviews that did not develop into full interviews, and there 
were 81 full interviews. Interviews by e-mail occurred with 13 participants 
who preferred e-mail to other forms of discussion. Interviews by phone 
occurred with 65 participants, and 24 in-person interviews were conducted. 

All interviews were audiotaped, although the recorder malfunctioned 
for four interviews, which resulted in a reliance on notes during data 
analysis. Prior to the interviews, I pre-tested the questions through two 
interviews.  
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Participant Observation  
 

A secondary method I used was participant observation, which consists 
of attending and analyzing social activities of a person or group to gather 
research (Wolcott, 2001). Lindlof and B. C. Taylor (2002) presented five 
levels to describe the amount of participation that a researcher could adopt. 

The role relevant to this study is the participant-as-observer category. In 
this role, I acknowledged my identity as a researcher and maintained a 
balance between participating in some but not all activities and routines. 

According to Lindlof and B. C. Taylor, people adopting this role believe 
that not participating would be at least as unnatural as any other position, 
and participant observers believe that participating lowers status 
differentials and helps them understand the activities they see. I completed 
49 hours of participant observation over a four-month time period. I spent 
most of my time helping with an awareness walk. Other activities involved 
national staff meetings, a conference call with HAO executive directors, a 
holiday party at the national office, a university outreach kit, and a project 
involving pitching a health report to the media. Through these activities, I 
developed trust for the organization and an understanding of its culture. In 
addition, I believe the staff developed trust in me, based on the openness of 
the interviews that followed. 
 
 
Document Analysis 
  

Another supplemental method I used was document analysis. To gain a 
foundation of understanding about the organization’s history and culture, I 
reviewed the last two years of the national organization’s magazine. I also 
studied other membership materials, such as national, state, and affiliate 
Web sites, welcome kits, and videos. I examined internal proposals, reports, 
and training guides, in addition to strategic planning documents, such as the 
bylaws and strategic plan.  
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Recruitment, Sampling and Access 
 

Because I had previously worked with HAO for a research project 
(Derville, 2006), I gained permission to study the organization from a staff 
member who I already knew. To obtain depth, I focused on one of HAO’s 
state organizations and the affiliates within it. A membership staff person 
selected the organization by choosing one that had strong member 
retention, as defined by annual membership renewals. I contacted the state 
organization via e-mail and scheduled a phone call with the executive 
director. The state executive director was in the process of training his 
successor after several years in his role with HAO and more than 30 years 
in the particular health area. I interviewed the state executive director for 
nearly three hours. 

With regard to recruitment, the state organization’s staff members were 
consistent with the national organization’s assessment of exceeding 
expectations. I sent the state organization a check for $500 and worked with 
a staff member who did a random selection of names from the database. I 
asked her if she could send $500 worth of mailings, including her labor for 
putting them together. She did not charge for her labor, and the state 
organization even contributed its own money to increase the number of 
potential participants. The staff member sent letters to 1,920 people in its 
membership database. I had set up a toll-free phone number for potential 
participants to call, and most people from the state contacted me in this 
manner; some e-mailed. Although I preferred phone calls for the interviews 
and expressed this preference, I let people respond to e-mailed questions. 

Upon receiving the letter, some participants wrote an e-mail describing 
their experiences with HAO. Some agreed to answer follow-up questions 
via e-mail.  

I started by interviewing a senior manager from the national office for 
three hours over a two-day period. Following our last interview, this person 
sent an e-mail to the national staff to recruit participants for me. As I 
established a weekly presence at the national office through volunteer 
work, additional opportunities became available, such as joining a 
conference call with executive directors from HAO state organizations and 
affiliates. 
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Participants 
 

Most of the participants with whom I talked were Caucasian women, 
which reflected the dominance of this demographic’s participation in the 
state organization at the time of the study. Seventy-five percent of 
participants were women, and 25 percent were men. Ninety percent of 
participants were Caucasian, including 68 women and 24 men. Five percent 
were African American, including two men and three women. In addition, 
five women of other races were interviewed (detailed information is 
excluded to protect their identities). Most staff members were Caucasian, 
and most were over age 35. State and affiliate staff included 5 men and 12 
women, and most were Caucasian. Members included 48 women and 10 
men. Nearly a third of members who were interviewed were younger than 
age 35, and a little more than 10 percent were at least 70 years old. Former 
members in this study included 2 men and 3 women. Most former members 
who were interviewed were Caucasian and between ages 50 and 75.   
 
 
Data Analysis 

 
Like many qualitative researchers, I adopted a constructivist philosophy 

in my analysis by embracing multiple perspectives, voices, and 
interpretations in a contextualized way (Charmaz, 2002). I completed data 
analysis procedures on a computer, which allowed me to frequently 
reorganize and synthesize the data. I engaged in line-by-line open coding, 
which involves breaking down data sentence by sentence, comparing them, 
and placing them into categories (see Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  

Following Wolcott’s (2001b) advice, I started with a few categories that 
facilitated the sorting of data. Every time I found a theme, I went to a data 
analysis document I created, which listed each research question. When I 
found themes during open coding, I copied an excerpt from the transcript 
and either placed it in an existing category or created a new category. When 
producing a new category, I included an excerpt that represented the 
category and labeled it with a phrase. As the data analysis document grew 
in length, I began collapsing categories and producing subcategories within 
each research question. Axial coding was helpful by clarifying categories 
and by improving the organizing scheme (see Charmaz, 2002). After open 
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coding and axial coding, I tested patterns by looking for negative evidence, 
and I attempted to account for differences (see Miles & Huberman, 1994). I 
also engaged in pattern matching by comparing results to existing theory 
(Charmaz, 2002). Themes were either revised or fortified by turning to data 
from participant observation and document analysis (see Miles & 
Huberman, 1994). Field notes were primarily used to verify and challenge 
the analysis produced by the interviews, and they sometimes resulted in 
adding probes to subsequent interviews.  
 
 
Ethics 
 

Confidentiality was one of the most challenging areas because I needed 
to decide how much information I could include about someone without 
that person being identifiable. Following the Institutional Review Board 
(IRB) guidelines, I did not recruit members directly, and I kept participants’ 
identities confidential. The hardest part was internal confidentiality: 
deciding which information to omit so that people within the organization 
would not be able to guess one another’s identity. I was influenced by Ellis’ 
(1986) discussion of how damaging research can be to participants’ lives 
when they read someone’s accounts of themselves and their community 
members. I have done my best to express heightened sensitivity to the 
responsibility of doing no harm (see Bowen, 2005). I excluded interesting 
information that was so unique that I believe it would have identified 
people. In other cases, I was vague and omitted vivid details. There is 
always a risk that a researcher will inadvertently share information that 
suggests someone’s identity. I have tried to avoid this. All names in this 
study are pseudonyms. 

An IRB requirement is to avoid harming a population’s reputation or 
livelihood. This was especially relevant to this study because I worked with 
a vulnerable population that is subject to cultural stigma1. I have done my 
best to not harm the reputation of the people I interviewed by reviewing 
statements for their potential to provoke stereotypes. 

                                                 
1. Although the organization did not want to be identified, I have permission to describe it 
as a health advocacy organization and to include references to diagnoses, doctors, illness, 
and stigma. 
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Results 
 

RQ 1: How are personal relationships with members cultivated in 
HAO, a multi-tiered organization? 

 
 
Interpersonal Influence Strategies 
  

HAO staff go outside of their job requirements to directly engage with 
members, advance members’ personal interests, and even help with tasks 
that have no relation to HAO’s mission.   

 
• Direct engagement. Although HAO’s national staff primarily work 

with the leaders of HAO state organizations and affiliates, national 
staff members step outside of their job descriptions to assist 
members who contact them for help. A HAO national executive 
stated 
I think you’ll hear this when you talk to other staff people – each of 
us has a handful of people that calls us when they’re in crisis, when 
there’s something to talk about, whenever. And we’re not 
necessarily the best person for them to be calling, but we’re the 
person they call. So there’s a dad in New York whose son has been 
in and out of the hospital the last couple of years. … He calls 
because he wants somebody to help him write these letters and tell 
him he’s doing the right thing, and you know, he always calls at the 
wrong time, but he’s kind of my guy! …For whatever reason, 
they’ve kind of attached themselves to you, and you can’t say “no.” 
How do you say “no” to somebody who is working that hard?  
HAO staff cultivate personal relationships with people who contact 
them for help, even when they are not the most appropriate people 
in the organization for people to call. The executive is also pen pals 
with a man whose wife and son are ill to let him “know the [HAO] 
family is there for him.” The executive explained, “We don’t 
regularize or systematize or refer people on.” The practice of 
responding to member’s concerns directly rather than referring 
members to the appropriate staff in the organization creates a sense 
of caring. 
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Many members expressed their gratitude for the staff’s help and 
evaluated HAO positively for its assistance. Describing her state 
organization and two state affiliates, Kristen stated, “They are just 
phenomenal people. I can call them anytime for anything.” Kristen 
called HAO and received help with navigating the system when her 
son was at risk.  
 

• Advancement of members’ personal interests. For a couple of 
members I interviewed, HAO staff cultivated personal relationships 
and demonstrated that they genuinely care by advancing members’ 
personal interests. Sarah has a physically demanding job, which has 
been more difficult with age, and she is pursuing a career as an 
author. She believes that HAO “definitely” cares for her. She 
explained, “They’ve been generous with mentioning the book in 
the newsletter. They’re very supportive, very encouraging. They 
haven’t even seen the manuscript for [my book], and they’re 
thrilled.” Helping members pursue their dreams is one way that 
staff cultivate personal relationships.  

 
• Help with unrelated tasks. Members seem to particularly bond with 

HAO when staff personally share chores with them that have no 
relation to HAO. For example, Caitlin stated, «They helped us move 
because I’m a member of [HAO]. One of the gentlemen rented a U-
Haul truck».  In another case of meaningful gestures, when a natural 
disaster caused an evacuation, the affiliate president drove some 
members in his car to safe territory and helped them receive care. 

 
 

• Additional strategies to cultivate personal relationships. Other 
strategies to cultivate personal relationships include investing in local 
relationships, socially constructing relational bonds with members, 
and engaging in a four-step process for beginning to cultivate 
relationships with diverse communities. 
 

• Investment in local relationships. The national and state offices drive 
resources to the affiliate level to cultivate relationships. For example, 

Enfocus Software - Customer Support



Personal Influence Model in PR 
 

 845 

the national office created a template for an awareness walk that 
helps the local level develop social bonds among members, raise 
money for local services, and recruit members. In addition, the 
national office has regional representatives who resolve local 
challenges, including interpersonal disagreement. Alex, a state staff 
member, stated, «[HAO’s] philosophy is that the strength is in the 
affiliates. …So it’s not at all like big brother. It’s sort of like mom». 
A national staff member hoped that the state and affiliate leaders 
would spread good messages about the national organization to the 
grassroots. She explained, «There’s just sort of a sense that builds – 
yeah, those are good guys: rah rah [HAO] national». This sense 
likely builds among highly involved members; however, most 
grassroots members I interviewed who did not have leadership 
positions and who did not attend the national convention did not 
experience this level of trickle-down, as suggested by their 
reluctance to evaluate the national organization beyond reflecting on 
the national office’s membership magazine. For example, Samantha 
does not interact with the staff at the state or national organization. 
When asked about her thoughts concerning the state organization, 
Samantha said, «I don’t really deal with them, so I don’t really 
know». She also said that she did not have any feelings about 
national, although she does enjoy the publications, noting, «I think 
they’re great». For many members, personal interaction in HAO is 
important to providing a sense of having a relationship with an 
organization. I talked with Benjamin, a national staff member, about 
members’ hesitancy to judge a level of the organization without 
working with it closely. Benjamin responded, «It all makes sense. I 
think a lot of people develop a sense of trust at the local level». 
Instead of focusing on the national or state levels, the organization 
drives resources to the local level and relies on the local level to do 
the heavy lifting in cultivating member relationships.  
 

• Social construction of relational bonds. HAO staff use a family 
metaphor to make people feel like they are and will always be 
unconditionally accepted and cared for. When asked how HAO 
demonstrates its long-term commitment to members, Amber replied: 
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«HAO talks a lot about itself as being a family, and there is no 
longer-term relationship than family. So I think that with that very 
analogy and with that expectation, we’re all in this. We’re united 
by something that we have in common in the way that a family is – 
we have some of the same weird relationships that families have, 
but we’re sort of there for one another». 
In casual discussions with Amber during participant observation, 
she mentioned how HAO «gets in your blood», which also alludes 
to the family metaphor.  
 Like a conventional family, the staff members I interviewed insist 
on being called by their first names and encourage members to call 
one another by their first names as well. Ken stated, «We were at a 
reception, and this couple came up to me, and they said, ‘Mr. 
[Smith],’ and I said, ‘No, it’s [Ken].’» Kate, a member, discussed 
how the organization helped her bond with other people at the 
organization’s national convention. She said: 
«At the [HAO] national conference, everyone wears a nametag 
around their neck that says your first name in big letters and then 
your last name and where you are from in smaller letters, so 
everyone calls everyone else by first names. After asking about 
someone’s hometown, the next question is usually, “What’s your 
diagnosis? What are you taking for it? How’s it working for 
you?” Everyone is so open and sharing of information. It is just so 
“normalizing»  
Even some former members carried the family metaphor with 
them, referring to the termination of their relationship with the 
organization as a “divorce.” 
 

• Four-step process for diversity outreach. Adriana presented an 
effective process that has helped affiliates begin to cultivate 
relationships with diverse communities. She defined the first step in 
the following way: 
«First you need to understand who it is you’re trying to reach. 
Where do they live? Which neighborhood? What are the important 
places for them? Get to know as much as you can about the 
community. That’s step one». 

Enfocus Software - Customer Support



Personal Influence Model in PR 
 

 847 

After identifying characteristics of the community, people can 
proceed to the second step. 
Adriana said the second step is to “establish relationships.” She 
stated, «Really find people in those communities who will get you 
entry. You really need someone to become your [HAO] leader. 
Even sometimes [to tell you] what to say and to give you 
credibility». Lightly laughing, she reflected, «If you are going to an 
all-black neighborhood and you’re a white person, it’s not going to 
work». She suggested that in this scenario, a black person could 
accompany a white person from the community, who could vouch 
for the white person’s credibility and trustworthiness. Adriana said 
that successful affiliates «join coalitions and create opportunities to 
get to know the community». She said, «They get the community 
to know them before they even think, ‘This is what we’re going to 
do’». For example, an affiliate in one state is reaching out to the 
American Indian community by working with a member of the 
Cherokee tribe who is engaging tribal leaders in discussion. 
Adriana also said that in some cases, staff can find people with 
whom to partner in their own organizations. The third step is to 
listen. Adriana stated, «You cannot come and tell me what my 
problem is. You have to come and listen to what I think my 
problem is, so you know better how to approach me with your 
agenda». Thus, communities know their own needs, and outsiders 
must listen to those needs and respond to them. 
An implied fourth step is perseverance. Adriana commented, 
«Sometimes, you can do everything right, and for six months, 
nobody will show up, but guess what, seven months, people start 
coming». Organizations need to continue to attempt to engage with 
diverse communities, even when their efforts result in no gains 
after six months. 
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RQ 2: What are the outcomes of personal relationships in this case 
study? 

 
The relationship outcomes of cultivating personal relationships in this 

study include affective commitment, political leverage, social capital, and 
member recruitment and retention.  

 
 

Affective Commitment 
 

Personal relationships between staff and members, in addition to 
personal relationships among members, can result in developing an 
emotional bond with the organization. Ken said that when people contact 
him for help, he needs to give them emotional support, in addition to skills 
and knowledge for navigating the system. He explained, “One way to do 
that is to become their friend or someone who they call and trust.” 
Representing a member perspective, Gertrude said that she appreciates the 
organization because of “the camaraderie.” She explained, “We’ve been 
through hell together, and we have such strong bonds.” The deep disclosure 
that occurs is one reason why lasting bonds develop. From what I could 
assess from my participant population, many if not most staff members 
seem to share the illness that members or members’ loved ones have, or 
staff members have a family member who has the illness, or all of the 
above. 

 
Political Leverage  
  

Personal relationships with people in the health system enable staff to 
obtain political leverage and deliver relatively quick results that members 
are unlikely to receive elsewhere. Roger stated: 

 
«I have personal relationships with the chairs of the Departments of 

[health name omitted] from all [of the medical universities in the area] as well 
as with the heads of major community agencies, the public providers, 
insurance companies. … If there is a problem in accessing services for an 
individual in [my city], it is highly likely that I have a personal relationship 
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with someone who can break down any existing barriers.  If I don’t have this – 
I know who does! Such is the nature of how things are accomplished in a large 
urban area. It may take me a few e-mails or phone calls – but I will get some 
satisfaction for the individual in need. … Because of my personal relationships 
with this cadre of individuals, I am in a unique position to persuade them to 
fulfill needs».  

 
Echoing this theme, Ken stated, «When something happens here, 

everybody knows me, and I know everybody in the system. So it’s pretty 
easy for me to make a phone call.» Thus, the personal relationships that 
HAO staff have provide political leverage for delivering results to 
members. Members appreciate the effort. Sarah praised HAO because the 
staff «will bend over backwards trying to resolve your current problem». 
 
 
Social Capital 

 
Another valuable outcome of personal relationships is social capital. 

Amber stated: 
 

«It means that if we want something from one another, it’s much easier to 
get it in all directions, because the relationships are there, and you don’t have 
to negotiate every transaction. … It greases the wheels somebody needs to … 
get going on. It’s much easier to come out and go zero to 60 rather than taking 
the slow ramp up. … It encourages growth in the organization».  

 
Amber explained that part of the failure of a policy change that the 

national office tried to implement for state organizations and affiliates was 
that the national executive director at the time (who was later asked to step 
down) «had no relationships in the field». In contrast, the current executive 
director of the national office started at the state level as an executive 
director for six years. He also worked for HAO in policy and research roles. 
She stated that he has «sterling grassroots credential. …People know him; 
they already trust him». The current executive director of the national 
organization emphasizes the importance of face-to-face interaction for 
building trust and regularly visits HAO state organizations throughout the 
country. 
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Member Recruitment and Retention 
 

Personal relationships between staff and members, in addition to 
personal relationships among members, can also help with recruiting and 
retaining members. Amber stated, «If there’s this sense of connectivity, 
then people want to draw other people in. If it feels like it’s hard work and 
it’s hostile, you don’t bring other people into that fire. The organization is 
then ever shrinking». Many former members who participated in this study 
ended their participation due to not getting along with other members. For 
example, Doris felt alienated when members crossed her privacy 
boundaries by asking what she felt to be invasive questions. She recounted 
that members said something like «‘Ew, that drug,’ and they make a face, 
and they moan». Good relationships can attract members and poor 
relationships can hurt an organization’s retention. 
 
 
Discussion 
  

This study resulted in the discovery of strategies for cultivating personal 
relationships, and it resulted in identifying outcomes of personal 
relationships in the context of an organization-public relationship.  
 
 
Strategies for Cultivating Personal Relationships 

 
This study is significant because it resulted in identifying several 

strategies for cultivating personal relationships. Building on earlier work 
with the personal influence model, the following two strategies can be used 
to cultivate interpersonal influence:   

 
• Direct Engagement: Regardless of executive status in the 

organization, a staff person responds to a person’s request if he or 
she can, instead of passing the person to someone else in the 
organization. 

•  Task Sharing: As identified by Hon and Grunig (1999), task 
sharing involves partnering with someone to help with a challenge, 
such as helping someone move or promoting a person’s book.  
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Five additional strategies were identified for cultivating personal 

relationships: 
 
• Investment in local relationships: A multi-tiered organization 

drives resources to the local level so that the local level can 
cultivate strong relationships. In this case study, most members 
evaluated their relationship with HAO based on their experiences 
with their affiliates – with the exception of highly involved 
members who made separate assessments about each level of the 
organization. One staff person posited that trust is built at the local 
level.   

• Constitutive rhetoric: Constitutive rhetoric is an established 
strategy in the rhetoric literature that involves presenting a public’s 
identity and ideology within a message (Charland, 1987). Thus, 
publics are constituted within communication in a way that 
displays what they should do to uphold their identity. For example, 
the 1984 Macintosh commercial used constitutive rhetoric to build 
an anti-establishment identity for Macintosh users (Stein, 2002). In 
this case study, HAO used constitutive rhetoric to refer to staff and 
members as part of the HAO family. By constituting staff and 
members as family members, participants were expected to treat 
one another as family, and they could expect that the people in the 
organization would always be there for each other.  

•  Hat-in-your-hand: This term represents a four-step process for 
cultivating relationships with diverse communities. The first step is 
to get to know as much as possible about the desired outreach 
community. The second step is to partner with a member of the 
desired community and humbly approach community members 
together. This person could already be a member of the 
organization, or this person could be found through associations 
that are based on aspects of people’s identities, such as gender, 
race, or sexual orientation. The third step is to listen to the needs of 
desired communities. The fourth step involves sustaining efforts, 
even when improvement is not readily attained. Of course, 
evaluating unsuccessful efforts would also make sense.  
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• Developing veteran credentials: This strategy refers to cultivating 
others’ respect over a significant period of time in a particular 
context, such as one’s industry or workplace. Developing veteran 
credentials results in social capital. In this study, the national 
executive director had been through the process of developing 
veteran credentials by gaining the respect of both members and 
staff while working at the state level of the organization for six 
years.  

• Peer linking: An organization engages in peer linking by 
cultivating relationships among members of a public, which can in 
turn bond members to the organization through their shared 
experiences with it. For example, peer linking could occur by 
bonding employees together, customers, or in this case, members. 
Peer linking can contribute to retention.  

 
 
Outcomes of Personal Relationships 
  

Identifying outcomes of personal relationships provides evidence for the 
importance of studying cultivation strategies. This study found the 
following outcomes of personal relationships: 

 
• Affective commitment: Someone who has a high level of affective 

commitment feels emotionally bonded to the organization (Allen & 
Meyer, 1990). In this study, strong personal relationships between 
staff and members resulted in strong emotional bonds for numerous 
participants in this study. Furthermore, strong personal 
relationships among members also resulted in many members 
having high levels of affective commitment for the organization. 
Mowday, Porter, and Steers (1982), in addition to Gruen (1997), 
found that affective commitment results in increased participation 
in a relationship with an organization.  

• Political leverage: A staff person with political leverage can use 
his or her personal relationships with institutionally powerful 
people to break down barriers and deliver results. In this case, the 
organization’s staff use their personal relationships in the field to 
overcome obstacles in the health system that members encounter. 
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• Social capital: According to Lin (2002), social capital refers to 
«the resources embedded in social networks accessed and used by 
actors for actions» (pp. 24-25, cited in Ihlen, 2005). In this study, 
social capital interfered with the former executive director’s ability 
to obtain “buy in” from members, and social capital is one reason 
why the current executive director has been effective with helping 
the organization grow and evolve.  

• Member recruitment and retention: Personal relationships can help 
draw people into an organization and motivate them to stay in the 
organization. Conversely, unpleasant relationships tend to repel 
people from organizations.  

 
An important note about these outcomes is that the benefit to the 

organization seems to be affected in at least some cases by whether people 
with the personal relationships stay in the organization. Just as people “take 
their rolodex with them” when moving to other jobs, their departure can 
also affect the degree to which publics feel connected with an organization, 
the amount of political leverage that can be exercised within an 
organization, an organization’s social capital, and even member recruitment 
and retention (for additional data about these results, see Derville, 2007). 

Thus, retaining employees is especially important. Interestingly though, 
memorable events, from crises to extraordinary achievements, can mark an 
organization’s reputation, and in those cases, the outcomes of personal 
relationships – whether those outcomes are beneficial or harmful – can 
have a residual effect after people have left the organization.  
 
 
Future Research 

 
This study suggests several areas that would be useful to explore. 
Exploring the interaction between the outcomes of personal 

relationships and an organization’s reputation would be enlightening. 
Furthermore, research in other regions with various types of publics – 

not just the media – would assist in understanding how to cultivate personal 
relationships, and it would help with identifying the outcomes of personal 
relationships. In addition, further study of how to build and use social 
capital would be valuable. Scholars should keep in mind that relationship 
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management is the basis for studying social capital. When thinking of 
social capital as an outcome, it should be understood to function like the 
construct of reputation: To affect the outcome of social capital, one must 
manage the underlying relationships (see Grunig & Hung, 2002). Social 
capital cannot be managed directly (see Yang & Mallabo, 2003). Another 
insightful area would involve investigating the barriers to cultivating strong 
personal relationships and identifying strategies to overcome those barriers 
in the context of organization-public relationships. In addition, further 
exploration into efforts to diversify a membership base by cultivating 
personal relationships could result in great value.  
 
 
Limitations 

 
Although many of the cultivation strategies and outcomes likely apply 

to various contexts, some of them may be specific to the context of an 
advocacy organization that has a grassroots culture and layers of leadership, 
such as local, state, and national offices. Also, this study represents findings 
about the organization-public relationship among members in one state area 
of the national organization I studied. Although focusing on one area 
enabled depth, it also narrowed the results. Thus, this study did not capture 
nuances in cultivating personal relationships among different regional 
cultures of the same organization.  

Also, the overwhelming majority of participants were white women, 
which significantly limits the range of experiences represented. One benefit 
of studying an organization that lacks requisite variety and seeks it is the 
ability to investigate the organization’s efforts in this area. Studying 
successes with multicultural outreach was a serendipitous research 
opportunity. 

Finally, conducting participant observation at all levels of the 
organization or at least at the affiliate level would have enabled a more 
comprehensive view than confining participant observation to the national 
office. During interviews, people described their versions of interactions. 

Witnessing the interactions and having the opportunity to identify and 
interview people on all sides of the interactions would have provided 
encompassing insight. 
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Abstract 

 
A primary role of public relations is the spokesperson, the public face 

representing the organization, association or political/social movement. 
What type of person takes on the role of personifying an organization? 
What traits and determinants predict the extent an individual has 

personal influence in public situations? How does the individual inspire 
imitation in the public relations arena? Specific to the institutionalization of 
public relations, what are the strategic choices for designating 
spokespersons and supporting their evolving strategic relationships? To 
develop a basis for understanding the individual in the public relations role 
of influencing publics, this article draws from the theoretical and empirical 
contributions of multiple disciplines.   

This article provides an explication of the public role model concept 
through the theoretical and empirical findings of social psychology, 
political and health communication, advertising and consumer 
communication, and computer-mediated communication. The purpose of 
the multi-disciplinary approach is to collect insights from existing 
scholarship in explaining the social, cultural and political factors that shape 
the organization’s personal face in the form of the public role model and to 
offer measurements for determining the extent of influence of the public 
role model. The overriding theme of the explication is that the public role 
model acts in a complex interaction of personal, behavioral and 
environmental determinants that shape the PR practitioner’s personal 
influence in the public arena. The article concludes with implications of the 
public role model concept on the PR industry, including impacts on 
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education and professionalization of PR practitioners, and direction for 
future research. 

  
 

Introduction 
 
“If we observe that wherever there is a social relation between two living 

beings, there we have imitation.”  -  Gabriel Tarde, Laws of Imitation, 1903 
 

Over a century ago, the French social psychologist Gabriel Tarde 
(1903) described the idea of social networks, the flow of information 
through interpersonal contacts, which facilitated the development of 
society, and the role of influential people in this exchange that led to 
imitation. (Katz, 2006) Research on the phenomena of social imitation and 
personal influence has evolved, through scholarship in multiple disciplines, 
in various conceptualizations, operationalizations and measurements. This 
article intends to integrate into a multidisciplinary perspective the 
individual in the public relations environment who holds personal influence 
in the professional environment.  

In public relations scholarship, social networks have been described at 
the professional level as the personal influence model. (Grunig, Grunig, 
Sriramesh, Huang & Lyra, 1995) Public relations practitioners foster 
strategic interpersonal relationships with key stakeholders, in a process of 
influence that involves the exchange not just of information, but gifts, 
favors and other personalized interactions. (Sriramesh, 2005) This 
professionalized interpersonal network represents a social structure that, as 
Tarde initially philosophized, generates imitation on multiple dimensions. 

Over time, the social connections accumulate beyond the interpersonal 
level, to have a broader influence on the public’s opinions and attitudes, the 
public’s agenda, individual and collective behaviors, and social norms and 
customs. (Tarde, 1903; Katz, 2006)  

At the center of the professionalized network are individuals who are 
designated to publicly represent the organization, association, or 
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social/political movement.2 In public relations practices, that role is defined 
as the spokesperson. The spokesperson becomes the face of the entity, with 
the expectations of being persuasive, upholding his or her own reputation, 
along with the reputation of the organization (Carden, 2004). In the 
institutionalization of public relations, the role of spokesperson bridges 
from traditional corporate or managed communication roles to individuals 
throughout the organization (Grunig, 2006). In PR practices, it is widely 
recognized that the spokesperson requires a specific status and skill set 
(Smith, 2002). The spokesperson requirements are similar to marketing 
practices to identify the traits and behaviors of individuals who hold greater 
influence than others within social networks (Elliott, 2007). 

What type of person takes on the role of personifying an organization? 
What traits and determinants predict the extent an individual has 

personal influence in public situations? How does the individual inspire 
imitation in the public relations arena? Specific to the institutionalization of 
public relations, what are the strategic choices for designating 
spokespersons and supporting their evolving strategic relationships? To 
develop a basis for understanding the individual in the public relations role 
of influencing publics, this article draws from the theoretical and empirical 
contributions of multiple disciplines.   

The concept advanced in this article to describe the individual of 
influence is the sociological term role model (Merton, 1957), but in a 
public relations sense as public role model, for several purposes. First, the 
sociology context of public role model sets public relations in the social 
arena, which extends beyond the organization-centric positivism dominant 
in public relations scholarship. (Ihlen & van Ruler, 2007; McKie & 
Munshi, 2005) Role modeling also captures Tarde’s process of imitation 
and social structuring. Second, the public role model concept is not limited 
to “spokesperson,” which implies deliverer of verbal or written messages, 
but encompasses symbolic and cultural meaning conveyed by individuals 
designated to publicly represent the organization. (Curtain & Gaither, 2005) 

Third, the public role model concept offers an approach to describe the 
public relations education and professional development process in a 

                                                 
2. Through the remainder of this article, the reference to organization, association or 
social/political movement is abbreviated to “organization,” but is intended to include any 
organized entity. 
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multicultural model, as recommended by Sriramesh (2002). The public role 
model is imitated, not idealized, in the context of power, social identity and 
differences that occur in the practice of public relations. (Curtain & 
Gaither, 2005)  

This article addresses the public role model concept in two aspects: 
first, as a multidisciplinary explication, with methods for measurement, and 
second, as a method of personal influence among public relations 
professionals and within the public relations industry. In advancing an 
integrated conceptualization of public role model, this article does not 
proffer a comprehensive synthesis of theories and empirical studies. Rather, 
the integration offers a selection of insights from various disciplines to 
enhance understanding of the public role model. The final discussion 
addresses areas for future research and further multidisciplinary integration 
in refining and testing the public role model explication.  
 
 
Contributions from Social Psychology    
  

The foundational aspect of the public role model concept is the 
psychological processes that allow personal influence to occur. Bandura 
(2001, 1986) describes two pathways communication systems that shape 
how individuals think, feel and behave toward others: the direct or explicit 
path of informing, enabling and motivating; and the indirect, or socially 
mediated, pathway of influences from the media and community settings. 
In contrast to public relations scholarship of unilateral (one-way) or 
bilateral (two-way) organization-public relationships (Grunig, Grunig, & 
Dozier, 2008; Ledingham, 2008), social relations in social cognitive theory 
are, as labeled by Bandura, «triadic reciprocal causation» in which 
personal, behavioral and environmental determinants all interact to 
influence each other.  

Operationalized in the PR personal influence model, the triadic 
interaction sets the framework for PR practitioners and their key 
stakeholders to learn and practice the rules of professionalized interaction. 

The rules of interaction are dependent on the situation, differing 
depending on various factors, such as culture, political climate, professional 
roles and social status of the interacting individuals.  
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An important dimension to social cognitive theory is the complexity of 
social learning that occurs vicariously, through social mediation of media 
content (Bandura, 2001). The application of vicarious capabilities in public 
relations is that media, especially news media and journalists, are typically 
included in the PR personal influence network. Thus, the public role 
models are influenced by media and influence media through direct 
contacts and, equally importantly, are influenced indirectly, or vicariously, 
because they operate in the public arena. They are required to learn, 
through direct or vicarious interaction with the media, about the rules of the 
media and the environment of news. The vicarious learning, even more 
than direct learning, is symbolic communication, as Bandura notes.  

To measure the extent public role models are engaged in triadic 
interaction, the individuals could provide self-reflection (self-report 
surveys) on the nature of their professional interactions, the extent they are 
aware of and adapt to rules of interaction, how they may change their 
behavior in developing relationships, and what environmental changes lead 
to new “rules” of interaction. As an example, PR practitioners learn the 
styles of communication favored by their key stakeholders, whether it is 
emailing contacts interesting news articles or placing regular phone calls or 
scheduling one-on-one meetings with key contacts. A more sophisticated 
measure would involve analysis of how professional relationships adapt to 
major economic or political changes, for example, when a new political 
leader is elected or a company merges with another, some professional 
relationships may end, new relationships may need to be developed, or new 
rules may apply in the interactions. The public role models take on new 
roles.  

Another measure, incorporating the involvement with media, is the 
extent the public role models, the PR practitioners themselves and their key 
stakeholders, are involved directly with journalists or indirectly in 
monitoring news media. The measure could involve extent of direct media 
interaction and vicarious media influence, determine through the extent the 
public role models adapt their attitudes and behaviors as a result of the 
media monitoring.   

An additional social psychological theory applicable in the PR personal 
influence model is social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954). Because 
public relations occur in the public arena, and the environment creates 
frequent changes in social status and professional positions, there are 
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incentives for social comparison with others with the professionalized 
social network. Two routes of social comparison have been empirically 
tested and supported in social psychological scholarship: downward 
comparison, in which individuals seek to reduce threats to their self by 
comparing to others less well-off, or upward comparison, in which 
individuals seek to improve their self performance by comparing to others 
better well-off. (Suls & Wheeler, 2000; Suls, Martin & Wheeler, 2002) 

In measuring this occurrence in the PR professional network, the unit 
of analysis is the comparison: who and to what extent do the PR 
professionals compare themselves, to other PR professionals, or to key 
stakeholders within their personal networks, or to additional social or 
political influentials? Do they perceive their key stakeholders as equals, or 
superiors? Is the comparison on a professional or personal level, or a 
combination of both? The public role model could be engaged in either 
downward or upward comparisons, but the hypothesis suggested here is the 
more competitive the professional perceives the environment to be, the 
greater the tendency for downward comparison. Conversely, the more 
collaborative the professional perceives the environment, the greater the 
tendency for upward comparison. The upward and downward comparison 
are important in setting the social context of the PR professional: the 
personal influence model has influences of individual personalities.   

 
 

Contributions from Political Communication 
  

Personal Influence is the classic study on the two-step flow theory, by 
Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955) The initial study and subsequent political 
communication empirical studies on media and personal influence provide 
substantive insights for the public role model concept. The first is that 
personal influence occurs at all levels of social class and social status. This 
translates in public relations as personal influence at multiple levels of 
professional status and in various cultural and social situations. One 
measure of effectiveness of public role models in representing their 
organization, particularly for multi-national organizations, would be their 
personal influence with multiple cultures.  

Personal influence followed in Tarde’s footsteps in recording social 
imitation. One aspect that Katz and Lazarsfeld’s study did not record, as 
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identified by Lang and Lang (2006) is implicit influence. In the Decatur, 
Iowa, study, the influence was recorded only in cases in which the 
influential and the responder both recalled conversations on the topic of 
interest. However, implicit influence could occur as well, by way of 
imitation. (Lang & Lang, 2006) In public relations, the implicit imitation is 
as important as explicit influence. A research question to test is in what 
situations do the public role models explicitly acknowledge imitation and 
influence, and in which situations would imitation and influence be 
implicit? The hypothesis suggested here is in the majority of cases, the 
influence is implicit. The explicit/implicit influence would provide a test of 
cultural differences, in the degree that explicit influence would not exist in 
certain cultural settings.  

A final key insight from the Personal Influence study is the multiple 
dimensions of influence. In the case of the Decatur female sample, 
consumer choice influences differed from the public affairs influences. 
Bennett and Manheim (2006) note that the influence of media creates more 
of a “one-step flow” in that media can influence choices at all levels. For 
public relations role models, the social cognitive and two-step flow theories 
reinforce a similar idea: that the influence of media is integrated into 
decision-making. This would be even more so in the public arena of public 
relations. An important moderator to media influence in political 
communication scholarship is the relatively modest, almost insignificant, 
influence of television media on opinion leaders, compared to other sources 
of news media. (McLeod, Scheufele & Moy, 1999) Print, radio and, 
increasingly so, online news media sites, feed the broad info-seeking needs 
of opinion leaders. This offers another test of PR personal influence, and 
the types of media relied on by public role models. Media consumption is 
further address with findings on a study of opinion leaders by Shah and 
Scheufele (2006). 

The public role model concept parallels the concept of opinion leader 
found in political communication scholarship. In political science, the 
triadic of personal, behavioral and environmental determinants are 
measures of influence on civic participation. In public relations, civic 
participation of the public role models is at the professional level, which 
could be considered a unique subset or distinctive from the social level 
civic participation. Whether there is direct civil involvement will depend on 
the personal actors and the political environment.  
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The key findings of Shah and Scheufele (2006) that contribute to 
expliciting the public role model concept are the causal relationship 
between self-reflection of the opinion leader, expressed as self-assured 
disposition, innovative disposition, and a cosmopolitan (as opposed to 
local) perspective, that lead consequentially to participation in civic life. 

The antecedents of these leadership personalities are cultural, technical 
and intellectual authority, more so than age, gender, education or income. 

The opinion leaders are experts in their field and, as such, they are 
motivated to seek information broadly and to participate in civic life. This 
causal relationship applied to the PR personal influence model would 
suggest that personally self-assured and innovative dispositions and 
cosmopolitan perspective, along with individual expertise, are significant 
factors in identifying and/or developing public role models.  

The measurements for PR role models, as Shah and Scheufele 
referenced, could include components of the Strength of Personality Scale 
developed and validated by Weimann and Brosius. (Weimann, 1991; 
Weimann & Brosius, 1994; Brosius & Weimann, 1996)  This scale is used 
for self-designation of opinion leaders and includes measures of the 
individuals’ leadership potential in terms of basic social orientation, 
aptitude in influencing opinions of others, and self-perceived ability to 
affect social situations.  

A final key contribution from political communication to the PR role 
model concept is scholarly work in the area of effects of political candidate 
image on voting preference, developed as theories of candidate evaluation 
by Kinder (1986), conceptualized as candidate source credibility (Aylor, 
1999) or candidate source valence (Allen & Post, 2004).  Due to the nature 
of political campaigns, voters’ assessments of candidates are mediated, 
gained from their perceptions of the candidates as conveyed via mass media 
or through influences of conversations with others. Aspects of source 
credibility or source valence vary from scholar to scholar. While social 
attraction (perceived friendliness) and physical attraction (physical image 
appeal) have been assumed as having strong influence, voters identified 
competence (perceived expertise, Allen & Post, 2004; Aylor, 1999) and 
empathy (perceived caring, Aylor, 1999) as the traits most important in 
their choice of candidates. The consistent finding is source valence or 
source credibility is multi-dimensional and changes depending on the 
candidates and situations. Aylor found that in the 1996 presidential 
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election, Democratic President Clinton’s ethical and moral character were 
not important to voters who chose Clinton over Republican Robert Dole. In 
the situation of 1996, candidate competence and economic choices weighed 
more heavily on voters.  

In public relations, the extent social and physical attraction matter 
would mostly be implicit, measurably only through observation, not self 
reports. Competence, or expertise, and empathy are traits that would allow 
measurement by self-reflection and perceptions of others. A common 
theme to recognize is the growing emphasis on competence, or perceived 
expertise. Considerations for measuring expertise are further discussed in 
the following section.   
 
 
Contributions from Mass Media  
  

In consumer behavior scholarship, and other mass media studies, 
personal influence is conceptualized as the ability of the person to influence 
on a mass media scale. The trait of competence, or expertise, identified in 
political communication, is much discussed in mass media literature as the 
concept of source credibility. Source credibility has been labeled the most 
significant determinant of how persuasive an individual is. (Stiff & 
Mongeau, 2002) The source credibility concept is comprised of two 
variables: trustworthiness and expertise. The extent of trust and expertise 
are determined not by the source, but the recipients of the source messages. 

In advertising and marketing, the messages, including the source’s 
credibility, are typically more symbolic than direct, and the more highly 
credible the source, the more positive the consumer feels toward the 
product. 

There have been conflicting findings in the literature regarding the 
importance of trust and expertise, trust rather than expertise, and vice 
versa. (Homer & Kahl, 1990) found a strong covariance between the two 
variables, suggesting either trust or expertise may be salient in 
persuasiveness, but their influence is redundant. Relevant work from 
advertising and marketing research tested the credibility of celebrity 
endorsers. (Ohanian, 1991) While the celebrity endorser is successful in 
gaining consumer interest, generating entertainment, and garnering trust, 
the translation into consumer intent to purchase the endorsed product or 
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service was weak.3 On the other hand, non-celebrity expertise (include 
personal user testimonials) had more significant influence on consumer 
intent to purchase. With the evolution of reality television, and online 
consumer Web sites encouraging personal testimonials and ratings, the 
non-celebrity endorser is becoming the expert. (Kilborn, R., 2006) 

The implication for public relations is that credibility is a significant 
factor in measuring personal influence, but the conflicting findings between 
trust and expertise call for specific empirical testing for how this would 
affect PR role models. An approach to measure credibility may be to test 
the effects when a public role model’s expertise is explicitly presented in 
the interaction. Using the Elaboration Likelihood Model of persuasion, 
findings of one advertisement empirical test found when the expertise of 
the source is presented at the beginning of the advertisement, the recipients 
have stronger positive responses, presumably because they evaluate the 
expert using central cognitive processing, and when the expertise is 
presented at the end of the advertisement, the recipients use peripheral 
processing, which would evaluate the expert using heuristic or schemas. 
(Nan, 2007)  In public relations, the presumption is explicit presentation of 
expertise at the initiating of contact would lead to stronger personal 
influence. But this may be dependent on the situation.  

One concern in the public relations industry is the general public 
distrust for the practice of public relations (Callison, 2001). One result has 
been PR practices use a variety of terms to describe their work, such as 
corporate communicator, public affairs director, and a number of other 
titles, to avoid the negative connotations associated with public relations.  

In some cultures, there is no equivalent for the term public relations 
(Sriramesh, 2002). However, there may exist some shared concerns about 
avoiding negative associations, such as propagandist or spin doctor, among 
public relations practitioners. This reinforces the need to test source 
credibility along the lines of trust and expertise. The question raised here is 
whether trust matters in professionalized personal influence, or whether 
trust may be more of a peripheral issue with expertise taking more center 
stage. (Moloney, 2005)  

                                                 
3. The finding applied to adult consumers; adolescent consumers were more strongly 
influenced. 
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As public relations transitions to greater presence online, the public 
role model must also represent the organization in the online environment. 

Computer-mediated communication scholarship has explored effects on 
a mass media scale of corporate expressions online. One area of intense 
research focus is blogging, and the effectiveness of corporate blogs. A 
sample of findings applicable to the personal influence model: Sweetser 
and Metzgar (2007) found that corporate blogging was effective in times of 
crisis to reduce public anxiety. Another finding is that online readers 
preferred the content of a conversational blog rather than traditional 
corporate factual content as a means of learning about the corporation. 
(Kelleher & Miller, 2006) Specific to the personal influence model, the 
public role model would establish an online presence as a personalized 
expression of the corporation online. This aspect of personal influence 
could be measured by traditional Internet exposure, such as online readers 
of blogs or other public role model postings, and could also be measured in 
terms of influence in the online environment, through measurements such 
as links from other blogs to the corporate blog postings.  
 
 
Contributions from Health Communication  
  

Health communication is an additional scholarly area to provide 
contributions to explicating the public role model concept. Health 
communication scholarship has developed an empirically validated 
integrative model that has identified several consistent predictors for health 
behavior intentions: attitudes, social norms and self-efficacy, with 
environmental and priming factors acting as mediators in the process. 
(Fishbein & Cappella, 2006) The applicability of the variables in this 
integrated model to the PR personal influence model is that the public role 
model is able to be strategic in being able to fit in and address these 
primary factors.  

First, the public role model must be aware of, address or attempt to 
change attitudes and social norms regarding the organization that exist in 
the public arena, in personal interactions with key stakeholders, particularly 
the news media. The measurement for identifying or developing public role 
models is the extent the individuals are aware of relevant attitudes and 
social norms, and in the public relations crisis situation, are capable of 
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defending an organization faced with negative attitudes or undermining 
social norms. This is evident especially in environments where the 
organization, or more often association or political/social movement, faces 
conflict in the public arena. This is not to presume that the public role 
model is required only to advocate the organization’s position, but is 
capable of assessing the environment and either defending the 
organization’s position or guiding the organization internally toward 
change to address concerns regarding the public’s attitudes and 
expectations. The two-way symmetrical model of public relations 
references the adaptation process at the micro level of organization-public 
relationship. But the health communication model takes a broader 
perspective, similar to the triadic interaction of social cognition theory, in 
taking into consideration the social environment of public attitudes and 
social norms. For the public role model, the hypothesis to be tested is the 
difference in interpersonal interactions when the role models recognize, or 
disregard, prevailing public attitudes and social norms regarding their 
respective organizations.  

A second applicable aspect of the integrated health communication 
model to the PR personal influence model is the determinant of self-
efficacy. As a predictor of health behavior, self-efficacy is expressed both 
as personal confidence and learned ability to perform the health behavior 
(Fishbein, Ajzen, Albarracin, & Hornik, 2007). On a parallel track, public 
relations self-efficacy is the personal confidence and learned ability for the 
PR role model to publicly represent the organization in any situation. In the 
process of institutionalizing public relations, self-efficacy is a measure of 
the ability to develop public role models through the organization who can 
effectively represent the organization in the public arena. The health 
communication self-efficacy is paralleled in political communication to the 
extent opinion leaders report higher self-efficacy in affecting civic change 
(Shah & Scheufele, 2006). 

Collectively, the primary predictors in the health behavior model 
capture the multi-dimensional interaction of determinants that are 
controlled or not controlled by the individual. Likewise, the PR personal 
influence model involves elements that are controlled, or not controlled, by 
the individual. A measurement for public role models is their self-reflected 
ability to control, or perceived influence over, various elements in the 
personal influence process.   
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Public Role Models in the PR Industry  
 

While the primary purpose of the public role model is to represent, or 
serve as the personal face of, the organization, association or 
political/social movement, the public role model can also offer a method of 
professionalization within the PR industry.  

The dominant typology of PR roles in public relations scholarship, 
reflecting the organization-centric model, has categorized PR into four 
primary roles: expert prescriber, communication facilitator, problem 
solving process facilitator, or communication technician. (Dozier & Broom, 
2006; Dozier, 1992) These role concepts are useful in recognizing the 
functionalism and structure of PR practices at the organizational level.  

The public role model offers an alternative concept for considering PR 
practice at the social level, in terms of the personal traits and determining 
factors of effective public role models, the individuals who act, or are 
identified, as representing the public face of the organization. The 
adaptation of the public role model is that the individual in this role may 
not be explicitly identified as a public relations practitioner. On a 
multicultural basis, the public role model allows flexibility to describe the 
PR practitioner’s title and role, or to recognize that the public role model is 
specifically not a PR practitioner. In the institutionalization of public 
relations, it is assumed the organization will seek to identify public role 
models who are not titled or specifically trained as PR practitioners.  

The implications for educating PR professionals regarding the public 
role model is first, an emphasis on looking at personal influence in the 
public arena through a multidisciplinary perspective; second, a need to 
consider not just the public messages, but the individuals who symbolically 
represent the organization; finally, a professionalization of the PR practice 
that fosters identification, and development, of public role models at all 
status levels. In this way, public relations can be effectively 
institutionalized. 
 
 
Conclusion  
 

The concept of public role model is one of imitation, a social structure 
built upon personal influence. The strategic effectiveness of public role 

Enfocus Software - Customer Support



Personal Influence Model in PR 

 872 

models, as explicated here, could be measured on multiple dimensions and 
tested in various routes. The approach outlined here draws on scholarly 
work in multiple disciplines to better understand the process of personal 
influence from the individuals at the center of the public relations process, 
the public role models (Summarized in Exhibit 1.)  

Limitations of this explication are that, while the concept draws upon 
empirical work in multiple disciplines, the concept has not been tested as 
explicated. Future research would test the research questions and 
hypotheses outlined in this article, or other measures to determine the 
actual, and potential, personality, behavioral and environmental 
determinants of the public role model.  
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Exhibit. 1 - Public Role Model Explication and Proposed Measures of 
Personal Influence 

 Contributing 

theories/ 

empirical findings 

Applicable concepts Measurements of 

personal influence 

Social 

psychology 

Social cognitive 

theory 

 

 

 

 

Social comparison 

theory 

o Triadic reciprocal 

causation of 

personal, 

behavioral & 

environmental 

determinants  

o Vicarious 

influences 

o Upward/ 

downward social 

comparisons 

- Assessments of 

personality, behaviors 

and environment in 

PR interpersonal 

interactions. 

- Adaptations to PR 

interpersonal 

interactions 

attributable to direct/ 

indirect influence of 

news media, or 

environmental 

changes. 

- Upward comparisons 

within collaborative 

social networks; 

downward 

comparison in 

competitive social 

networks. 

Political 

communicati

on 

Two-step flow 

theory of personal 

influence  

 

 

Opinion leader 

traits 

 

 

 

 

 

o Personal 

influence at all 

social levels 

o Explicit and 

implicit personal 

influence 

o Media influence  

o Self-assured, 

innovative and 

cosmopolitan 

disposition 

o Expertise 

o Assessments and 

observations of 

public role 

models’ multi-

cultural 

interpersonal 

interactions. 

o Acknowledgment 

or interpersonal 

influence. 

o Observation of 

media influence.  
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Theories of 

candidate 

evaluation: source 

valence or 

credibility 

(cultural, 

technical, 

intellectual 

authority) and 

information-

seeking 

o Social and 

physical 

attraction 

o Competence 

(expertise)  

o Empathy (caring) 

o Self-assessment 

of opinion leader 

traits (Strength of 

Personality 

Scale). 

o Self-perceived 

expertise. 

o Observed 

influence of 

perceived 

friendliness, 

perceived 

physical 

appearance. 

o Other-perceived 

expertise. 

o Other-perceived 

empathy. 

Mass media Persuasion theory: 

source credibility 

Elaboration 

Likelihood Model  

 

Computer-

mediated 

communication 

o Credibility: 

trustworthiness/ 

expertise  

o Timing, explicit 

labeling of 

source 

o Personalization 

of corporations 

through blogging 

o Other-perceived 

importance of 

public role 

model’s trust and 

expertise 

(determine 

covariance)  

o Test explicit 

labeling of PR 

source  

Health 

communicati

on 

Integrated model of 

health behavior 

o Attitudes  

o Norms  

o Self-efficacy  

o Environmental 

factors 

o Skills & abilities 

o Awareness and 

acknowledgemen

t of relevant 

attitudes and 

norms.  

o Self-efficacy in 

public 

representation 
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Abstract 

 
The purpose of this study is to look into Italian PR practitioners’ 

opinions on whether or not specific social networks, the personalized 
networks of influence, are perceived to be  one of the main strategic 
resources and the degree of relevance they give to such networks. 

Personalised networks of influence are also tested with Italian 
journalists to verify whether or not other communication-related 
professions consider important to have personalised networks of influence 
and whether or not this relevance is perceived similar to that of PR 
practitioners. The data of this study was gleaned from a survey on PR 
practitioners and journalists’ self-perceptions and perceptions of each 
others that was conducted in Italy from March to October 2007. The survey 
was based both on qualitative data collected through personal interviews 
with senior PR practitioners and journalists and on quantitative data 
gathered through an online, close-ended questionnaire. This study is based 
on the analysis of the survey data on personal influence. 

 
 

Introduction 

In recent years several scholars have turned their attention to studying 
the role of influence in public relations practices. It is recognized that, in 
order to fulfil its reflective and educational functions, public relations 
should not be regarded as a pure managerial activity. Yet, public relations 
in several countries are mostly considered in their organizational function 
and as such practitioners’ main prerogative is to be able to become 
members of the dominant coalition (Daugherty 2001). In order to be part of 
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the dominant coalition they must exercise influence and at the same time 
use influence tactics and strategies to help shape organizational choices, 
ideology, and practices (Reber & Berger 2006b). In this respect, the 
concept of influence and how PR practitioners can become influential with 
internal and external publics are key factors to be investigated. This 
question concerns not only how PR practitioners can be strategic and 
reflective in their actions but also who/what makes PR practitioners in the 
position to become strategic and at the same time reflective and why. 

Generally speaking it is frequently the organization, its CEO and 
managing directors that decided whether and to which extent to involve 
communicators in managerial decisions. Several times the degree of 
influence and power held by PR practitioners are leading factors 
determining CEOs’ decisions (Reber & Berger 2006a; Berger 2005). Yet, 
CEOs commonly expect top communicators to be media relations experts, 
hiring them primarily for their technical expertise (Grunig et al. 2002), 
while their managerial skills are requested in later stages, for instance when 
crisis situations happen.  

In a long-lasting working relationship, public relations practitioners are 
often called to perform many other activities which require strategic 
thinking and good and powerful connections with diverse influential 
groups. Several studies in Asian countries have proved the importance for 
public relations practitioners of holding powerful and personalised 
networks of influence in order to be able to achieve their goals (Shin & 
Cameron 2003; Park & Luo 2001; Davies et al. 1995). As public relations 
is becoming more and more global, the role of influential networks is not 
anymore confined to specific geographical and cultural areas. 

Currently, building influential networks is more a personal rather than 
an organizational prerogative, since influential networks are determined by 
face-to-face and trustworthy relationships. It is not purely acquirable by 
working for an organization. Having influential and powerful social 
networks is a personal skill that top communicators are required to have. 
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Are then public relations practitioners aware of the importance of 
holding influential networks for their career development?  

The purpose of this study is to look into Italian PR practitioners’ 
opinions on whether or not specific social networks, defined as 
personalized networks of influence, are important strategic resources for 
successful PR activities and for the development of own professional 
career. The concept of having personalised networks of influence is also 
tested with Italian journalists to verify whether or not other 
communication-related professions consider it important for their 
professional activities to retain personalised networks of influence. It was 
decided to include this control sample because journalists are one of the 
main influential publics for Italian public relations and at the same time 
journalism has still a major role in many Italian communication jobs4. 

 
 

Theoretical Background 
 
The term “personalised network of influence” was created in response 

to the necessity to explain with a specific term, a phenomenon that is 
largely expanding within public relations practices. The phenomenon under 
discussion concerns the increasing relevance that personal and customised 
interactions between PR practitioners and their influential publics, 
including internal and managerial relationships, have on personal and 
professional development and on the overall organization’s performance. 

A personalised network of influence is a type of social network whose 
influence is exercised on a specific network of publics. The influence is 
personalized because it is obtained through continuous and exclusive face-
to-face interactions between one individual upon another. The focus is thus 
                                                 
4. Many journalists are working outside the traditional media organizations in situations that 
are commonly PR fields. For example, communication officers in public institutions are 
generally journalists. According to the law n.150/2000, recognising the role of 
communication as a strategic task for the Italian public sector, only members of the 
journalistic guild may access and work for the media relations departments in the Italian 
public sector. De facto this law has limited the possibility of PR officers to work in public 
sector, favouring the employment of journalists in PR positions. 
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on the members of the network, on their personal relationships and each 
others understanding. Once interactions are established they become 
network relationships and to a certain degree even friendships 

The concept of personalized networks of influence should be regarded 
within the personal influence model as it is also conceived, together with 
other PR expertise, as the capacity to use personal relationships with 
strategic individuals to achieve public relations objectives. In this respect it 
is one of the major factors in a PR professional’s contribution to the 
organization. It is as well in a Bourdieuian perspective a social capital.  

In “The Forms of Capital”, Pierre Bourdieu (1986) distinguishes 
between three forms of capital: economic capital (money, property), 
cultural capital (knowledge, skills, educational qualifications) and social 
capital (connections, membership of a group). He defines social capital as 
«the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to 
possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized 
relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition» (Bourdieu 1983: 
249). Bourdieu sees social capital as having two components: first, the size 
of the network that a person possesses, and, second, the volume of the 
capital that the other components of the network have, and to which a 
person obtains access through the network. Social capital is seen as a result 
of a conscious or unconscious investment strategy involving exchanges of, 
for instance, gifts, services, words, time, attention, care, or concern. It also 
implies obligations or credit. The members of the network can subjectively 
feel gratitude, respect, or friendship; the relationship can also be formalized 
in the form of legal rights and obligations.  

This definition of social capital, which is also embraced by the term 
personalized networks of influence, is linked to the concept of guanxi, a 
word that has a central conception in Chinese society. Guanxi describes a 
personal connection between two people in which one is able to prevail 
upon another to perform a favor or service, or be prevailed upon (Fan 
2002). Guanxi can also be used to describe a network of contacts (Liu 
1983), which an individual can call upon when something needs to be done, 
and through which he or she can exert influence on behalf of another (Gold 
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1985). In addition, guanxi can describe a state of general understanding 
between two people, where each person is aware of what the counterpart 
wants/needs and will take them into account when deciding the course of 
future actions (Jacob 1979).  

Several studies on strategic managements, specifically of Asian culture, 
found that having guanxi networks, that is a sort of personalized networks 
of influence, is considered a sine qua non skill for successful PR 
practitioners and for good performance of companies. According to Shin 
and Cameron (2003) in South Korea great importance is given to the 
influence of informal relations on media relations activities, whereas the 
informal relations studied were characterized by typical guanxi relations. 

Moreover Park and Luo’s study (2001) on Chinese firms draws 
attention to the importance of developing guanxi as a strategic mechanism 
to overcome competitive and resource disadvantages by cooperating and 
exchanging favors with competitive forces and government authorities. 
Guanxi is an important resource for individuals and organizations in China 
to induce cooperation and govern relationships efficiently as much as the 
idea of social capital is for Western cultures.  

Studies on social capital in organizations are numerous and diverse, the 
majority of which are interested in dynamics of social networks (e.g. 
Newman 2006, Cross et al. 2006, Motion & Weaver 2005, Hazelton & 
Kennan 2000, Ibarra & Andrews 1993, McPherson et al. 1992, Coleman 
1990). Social networks have been used to examine how organizations 
interact with each other, characterizing the many informal connections that 
link executives together, as well as associations and connections between 
individual employees at different organizations. A social network is a social 
structure made of nodes (which are generally individuals or organizations) 
that are tied by one or more specific types of interdependency, such as 
values, visions, idea, financial exchange, friends, kinship, dislike, conflict, 
trade, web links, etc. Networks provide ways for companies to gather 
information, deter competition, and collude in setting prices or policies. 
Research in a number of academic fields (Grunig 1992, Hatch 1997, 
Holtzhausen & Voto 2002, Reber & Berger 2006a) has shown that social 
networks operate on many levels, from families up to the level of nations, 
and play a critical role in determining the way problems are solved, 

Enfocus Software - Customer Support



Personal Influence Model in PR 

 884 

organizations are run, and the degree to which individuals succeed in 
achieving their goals.  

In order to reach specific goals individuals must possess a certain level 
of influence within their social networks. The level of influence is a term 
closely related with power. In fact, power is often described as a capacity, 
or something possessed, that allows one to get things done or get others to 
do what you want them to do while influence is the process through which 
power is actualised or realized (Pfeffer 1992). Influence is the use of power 
to get things done, or to accomplish something, for some purpose in 
organizations (Kanter 1977, Mintzberg 1983). When power is exercised 
within a specific social network it is possible to talk about a personalised 
network of influence. According to Grunig (1992) those organizations 
which have excellent communication departments are those who have a 
senior communication manager as a member of the dominant coalition, that 
is, a PR practitioner that has obtained enough power to influence the 
organization overall performances and values. Possessing enough power to 
be accepted as a member of the dominant coalition does not only translate 
into an increment in earnings (Broom 1982) and job satisfaction (Dozier 
1981), but also it has positive effects on the organization and on the overall 
society (Grunig 1992). Yet, in order to acquire power, communication 
managers should be able to increase their internal and external influences. 

Berger and Reber (2006b) identified five types of influential resources: 
individual influential resources, structural influential resources, relational 
influential resources, informational influential resources and systematic 
influential resources. Individual influential resources include professional 
experiences and expertises, structural influential resources are determined 
by the hierarchical position within the organization, relational influential 
resources refer to the capacity to establish and maintain fruitful 
relationships with others inside and outside the organization, informational 
resources are the possibilities to control the access to important information 
whereas systematic resources refer to professional organizations and 
associated codes and standards, established measures of professional value 
and reputation. Among the five influential resources great importance 
should be given to relational influential resources. While the other 
resources are important elements for PR practitioners’ careers, relational 
influence or the capacity to influence a personalised network of publics is 
regarded as determinant for becoming part of the organization’s dominant 
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coalition. Frequently power within organizations comes more from the 
degree to which an individual within a network is at the center of many 
relationships than the actual job title. In public relations, practitioners 
holding personalized networks of influence can use them to reach personal 
and professional goals. The extent to which PR practitioners can count on 
the help and commitment of the members of their social networks is 
translated to the capacity of organizations, under which PR practitioners 
work for, to fulfil their communicative and business interests. In these 
terms having extended personalized networks of influence is an asset for a 
career conscious PR practitioner. 

 
 

The Italian PR Situation  
 

Public relations in Italy, especially in the last couple of years, has 
grown from an early to middle stage of development, if compared with the 
US and UK counterparts. Yet, there are still many differences within the 
territory, business sectors and local practices that makes it difficult to 
precisely assess the status of the profession.  

It is important to remember that the first activities that could be 
connected with public relations appeared to have been performed during 
the Second World War. However, they were recognized as such only in 
recent times, when this profession started to grow and be accredited by 
different professional organizations. University programmes in public 
relations started only fifteen years ago, and in the last few years these 
programmes have seen a rise in enrolment. A recent estimation (Valentini 
& Muzi Falconi 2008) indicates that some 100,000 individuals operate in 
public relations in the public, private and non profit sectors of Italian 
society. This number is growing year by year, showing an increasing 
interest in this emerging field of work.   

Regarding the practices, public relations in Italy is mostly conceived as 
a technical / operative role. In some larger organizations the managerial 
role is sometimes present, whereas the strategic and reflective roles as well 
as the educational role are still in their infancy. In this respect media 
relations is one of the main activities of public relations and the capacity of 
communicators to be influential within the national and international media 
context is regarded as one of the most important skills. Whether 
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communicators are working in-house or for an agency, clients and 
organizations frequently require that PR practitioners perform activities of 
media relations. Consequently clients and organizations evaluate the 
capacities of PR practitioners on the basis of their professional skills as 
well as on their capacity to provide the most positive visibility of their 
organization or product or service in the media, which is translated with the 
capacity of  using their own personalized networks of influence with the 
journalists to reach specific goals. 

 
 

Research Questions 
 
This study had both public relations practitioners and journalists 

assessed on their own and the other group’s perceptions of the importance 
of having personalized networks of influence. It was believed that the two 
groups would exhibit different perceptions on the importance of having 
personalized networks of influence, with different levels of agreements 
attributed to personalized networks of influence between practitioners and 
journalists.  

The following hypotheses analyse the extent PR practitioners and 
journalists believe it is important to have personalized networks of 
influence for their professional activities and whether retaining 
personalized networks of influence is perceived as important in equal 
measure to both groups.  

The first hypothesis is: 

H1:  Public relations practitioners and journalists will perceive 
differently the importance of having personalized networks 
of influence for their professional activities. 

H1a:   The perceived importance of having personalized networks 
of influence for professional activities will be greater for PR 
practitioners than for journalists.  
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H1b:  The perceived importance of having personalized networks 
of influence for professional activities will be greater for 
journalists than for PR practitioners.  

It was also decided to test whether PR practitioners-journalists 
relationships are perceived trustworthy and more important than journalist-
media organization relationships in equal measure by both groups. For this 
test, it was predicted that public relations practitioners would evaluate more 
positively the importance of having trustworthy relationships with the 
journalists than journalists would do.  

The second hypothesis is: 

H2:   Public relations practitioners and journalists will perceive 
that it is more important to have trustworthy relationships 
between PR practitioners and journalists than between 
journalists and their media organization or their editor 

H2a:   It is more important for PR practitioners than journalists to 
establish trustworthy relationships between the two 
professions. 

H2b:  It is more important for journalists to establish trustworthy 
relationships with their media organization or editor than 
with PR practitioners.  

It was then tested whether one of the two group consider it more 
significant to hold personalized networks of influence than other skills for 
their professional developments or whether both groups have similar 
opinions. It was predicted that both groups give more importance for their 
career perspective to have good professional skills rather than to have 
personalized networks of influence.  
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The third hypothesis is: 

H3:  Specific professional skills are more important than having 
personalized networks of influence for public relations 
practitioners and journalists.  

H3a:  More PR practitioners will perceive that it is more important 
to have specific professional skills than personalized 
networks of influence. 

H3b:  More journalists will perceive that it is more important to 
have specific professional skills than personalized networks 
of influence. 

 
 
Methodologies 

The data of this study was gathered from a survey on PR practitioners 
and journalists’ self-perceptions and perceptions of each others that was 
conducted in Italy in the summer of 2007. The survey was based both on 
qualitative data collected through personal interviews with 6 senior PR 
officers and 6 journalists and on quantitative data gathered through an 
online, closed answer questionnaire. The questionnaire, generated from the 
analysis of the personal interviews, was composed of 32 statements on 10 
core issues and divided in 10 sections plus one introductory section where 
personal information about the respondent was collected. This study is 
based on the analysis of the survey data of the section on personal 
influence. 

The questionnaire was thus put online from 15 June to 15 August 2007 
and at the same time it was advertised on the FERPI (Italian Federation of 
Public Relations) and FNSI (Italian National Press Federation) websites 
and in other online communication web pages. An invitation to complete 
the questionnaire was also sent via email to a journalist mailing list. 

In order to have a high visibility within the Italian context a probability 
sampling with an open number of respondents was chosen. The sample was 

Enfocus Software - Customer Support



Personal Influence Model in PR 
 

 889 

made of two groups, one consisting in PR practitioners working at 
corporations, non-profit organizations, agencies and public institutions and 
the other made by journalists working at daily newspaper offices, 
broadcasting stations and wire services. Both groups were given a similar 
questionnaire. This helped to assess to which extent the self-evaluation 
matches with the counter-part’s evaluation. Respondents were asked to 
express their degree of agreement to each sentence through a seven-point 
Linkert-type scale, where 1 was “strongly disagree” with the statement and 
7 was “strongly agree”, and 0 represented “don’t know/no response”. For 
each response quantitative and comparative analyses was performed, that 
is, the responses were evaluated through tests of significance, t- test and 
Pearson’s chi-square test, and according to their frequency per group of 
respondents and demographic characteristics. At the end of the period 856 
answers were collected, but only 562 were evaluated, of which 317 were 
from journalists and 245 were from PR practitioners.   

 
Results 
 

The main characteristics of the respondents who completed the 
questionnaire can be summarised as follows: the average age of both 
groups was 30-40 years old. The majority of all respondents were male and 
have completed a higher degree in a university. Some differences in the 
proportions between the two groups were visible: more women (almost half 
of the sample) were PR practitioners than women as journalists (one third 
of all journalists), more journalists (36.5%) than PR practitioners (26.7%) 
obtained a university degree5 while the rest of the sample had only a 
vocational training or a professional degree. The majority of journalists 
who responded to the questionnaire had either 10-20 years of experience 
(30.95% ) or 20-30 years of experience (26.74%) while more than half 
(51.43%) of the PR sample had only 1-5 years of experience. 

One determining factor that affects the establishment of influential 
networks is the individual capacity to create and transmit trust. Trust is also 
essential for those professions whose core activities imply interactions, 
cooperation and even support from other individuals. When asked whether 
it was more important to have trustworthy relationships between PR 
                                                 
5. University degree refers either to a completed bachelor, master or doctorate degree. 
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practitioners and journalists than between journalists and their organization 
or editors, journalists showed to be rather neutral whereas PR practitioners 
granted a larger consent (Exhibit 1).   

Exhibit.1 -  Trustworthy relationships between PR practitioners and 
journalists are more important than trustworthy relationships between 
journalists and their organization or editor. 

Levels of 

agreements 

with the 

statement 

Responses of 

PR 

Practitioners in 

% 

Responses of 

Journalists in % 

Responses of all 

sample in % 

Strongly 

disagree 
0% 2% 1% 

Disagree 10% 12% 11% 

Disagree to 

some extent 

12% 
21% 17% 

Neither agree 

nor disagree 
19% 24% 22% 

Agree to 

some extent 
27% 24% 25% 

Agree 18% 10% 14% 

Strongly 

agree 
13% 7% 10% 

Grand Total 100% 100% 100% 

Besides the expected results of PR practitioners’ answers, which 
confirm the core role that media relations activities have within the Italian 
PR context, the responses of the Italian journalists point out a probable shift 
at the level of working relationships from the traditional role of media 
organizations as major partners for journalists’ work towards a multi-
partner model, where journalists find it more important to have good 
relationships with other external significant partners. The journalists 
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interviewed in the qualitative round support the idea that their profession is 
getting more and more aware of the importance of PR activities for their 
daily work, and, as a result, they valued the possibility of having 
trustworthy relationships with them as a major element to obtain 
newsworthy feeds (Valentini & Muzi Falconi 2008). 

 Great importance was given by both groups on having established 
personalised network of influence for PR activities (Exhibit 2). It is evident 
that, as PR activities in Italy deal for about 60% with media relations, and 
thus clients and organizations value extended networks of influence as one 
of the main professional assets that PR practitioners should have in order to 
take care of client/organization’s communication activities.  

However, PR practitioners do not believe that having personalised 
networks of influence is a prerogative of public relations: 14% of the PR 
sample disagreed and another 32% was slightly in disagreement with the 
idea that personal networks are more important for their profession than for 
journalism (Exhibit 3). On the other hand, the PR sample for 18% agreed to 
some extent and 15% agreed with this statement. It is not clear whether this 
fragmentation of PR responses could have been influenced by the fact that 
many PR practitioners had previously worked as journalists and thus their 
understanding on the value of having personalised networks of influence is 
more similar to those of journalists. For those who have been working 
primarily in PR sectors journalists are not specifically required to possess 
particular networks for effectively carrying out their work. The data of this 
study are not sufficient to confirm this correlation, but this appears 
probable, when cultural and contextual factors such as the development of 
PR profession in Italy and the importance of personal relationships in 
different Italian contexts6, are taken into consideration.    

                                                 
6. The role of personal relationships and networking in Italy appears to have many 
similarities with the concept of guanxi in Asian countries. Orrù (1991) in his study on 
Taiwanese and Italian small-firms economies discovered that the two countries share many 
common business similarities including a common understanding of personal ties and 
business networks. Further support on the importance of personal relationships in Italy was 
given by the study of Putnam, Leonardi and Nanetti (1993) on local government in Italy. 
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Exhibit. 2 - Many PR practitioners are chosen on the base of the quality and 
extension of their personal networks 

Levels of 
agreemen
ts with 
the 
statement 

Responses of 
PR Practitioners 
in % 

Responses of 
Journalists in % 

Responses of 
all sample in % 

Strongly 
disagree 

1% 3% 2% 

Disagree 1% 2% 2% 

Disagree 
to some 
extent 

6% 10% 8% 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

19% 
20% 19% 

Agree to 
some 
extent 

32% 34% 33% 

Agree 28% 28% 28% 

Strongly 
agree 

13% 4% 8% 

Grand 
Total 

100% 100% 100% 
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Exhibit. 3 - Personal networks are more important for PR practitioners than 
for journalists 

Levels of 
agreements with 
the statement 

Responses of 
PR 
Practitioners 
in % 

Responses 
of 
Journalists 
in % 

Responses of 
all sample in % 

Strongly disagree 3% 7% 5% 

Disagree 14% 24% 20% 

Disagree to som 
extent 

32% 24% 27% 

Neither agree nor 
disagree 

13% 14% 14% 

Agree to some 
extent 

18% 18% 18% 

Agree 15% 9% 12% 

Strongly agree 4% 4% 4% 

Grand Total 100%            100% 100% 

When was asked whether many journalists are chosen on the basis of 
the quality and extension of their personal networks, 35% of PR 
practitioners slightly disagreed on this statement while another 24% was 
neutral. Journalists’ responses also situated between neutral (21%) and 
disagree to some extent (23%) stances (Exhibit 4). If compared to the 
statement on the selection of PR practitioners on the basis of the quality 
and extension of their personal networks, the responses moderately turned 
toward the disagreement level, that is, both groups considered that having 
personal networks is a more important professional asset for the career of 
PR practitioners than for journalists. 
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Exhibit  4 - Many journalists are chosen on the base of the quality and 
extension of their personal networks 

Levels of 
agreements with 
the statement 

Responses of 
PR 
Practitioners 
in % 

Responses of 
Journalists in 
% 

Responses of 
all sample in 
% 

Strongly disagree 3% 5% 5% 

Disagree 9% 14% 12% 

Disagree to some 
extent 

35% 23% 28% 

Neither agree nor 
disagree 

24% 21% 22% 

Agree to some 
extent 

15% 19% 17% 

Agree 12% 11% 11% 

Strongly agree 2% 6% 5% 

Grand Total 100% 100% 100% 

The significance of having personalised networks of influence has been 
recognised by previous study (Reber & Berger 2006b, Park & Luo 2001, 
Davies et al. 1995) as one of the important resources for career conscious 
PR practitioners. The larger the level of the personalised networks of 
influence, the larger the power that this person holds within the dominant 
coalition. However, the extent to which Italian PR practitioners perceive 
that their power is related to their influential networks is not automatically 
associated. When it was asked to assess whether specific professional skills 
are more important than personal networks, the majority of both samples 
strongly agreed with it: 38% of PR practitioners strongly agreed and 
another 36% agreed with this statement, whereas 35% of journalists 
strongly agreed, 24% agreed and another 25% agreed to some extent 
(Exhibit 5).   
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Exhibit. 5 - Personal networks are important, but specific professional skills 
are more important both for PR practitioner and for journalist. 

Levels of 
agreements with 
the statement 

Responses of 
PR 
Practitioners 
in % 

Response
s of 
Journalist
s in % 

Responses of 
all sample in % 

Strongly disagree 0% 1% 0% 

Disagree 0% 1% 0% 

Disagree to some 
extent 

4% 3% 3% 

Neither agree nor 
disagree 

12% 13% 12% 

Agree to some 
extent 

11% 
25% 19% 

Agree 36% 24% 29% 

Strongly agree 38% 35% 36% 

Grand Total 100% 100% 100% 

 
 
It is not clear whether the awareness of the key role played by 

personalised networks of influence for an advancement in career will 
increase when the Italian PR context will move from a technical/operative 
type of activity towards a more strategic and reflective type. When this data 
was collected the majority of PR activities were related to the 
technical/operative function, including a great part of media relations. It is 
possible that in the future, when Public Relations in Italy is more focused 
on the strategic and reflective functions, PR practitioners will value the 
capacity of establishing and maintaining personalised networks of influence 
more.  

 
 
 
 

Enfocus Software - Customer Support



Personal Influence Model in PR 

 896 

 
Discussion and Conclusions 
 

The findings of this study show no significant statistical differences in 
perceptions between the two groups (Exhibit 6). Both journalists and PR 
practitioners believe that it is important to have extended networks of 
influence in order to be able to properly perform their job, but more 
important are the professional skills. The level of agreements attributed to 
personalized networks of influence between practitioners and journalists 
was not exactly the same, but was not statistically relevant to strongly 
affirm that the two groups would have exhibited different perceptions. 

 

 

Exhibit.6 - PR practitioners and journalists’ opinion on the importance of 
personalised networks of influence – statistical tests 

PR 

practitioners 
Journalists t-tests 

Statements about 

personalised 

networks of 

influence M σ m σ t df P 

Trustworthy 

relationships 

between PR 

practitioners and 

journalists are more 

important than 

trustworthy 

relationships 

between journalists 

and their 

organization or 

editor. 

4.707 1.493 4.148 1.474 -2.850 232 0.005 
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Many PR 

practitioners are 

chosen on the base 

of the quality and 

extension of their 

personal networks 

5.165 1.222 4.796 1.243 -2.254 232 0.025 

Personal networks 

are more important 

for PR practitioners 

than for journalists 

3.907 1.535 3.583 1.610 -1.553 234 0.122 

Many journalists are 

chosen on the base 

of the quality and 

extension of their 

personal networks 

3.811 1.339 3.950 1.579 0.706 233 0.481 

Personal networks 

are important, but 

specific professional 

skills are more 

important both for 

PR practitioner and 

for journalist. 

5.911 1.150 5.695 1.253 -1.367 240 0.173 

Exhibit  shows mean (m) scores (1= strongly disagree;  7= strongly agree), their standard 

deviations (σ) and the results of  t-test, t-value (t), degree of freedom (df), probability (p), 

which provides indication on whether or not the means of two groups are statistically 

different from each other. 

Concerning the first hypothesis, the results  do not confirm that public 
relations practitioners and journalists would have perceived the importance 
of having personalized networks of influence for their professional 
activities differently. Although both groups agreed on the high importance 
of holding personal networks of influence for PR practitioners, they also 
exhibit a common level of agreement on the relevance of personal networks 
for journalists. It could be argued that many journalists believe that they are 
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chosen on the base of the quality and extension of their personal networks 
because many journalists in Italy are working outside their traditional 
professional fields and frequently they are in charge of media relations or 
public communication activities for non media related private or public 
organizations. It appears that the large number of journalists who supported 
the importance of relational influential resources was determined by the 
fact that many journalists in Italy practice PR activities too.      

For the second hypothesis, the responses dealing with the importance 
given to different relationships confirmed that both public relations 
practitioners and journalists perceive that it is more important to have 
trustworthy relationships between practitioners and journalists than 
between journalists and their organizations or editor. As several journalists 
are working outside their traditional domains, their relations with media 
organizations are diverse and not necessarily exclusive. Additionally, the 
pressure on the media industry over the past twenty years that led towards a 
more market-driven type of journalism, had some effects also in the PR 
industry (Curtin 1997). While journalists became more dependent on PR 
news feeds, they consider it more important to have good and trustworthy 
personal relationships with communicators than with their media 
organizations or editors (PR 58%, Journalists 42%7). Noticeably, PR 
practitioners, but not only, think that it is more important that journalists 
have trustworthy relationships with them, rather than with the organizations 
by which practitioners work for. Good relationships and trust are perceived 
to be more of a personal than organizational resource. From an 
organizational perspective, this highlights the necessity to transform the 
question of personal trust between people into a structured and manageable 
organizational resource, where the concept of trust should be regarded as a 
resource with relevant organizational value.  

With respect to the third hypothesis, the findings showed no 
statistically significant difference between the two groups in their answers. 

                                                 
7. Total percentage of both groups that value more important to have good and trustworthy 
relationships between journalists and PR practitioners calculated as the sum of percentages 
of ‘agree to some extent’, ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’ responses.  
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When asked to value how important personal networks are in relation to 
other professional skills in their daily work, a large percentage of 
respondents in both groups believed that professional skills are much more 
important than holding personalized networks of influence, although giving 
a good level of importance of personalised networks,. These findings 
corroborate the general lack of awareness, mostly of PR practitioners, of 
the significance that personalised networks of influence have on the final 
added value produced for private, public and social organizations they work 
for. 

It is important to remember that the Italian PR context is mostly 
focused on operational/technical functions. Hence, it appears clear that 
public relations, if intended as the management of communication between 
an organization and its publics (Grunig and Hunt 1984), can not fulfil its 
role of managing when it is only meant to be operational and 
communicators are only asked to implement decisions made by others. It is 
even more straightforward to see that there would be no specific interest in 
preferring a PR practitioner to a journalist if organizations require their 
communicators purely to accomplish operative tasks, like for example, 
media relations. This would explain why so many journalists are hired in 
PR positions. Beside larger and more internationalised companies, the 
Italian context is mostly made of small and medium size firms, whose 
interests remained on operative and technical PR activities.  

In this scenario it seemed necessary first to study the level of awareness 
that PR practitioners have about the importance of personalised networks of 
influence, and only then, the main factors that allow PR practitioners to be 
influential within the dominant coalition. It emerges that Italian 
communication managers have not yet fully understood that relationships 
can create access to powerful individuals or influential groups and lead to 
challenging and career-enhancing assignments, which are strategic and 
reflective in nature. The strategic and reflective nature of PR activities 
would allow them to distinguish their expertise from journalists, and 
consequently provide more legitimation to their profession. Also, 
agreement on who public relations experts are and what role they play are 
essential in understanding their responsibilities to their organizations and 
society. In a Foucaultian way, if every relationship is to some extent a 
power relationship, and we are surrounded by ongoing strategic relations 
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(Foucault 1988), then what makes a difference is the extent and the level of 
influence that holders have on their relationships. This is even truer in 
countries like Italy and several Asian nations where the prevalent cultural 
norms are characterized by strong family and community ties and are based 
on a strong sense of personal commitment towards its members. In this 
type of societies, it is ranked as essential, beside expertises and professional 
experiences, the capacity to establish, maintain and have a substantial 
impact on personalised networks of influence.  

 
 

Limitations and Further Research 
 

This study has some limitations that should be clarified to gauge the 
values of the conclusions. The first limitation is the size of the sample. The 
probability sampling with an open number of respondents did not allow to 
control the typology and quantity of respondents, which was not balanced 
in the two groups. Additionally, it is estimated that in Italy there are 
approximately 70,000 registered journalists and approximately 100,000 PR 
practitioners. Thus the online sample represents 0.45% of all Italian 
journalists and 0.25% of all Italian PR practitioners. For a confidence level 
of 95% the number of valid responses would have to have been 380 for the 
journalists and 383 of for the PR practitioners. The level of confidence is 
slightly below the one proposed, with a precision level between 5-10%. 

Another limitation was the treatment of data obtained from another 
survey, which restricted the possibility to deeply investigate the “personal 
influence” theme. 

Taking into consideration these limitations, the value of this study is 
that it provides the possibility of identifying certain relevant trends on the 
personal influence theme in the Italian context that can serve as a starting 
point for further research. In particular, little research is available on the 
personal influence theme in non-Anglo-Saxon countries. It would be 
appropriate then,  to study in other contextual settings the definitions that 
PR practitioners and other communication-related professions give to the 
concept of influence and power. Theories of influence and power should be 
specifically examined in relation to PR career advancement and 
professional activities. It would be also interesting in investigating what 
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CEO and managing directors value as most important factors for allowing 
communication managers to become member of the dominant coalitions.  
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Abstract 

 
This study examined how employees of a large, diverse organization 

view the flow of information from top managers in positions of personal 
influence, employees’ communication preferences (amount, channels, types 
of information), their sense of community within the organization, and the 
relationship between those perceptions and their willingness to advocate for 
the organization. Previous studies that have explored the personal influence 
model of public relations have considered it from a boundary-spanning 
perspective, focusing on an individual practitioner’s relationship with other 
strategic individuals in the external environment.  Personal influence can be 
equally important for internal communication, where employees are the 
strategically targeted public. Open-ended interviews with 147 employees at 
all levels permitted respondents to answer in depth, and allowed the 
researchers to probe for useful insights.   

Findings indicate that the personal influence of the CEO and top 
managers has an effect on information satisfaction, and consequently how 
employees speak about the organization to external stakeholders. 

Employees at all levels who have a relationship with the CEO are more 
satisfied with the information they receive and feel a greater responsibility 
to advocate for the organization.  Even the perception of a relationship with 
the CEO leads to communication satisfaction.   

The direction dimension of internal communication, as well as the 
channel dimension is important.  While email is efficient for information 
exchange, the preference for communication among all groups of 
employees is still face-to-face interaction. Interpersonal, dialogic 
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communication remains important to employees at every level of the 
organization.  Meetings, despite being acknowledged as time-consuming, 
were surprisingly valued as a channel for feedback and providing face time 
with top managers.  Electronic channels, if used thoughtfully, can flattened 
the traditional, hierarchical structure of internal communication and can 
give employees at all levels of the organization the sense of hearing things 
first-hand, from the top.   
 
 
Introduction 
 

Internal communication has been recognized as a strategic focus for 
business communication, second only to leadership concerns (Barnfield, 
2003). Jo and Shim (2005) note that «given the emerging paradigm of 
public relations by relationship management, the terms of internal 
communication need to be redefined as part of building favorable 
relationships between management and employees» (p. 278).  Managers 
within organizations are in a role of personal influence in their relationships 
with employees.   

Numerous studies have linked internal communication and the degree 
to which employees are informed to job satisfaction and performance (Gray 
& Laidlaw, 2002; Bartoo & Sias, 2004; Rosenfeld, Richman & May, 2004; 
Zucker, 2002). The competitive advantage of strategic internal 
communication comes not only from the obvious benefits of employee 
satisfaction and productivity, but also from the positive contributions that 
well-informed employees can make to a company’s external public 
relations efforts.  Employees can be an organization’s best ambassadors or 
loudest critics, depending whether and how they get information (Howard, 
1998).  Effective internal communication can enhance corporate reputation 
and credibility, since employees are viewed as particularly credible sources 
by external stakeholders (Dawkins, 2004; Hannegan, 2004).  Put simply, 
employees are the face of an organization and have a powerful influence on 
organizational success. 

The purpose of this study was to explore employees’ perception of the 
flow of information from top managers in positions of personal influence, 
employees’ communication preferences (amount, channels, types of 
information), their sense of community within the organization, and the 
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relationship between those perceptions and their willingness to advocate for 
the organization.   

Qualitative approaches are preferable when the goal of the research is 
to understand a process or phenomenon, since surveys give respondents 
fixed choices, which forces them to respond to questions that otherwise 
might not be relevant to them.  Inductive qualitative methods allow themes 
to emerge from the data that may not have been considered a priori by the 
researchers.  Therefore, in-depth telephone interviews that allowed open-
ended responses were conducted with employees in a large university with 
locations across the state.   

While universities are unique organizations, they have commonalities 
with other large and diverse organizations.  The president or chancellor is 
the CEO, and other administrators (vice presidents, provosts, deans) 
represent the dominant coalition or top management team.  Faculty are the 
professional staff and mid-level managers (directors, department heads) 
found at the center of organizations.  Other employees are workers that 
range from administrative assistants to computer experts to custodians.  

The similarities to other complex organizations are greater than the 
differences, making the findings applicable to a variety of types of large 
organizations. 

 
 

Literature Review 
 

An important role of strategic internal communication is to generate 
“buy-in” for an organization’s goals and strategies.  No matter how brilliant 
the business strategy, it must reach and win employees to achieve optimum 
effectiveness.  Employees want to know where their organization is headed 
and how they contribute to achieving the vision (Moorcroft, 2003). 

Employees need a «core story» that consistently puts strategy into the 
context of the mission and values of the organization (Sanchez, 2004). 

 
 

Personal Influence Inside Organizations 
 

It is widely acknowledged that the CEO sets the tone for internal 
communication (Schein, 2000; Tourish and Robson, 2003).  The leader of 
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an organization is automatically the designated chief communication 
officer, and successful internal communication is impossible without CEO 
support, because «successful companies lead through effective top-down 
communication» (Van Nostran, 2004, p. 10).  Haas (2006) found the 
greatest desire from employees in a variety of types of organizations was 
for more information from top management, and most employees believe 
face-to-face communication with supervisors is the most desirable channel.  

Jo and Shim (2005) found a strong relationship between management’s 
interpersonal communication and employees forming trusting attitudes.  

Cameron and McCollum (1993) also found that employees preferred 
interpersonal communication with management over mediated 
communication.  In short, employees want to see and talk to their leaders.  

 Top managers in an organization are in a role to exert strong personal 
influence in their relationships with other employees and to affect attitudes, 
job satisfaction, and consequently how employees speak about the 
organization to external stakeholders.  Personal influence is an important 
component of relational communication.  Toth (2000) believes that 
interpersonal communication is at the core of the personal influence model 
of public relations, and suggests that the public influence model could be 
more aptly called the “individual influence model” since the power of 
personal influence lies in the status, trustworthiness, and credibility of the 
individual.  Most studies that have explored the personal influence model 
of public relations have considered it from a boundary-spanning 
perspective, focusing on practitioners’ relationships with external 
stakeholders such as journalists and government officials.  Personal 
influence can be equally important for internal communication, where 
employees are the strategically targeted public.   

As background, the personal influence model of model of public 
relations, first identified by Grunig, Grunig, Sriramesh, Huang, and Lyra 
(1995), referred to public relations practitioners’ personal relationships with 
key individuals in media, government, politics, or activist groups who 
could affect the success of public relations efforts.  Further evidence of the 
model was found by Sriramesh, Kim, and Takasaki (1999).  In their study, 
personal influence was used by practitioners as a quid pro quo favor-
granting and favor-gaining role.  In the Asian cultures in their study, 
personal influence sometimes relied on social class and power.  Jo and 
Shim (2002) also found that personal relationships played a critical role in 

Enfocus Software - Customer Support



Personal Influence Model in PR 

 908 

media relations in South Korea where personal influence was often used to 
mitigate negative media stories.   

While not always labeled as “personal influence,” evidence of the 
phenomenon has been found in the practice of public relations in Western 
societies.  Grunig, et al. (1995) provide examples of personal influence, 
which include former government officials working in firms in which their 
influence is a commodity, as well as other examples of practitioners 
providing favors and contacts.  Toth (1988) found that “chemistry” and 
personal relationships between clients and practitioners was important in 
the decision to hire external public relations agencies, even when the 
decision was more expensive or inconvenient.   

Many of the studies that found evidence of the personal influence 
model of public relations have been conducted in Asian cultures where 
power distance and collectivism are stronger than in Western cultures, 
suggesting that the personal influence model may have more currency in 
more rigid cultures in which power and social class have more bearing on 
decision making.   However, in all cultures, the concepts of power distance 
and collectivism are important in large, hierarchical organizations.  The 
CEO and other members of the dominant coalition are a different “class” of 
employee with more influence and power in decision making, as well 
influencing communication and acceptance of the organization’s goals.   

 
 

Employees as Public Relations Advocates 
 

Morgan, Reynolds, Nelson, Johanningmeier, Griffin & Andrade (2004) 
found the relationship between employee identification with a company and 
organizational image is both symbiotic and self-perpetuating:  working for 
a company with a positive reputation can enhance the self-concepts of 
organizational members, and in turn, positive employee identification helps 
preserve a company’s good public standing as workers share their positive 
workplace stories with outsiders.  By the same token, employees whose 
self-concept suffers from association with a poor organizational image are 
more likely to convey negative stories.  Employee communication and 
employees’ perceptions of the organization codetermine each other 
(Cameron and McCollum, 1993).  An organization that succeeds in 
communicating desirable values and goals also may succeed at making 
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employees identify with the organization (Morgan, et al., 2004), which 
predisposes employees to speak positively about the organization and thus 
influence other key stakeholders (Dawkins, 2004; Tucker, Meyer & 
Westerman, 1996).   

The absence of strategic and effective internal communication makes 
an organization vulnerable to “the disgruntled within” (Grossman, 2005, p. 
3) since employees pose a significant threat to organizations that fail to 
ensure the consistency between external and internal messages (Hannegan, 
2004; Dawkins, 2004).  Employees with sufficient information about their 
organization are less likely to spread rumors and more likely to defend the 
organization (Cubbage, 2005).   
 
 
Information Sufficiency and Communication Paths 
 

Ideally, internal communication strikes a balance between extremes. 
Communicating too little creates a vacuum that causes distrust and 

speculation.  However, too much information can result in information 
overload or the paradox of plenty in which an overabundance of 
information is ignored.  Bartoo and Sias (2004) note that receiving a large 
amount of information is not necessarily the same as getting the right 
amount of information.  Furthermore, employees can receive the right 
amount of information that does not contain the right information for them.  

The right amount, however, is hard to determine.  Haas (2006) found 
that even when the amount of internal communication in organizations was 
increased, employees still desired more.  Effective internal communication 
strives for “information adequacy,” which is a measure of the relationship 
between information needed and information received (Rosenfeld, 
Richman & May, 2004). 

The direction of internal communication is also a variable.  Downward 
communication may be evaluated on its consistency with recipients’ beliefs 
about an organization.  As a result, gaps in management and employee 
beliefs can cause negative responses to organization-sanctioned 
communication (Cameron & McCollum, 1993).  On the other hand, 
supportive communication creates trust in management, and managers’ 
efforts to enhance interpersonal relationships contribute significantly to 
organizational trust (Jo & Shim, 2005). 
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The Medium is the Message 
 

Selecting the optimal internal communication approach rests as much 
on expectations and beliefs of employees as on potential efficiency of 
message delivery. Employees tend to evaluate communication channels 
based on their expectations for those channels (Cameron & McCollum, 
1993).  Many employees purport to prefer email as an information source, 
even while noting the overload of messages they receive each day 
(Cubbage, 2005). While email is highly convenient for both sender and 
receiver, it is an impersonal medium and lacks the richness of other 
information sources (Markus, 1994).  Since email is asynchronous in that 
there are delays in sending, receiving, and responding, it is not the optimal 
medium for conveying delicate or complicated information or to influence, 
persuade, or sell an idea. It is most useful for announcements to 
communicate the same thing to many people, to keep employees informed 
about an issue they already know about, and to reach geographically 
dispersed employees (Markus, 1994).  Face-to face communication which 
allows for nonverbal communication as well as for immediate feedback is a 
richer communication vehicle (Daft and Lengel, 1986).   

Stein (2006) looked at the relationship between types of 
communication channels and the perceived sense of community in a large, 
complex organization. She found a high correlation between 
communication and the community-building process.  There is a symbiotic 
relationship between communication and organizational culture:  
communication influences culture and culture influences communication. 

The perception of a positive sense of community inside an organization 
contributes to a positive organizational culture.   

Organization culture refers to how employees feel about an 
organization, the authority system, and the sense of involvement and 
commitment (Schein, 2000).  Sriramesh, Grunig, and Dozier (1996) argue 
that changing the communication systems of an organization can affect 
change in the culture of an organization.  However, this is often easier said 
that done, exacerbated by the fact that internal communication is difficult in 
workplaces comprised of different and/or competing cultures (Cameron and 
McCollum, 1993). Varying education levels among employees affect 
expectations about and satisfaction with communication quality as well as 
the need for information (Gray & Laidlaw, 2002).  A diverse and dispersed 
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workforce means that a one-size-fits-all approach is highly ineffective 
(Davis, 2005; Suzuki, 1997).  

 
  

Research Questions 
 

This literature review provides context that informs the structure of the 
long interviews used in this study.  The overarching questions are:  How do 
employees perceive the flow of information from top managers?  How do 
employees prefer to receive information?  Does the communication channel 
(interpersonal, electronic, etc.) and relationships with top management 
affect the perception of a sense of community? 

Is there a relationship information satisfaction and willingness to 
advocate for the organization?   
 
 
Method 
 

Data for the study were collected using long interviews, conducted by 
telephone, using a structured interview guide that allowed for open-ended 
responses.  Probes were used to elicit information pertaining to the research 
questions.  For example, it would not be possible to ask a direct question 
about personal influence since the term would be meaningless to most 
employees.  Therefore, when evidence of the phenomenon emerged in 
response to questions about relationships with managers, probes were used 
to educe information.  Probes also were used to further explore concepts 
that came up during the interviews that were not anticipated by the 
researchers.  The interview guide, modified appropriately for different 
employee classifications, is found in Appendix 1. 

 
 

Sample 
 

A purposive sample was drawn from all employment classifications in 
a large, multi-campus, geographically dispersed university.  Employment 
classifications were top management, professional employees, exempt, and 
non-exempt staff.  Exempt staff included administrative assistants and 
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others in functions ranging from internet technology to personnel to 
campus security.  Functions of non-exempt staff ranged from data-entry 
specialists to security staff to custodians.  Initially, 20 employees from each 
category were randomly chosen (every fiftieth name).  Selected employees 
were sent an email telling them the nature of the study and asking them to 
participate.  If they agreed, appointments for telephone interviews were set.  
Interviews lasted between twenty minutes and one hour.  Each interview 
was audio-taped, then transcribed for analysis.    

 
 

Method of Analysis 
 

The researchers began analysis after twenty interviews were conducted 
in each employment category, then continued to draw names until the 
findings in each category became redundant.  Data collection was 
considered complete when iteration and redundancy were found in the 
answers of each category of employee, consistent with the literature about 
qualitative research which notes that sample size is less important than 
repetition of among respondents (McCracken, 1993).  As shown in Exhibit 
1, this resulted in different numbers of employees in different categories.  A 
total of 147 interviews were conducted.   

 
 

Exhibit.1 - Employment categories 

Employment categories Number of 
participants 

Administrators (top 
managers/dominant coalition) 

38 

Faculty (professional employees; 
mid-level managers) 

29 

Exempt staff (salaried) 30 
Non-Exempt staff (hourly) 50 
Total 147 

 
 

Using inductive analysis that prescribes linking and relating sub-
categories by denoting conditions, context, and consequences, categorical 
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groups of responses (based on the structure of the interview guide) were 
examined using a process described by Strauss and Corbin (1990).  This 
process allows researchers to analyze the data without making assumptions.  

Themes of responses were derived through a method of constant 
comparison and evaluation of the transcripts, looking at causal conditions, 
context, and interactions.  Finally, the researchers examined the central 
ideas that merged from the aggregate of concepts and made inferences and 
recommendations based upon them.   

 
 

Findings 
 

The interview guide was developed to answer the research questions, 
but since many of the questions were open-ended allowing respondents to 
stray from the questions, the analysis considered all of the themes that 
emerged from the data.  In the discussion of the findings below, direct 
quotes, in italics, are used to illustrate findings that emerged across 
interviews.    

It should be noted that in this study, the Chancellor is the CEO of the 
organization.  In American universities, either “president” or “chancellor” 
is used as the title of the Chief Executive Officer, depending on the 
tradition at each university.  Vice chancellors and deans are part of the 
dominant coalition of top-management decision makers, and are also in 
positions of personal influence. 

 
 

How do Employees Perceive the Flow of Information from 
Top Managers?  
  

The bureaucratic structure of organizations was acknowledged as an 
inevitable fact of life by respondents.  They acknowledged that information 
flowed in a hierarchical, top-down pattern from the CEO and top managers 
to other levels of the organization.  However, at all levels of the 
organization, there was evidence that employees want to receive 
information as directly as possible from the Chancellor.  More importantly, 
direct dissemination from the CEO was perceived to reduce uneven 
distribution of information and increase credibility of information, since 
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employees at all levels recognize that the top-down flow of information 
creates bottlenecks at different levels of supervision and makes getting 
consistent information to all levels of the organization difficult.  In addition 
to the problem of uneven distribution, the study found concern that 
information from top managers is often filtered, and sometimes distorted, 
as it is relayed through the layers of bureaucracy.   

 
«The problem I’ve found is that the information gets changed at each 

level as it comes down to us. By the time it gets to the employees, we don’t 
have all the information, or the whole truth, so people are confused about 
what’s been said». [Exempt staff]  

 
«It’s like playing a game of telephone. I only hear what makes it to the 

bottom of the food chain. Whether it’s been distorted on the way down, I 
couldn’t say because I didn’t hear what the chancellor said originally». 
[Exempt staff] 

 
«The communication line from the chancellor to the blue collar staff is so 

long that by the time it gets to us, it’s almost obsolete». [Non-exempt staff] 
 
«Again, I’d much rather hear things directly from the chancellor rather 

than worrying about it being lost in translation». [Faculty] 
 

Top managers, not surprisingly, believe they receive sufficient 
information and were satisfied with the information flow.  Of course, they 
have constant access to the CEO (chancellor) as well as access to privileged 
sources of information.  However, while they acknowledge their position at 
the top of the information system, they are aware that others in the 
organization may not be as well-informed, as in shown in the following 
interview excerpts. 

 
«This is a top-down university (laughter)…But I’m part of the top». 

[Dean] 
 

«I think there are things I’m aware of because of some of the meetings I am 
in.  If I were a faculty member, I wouldn’t be getting some of it and I might 
feel there are things I wish I did know». [Director] 
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«I do get sufficient information, but again, I’m close to that level».  [Dean] 
 

In large, decentralized organizations, information does not flow evenly 
and consistently throughout all units because individual managers vary in 
their propensity to share information, and even in their ability to 
communicate well.  In some cases information does not flow, it trickles. 
Responses from managers indicate that the decision whether or not to share 
information is often based on personal judgment.   

 
«I guess it’s my call. If I think it’s really important, or the chancellor or 

vice chancellor has said something to me, that’s how I decide to pass 
information on». [Dean] 

 
 Furthermore, administrators admitted they often do not have a clear 

sense of what is common knowledge among employees and what pieces of 
information need to be conveyed.  They also admit they do not always 
know what happens to information after it reaches the next level below 
them.  Information voids are created when supervisors assume that 
employees have already been informed through other channels. 

 
«I know when my faculty complain that I don’t communicate with them, it’s 

often because I think its common knowledge. You’re working with it day to 
day and you don’t realize you may be the only one that holds this information.  
I find myself so involved in things and I think everybody knows about it, but 
they don’t».  [Dean] 

 
The study found that employees at the mid- and lower levels relied on 

lateral communication channels as well as downward channels.  A number 
of employees said information from the lateral sources was more reliable 
than information received through bureaucratic channels, probably because 
it is perceived as being more direct. 
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Unexpected Finding:  Information Insufficiency at the 
Middle Level 
 

Employees in positions at both the top and at the bottom of the 
organization believed they received sufficient information about the 
organization; employees in the middle believed they received too little.  
Lower level employees, for the most part, believe they receive sufficient 
information as long as they have the information necessary to perform their 
job, and therefore need less information. However, employees in the middle 
of the organizational chart (faculty and professional staff) want more 
information than they currently receive.   

 
 

How Do Employees Prefer to Receive Information?   
 

Employees who were most satisfied with internal communication 
were those who received information from a variety of sources, including 
interpersonal channels.  Despite the convenience of emails, a high value 
was placed on face-to-face communication, even though many employees 
noted that meetings are time-consuming.  Face-to-face channels also 
included chance meetings and encounters with colleagues and 
administrators.  In this study, the most satisfaction with communication 
was found in a unit in which the top administrator scheduled “walk-abouts” 
on his calendar each week. 

 
«I don’t think there is a particular kind of information channel. It’s the 

variety that is important. When you are face-to-face, there is a potential for 
team-building, where with email it’s very, very difficult to do». [Exempt staff] 

  
«I think email gets to be too impersonal, and that’s why our department 

has gone to a weekly meeting.  The idea is just so everybody can come and 
have our little discussion about what’s going on.  When I first came here, the 
only way we communicated was by email and I think there’s something 
missing there». [Faculty] 

 
«I am a firm believer in the policy of departmental staff meetings for a 

communication tool – the wheel runs smoother when the spokes are in unison.  
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Over my years of employment, I have seen the negative effects of not having 
and the positive effects when regular staff meetings are held». [Exempt staff]  

 
 

Unexpected Finding:  the Email and Website Paradox 
 

An interesting finding of the study was that of the email paradox.  
When asked how they preferred to receive information almost every 
employee immediately responded:  “email.”  However, a paradox revealed 
itself when after the initial, almost knee-jerk response, many interviewees 
went on to indicate that their true preference for receiving information was 
meetings and face-to-face interactions.  In some cases they contradicted 
their own initial answer without being probed, as can be seen in the 
following quote: 

 
«I get almost all my information from email. I also get a lot of information 

from our chairs council meetings that we have each month- that’s where the 
dean of college gets all the chairs and departmental chairs together and goes 
over what the vice chancellor of academic affairs has explained to him.  So, 
there are a lot of different ways, but the main one is meetings». [Department 
head] 

 
A readily identified shortcoming of email is the sheer volume that is 

received each day.  Because of the large number of emails received each 
day, email messages are scanned, rather than read carefully.  Almost 
everyone interviewed had developed a personal filtering system that 
included looking at senders’ names and subject lines, deleting emails 
without opening them, and holding emails to read later.   

 
«I give it a quick scan.  I look at sender name and subject line, and I can 

tell whether it is important or not.  I usually read the first few lines….  I 
personally think emails should be relatively short communication».  [Director] 

 
Another somewhat paradoxical finding was how the organization’s 

website was used by employees at all levels.  Managers interviewed 
believed that since so much information was available on the website, all 
employees must feel abundantly informed.  They assumed that all 
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employees regularly looked at the website.  However, the study found that 
while employees appreciate information on the website and like its broad 
access (from home, office, wireless), they have little time for surfing and 
browsing.  The website was used primarily as a portal entry point to access 
specific, job-related information, and was seen as an archive of 
information, not as a communication channel.  It is an information-pull 
technology, not a push-through technology. Therefore, it cannot be 
assumed that if information is put on the website, employees will see it or 
know it is there.  

 
«Most faculty don’t surf the webpage. They are usually going in to get 

something specifically needed at the moment.  There is information there, but 
you aren’t made aware of it». [Faculty] 

 
 

Does the Communication Channel and Relationships with 
Top Management Affect the Perception of Sense of 
Community? 
 

There was a definite relationship between feeling well informed and 
perceiving a sense of community within the organization.  Employees at the 
top of the organizational chart felt a university-wide sense of community.  

The perception of a sense of community among administrators 
appeared to be based on ample opportunity for face-to-face, interpersonal 
interaction, particularly with the chancellor.  Administrators acknowledged 
that their unique opportunities for interaction contributed to their sense of 
community, and while they were aware it was not felt campus-wide, they 
accepted this as a fact of life and did not indicate that it was necessary to 
change it.  It was apparent that face-to-face interaction was important to 
community-building as noted in these quotes from deans: 

 
«I’ve gotten to know those deans pretty well, and that helps create a sense 

of community among that group.  But again, that’s somewhat atypical, and 
every faculty member wouldn’t have that».  [Dean] 

 
«I feel a sense of community among the people I’m around, in the college 

and the upper administration». [Dean] 
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Perceptions of a sense of community at the department level varied 

among individual units of the organization. At lower levels, employees felt 
a sense of community in the department or unit, but often did not believe it 
existed in the university as a whole.  The exception was found among mid- 
and lower-level employees who were serving on advisory and/or campus-
wide committees that had access to the chancellor or other top managers.   

Employees who felt well-informed as a result of believing that their 
dean and department head moved information freely and equitably, also 
reported having a strong sense of community in the unit.  It is noteworthy 
that these interviewees used the terms “we,” “us,” and “our” in their 
responses.  In units in which employees felt they did not have sufficient 
access supervisors and who felt that information was incomplete and/or 
filtered when it reached them, did not feel a strong sense of community. 

It was clear throughout the interviews in this study that the chancellor 
was viewed as the most credible and trustworthy source of information.  At 
all levels of the organization, having direct access and face time with the 
chancellor (CEO) contributed to “community spirit.”  In addition, hearing 
things directly from the chancellor in committees or at town hall or 
meetings contributed to a sense of community and made employees feel 
important.   

 
«…when we were in the Faculty Senate, we did have much more sense of 

community spirit, but it was limited to the people in the room. We had access to 
the chancellor. Maybe every now and then he could hold an open forum, a 
general meeting of interest to people».  [Faculty] 

 
«A  personal appearance [from the chancellor], certainly would be helpful, 

maybe not on a routine basis, but those issues that have an impact on the 
faculty…that would provide more of a sense of community. If I don’t have any 
input, how am I supposed to feel a part of a community? » [Faculty] 
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Is There a Relationship Between Feeling Well Informed 
and Willingness to Advocate for the Organization?    
 

Access to information affects morale and makes people feel important 
and respected.  Even when respondents said they had sufficient information 
to perform their job and sufficient information about policies and goals of 
the organization, they still want information about administrative decisions, 
budgets, personnel decisions, pending changes, goals and future directions, 
etc.  Employees want to be “in the loop” and informed of things “coming 
down the pike,” whether or not the information directly affects them.  

Employees in the middle stratum of the organization who happened to 
have more access to information through university-wide committees or 
even personal relationships with administrators had greater job satisfaction 
and more campus pride.   

 
«I guess when you work at a place, you want to feel like you’re in the loop. 

So when you hear things, you think, ‘Why didn’t I hear about this ahead of 
time?’ » [Exempt staff] 

 
«Too much information I would rather have than not enough». [Faculty] 

 
The study asked respondents if they were satisfied with the amount 

they received,  and if they talked to others about the university.  Probes 
were used to explore their conversations with persons outside the 
organization.  Top managers believed they were very well informed about 
the university, and indicated they were also willing to answer questions 
from journalists in a positive way.  Other employees who felt satisfied 
indicated they often talked to friends and family about the good things 
going on in the organization. 

 
«I think there are so many good programs in this university and I am 

always happy to talk about them.  I am sometimes asked to speak to 
community groups». [Faculty] 

 
A number of employees noted they could do a better job of advocating 

for the university if they had more information.    
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«If I knew what the other agencies were about and their goals, maybe I 
could help promote them rather than just being in my little cocoon. I say that 
because I’m out in the community meeting people…so if I was more aware, 
maybe I could help promote…» [Faculty] 

 
The study also found that employees at all levels resent finding out 

things about their own organization through the mass media, and believed 
that “members of the family” should be the first to know. Employees noted 
they are often asked about things that appear in the news about the 
university, and expressed a willingness to advocate for the university when 
they had sufficient information to do so.  

 
«I think your in-house staff ought to know about it before the world knows 

about it. You get a lot of questions from parents or students, and all you can 
say is, ‘Yeah, I read that in the paper, too.’ ». [Non-exempt staff] 

 
«When we find out first through the paper instead of through campus, I find 

that, well, a little embarrassing». [Faculty] 
 

«We aren’t really able to tell other people how good we are a lot of times, 
because we don’t know». [Exempt staff] 

 
 
Summary of the Findings 
 

The most important source of communication is direct from the top of 
the organization.  Employees are suspicious of trickle-down information.  

Hearing directly from top management, particularly the CEO, gives 
employees the sense they are receiving full information and makes them 
feel important.  Employees at different levels of the university who happen 
to have a relationship with the chancellor (through an advisory committee, 
for instance) are more satisfied with the information they receive and feel a 
greater responsibility to advocate for the organization.  Even the perception 
of a relationship with the chancellor, perhaps from contact with him at a 
town hall meeting, leads to communication satisfaction, a sense of 
community, and willingness to speak positively about  the organization.     
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Information is not the same as communication.  The study found that 
while email is efficient for information exchange, the preference for 
communication among all groups of employees is still face-to-face 
interaction.  The direction dimension of internal communication, the extent 
to which it is two-way and symmetrical, as well as the channel dimension is 
important. Face-to-face contacts may be time well spent in increasing 
information satisfaction and sense of community because they provide 
interaction and immediate feedback, and contribute to perceptions of 
information sufficiency and sense of community.  

The data indicated that the medium is the message.  Emails are 
appropriate for quick notices and updates, printed paper signifies 
importance, and websites are archives for retrieval-as-needed information.  

However, interpersonal, dialogic communication remains important to 
employees at every level of the organization, and personal contact with the 
chancellor and other members of the dominant coalition carries the most 
influence over attitudes and behaviors. 
 
 
Discussion  
 

The study found, as have studies before it, that organizational culture is 
a trickle-down phenomenon, and the CEO sets the tone through 
communication (Haas, 2006; Schein, 2000; Tourish and Robson, 2003; Van 
Nostran, 2004). In this study, when there was more access to the chancellor 
(CEO), there was more trust in the administration, employees assumed the 
best and felt a sense of community, and were more satisfied with the 
amount of information they received.  More distance from the CEO and 
dominant coalition resulted in skepticism and the belief that information 
was filtered, and therefore inaccurate, as it trickled down through the 
hierarchical structure.  Top administrators with abundant access to the 
chancellor had the greatest sense of campus-wide community, followed by 
employees who had access through advisory committees or other personal 
contacts.   
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Interpersonal Communication and the Importance of 
Personal Influence 
 

Interpersonal communication is at the core of the personal influence 
model of public relations (Toth, 2000), and was found in this study to be at 
the core of effective internal communication.  Interpersonal communication 
was found to be perceived as more trustworthy.  The desire for face-to-face 
communication is consistent with the findings of Stein (2006). Both her 
study and the current study found that communication-rich channels 
effectively foster a sense of community and that employees seek sense of 
community at some level in the organization. Hearing information first-
hand gives employees a sense of importance. Even email messages 
received directly from the chancellor’s computer are valued more than the 
same email forwarded through the organizational hierarchy. 

The study found that the CEO can use personal influence through face-
to-face communication to accomplish goals of the organization.  

Relationship building and interpersonal relationships are appreciated 
and deemed more important to employees than are mediated channels, 
consistent with the findings of Jo and Shim (2005). It is important for the 
CEO to have relationships at all levels of the organization, and even  
employees’ perception of a relationship, achieved through perhaps hearing 
the CEO speak at a meeting, is important. This does not mean that the CEO 
must have a relationship with each and every employee, since 
communication also moves laterally at the mid and lower levels of the 
organization, and positive attitudes of a critical number of employees will 
diffuse through the organization to some extent.  Personal influence could 
be especially important in times of organizational change or when new or 
complex information needs to be conveyed.   

 
 

Information Sufficiency  
 

The study revealed the need for more co-orientation analysis 
between managers and employees. Managers with access to numerous 
communication channels may erroneously believe that employees already 
have received information through other channels, and may not recognize 
the need to convey some pieces of information. Managers sometimes 
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neglect to move information down because they are so familiar with it they 
assume everyone knows as well. Redundancy of communication channels 
leads to good internal communication. The decision to share information is 
often based on an individual manager’s personal judgment as to sensitivity 
and relevance, which means some information is shared in some units and 
not in others. Access to information in organizations should not be based 
on luck-of-the-draw. Furthermore, when managers rely on others below 
them to move information down, the result is often uneven flow as well as 
filtering of information, which can cause employees to seek alternative 
information sources including the grapevine. Employees in units headed by 
an effective communicator with a propensity to share information are better 
informed than other employees at the same level who happen to be in units 
with less effective communication.   

An important finding of the study is that it is important to employees to 
receive information, even if the piece of information is not essential to their 
job performance. There is a difference between knowing what you need to 
know, and being in the know. Employees want to feel they are “in the 
loop,” which fosters a sense of community. They believe receiving 
information is a sign that they are respected, which in turn creates a 
propensity to advocate for the organization. Providing information is a 
manifestation of the regard in which employees are held, which helps 
explains the findings of previous studies (Haas, 2006; Moorcroft, 2003) 
that indicate the constant need for more information.  Additionally, 
complete, timely information prevents rumors, since rumors occur when 
there is insufficient and incomplete information, which causes people to 
speculate.   

Finally, the study found that employees at all levels mentioned wanting 
more information so they could advocate for the university, which gives an 
organization the competitive advantage suggested by previous studies 
(Dawkins, 2004; Hannegan, 2004; Tucker, et al., 1996).  Managers should 
trust that most employees often have the best interest of the organization in 
mind, and understand that more information makes for more informed 
assessments and comments about the organization.  Media advisories and 
news releases should be emailed to employees at the same time they are 
sent to journalists since employees resent finding something out in the 
media about their own organization. Additionally, it puts them in a position 
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of being uninformed and therefore unable to defend or promote the 
organization’s position as portrayed in the media.   

 
 

Communicating from the Top in an Electronic 
Environment 
 

Electronic communication, if thoughtfully used, can flatten the 
traditional, hierarchical structure of internal communication and give 
employees at all levels the sense of receiving information first-hand, from 
the top.  Despite the widespread use of electronic communication, the study 
found old habits of hierarchical information distribution remain.  Emails 
are still often sent from top management to department heads, who forward 
them down through the organization, resulting in the perception that 
information has been filtered or censored before it reaches all levels. If the 
message is intended for all employees, it can be sent from the top to all 
levels simultaneously. The practice of moving information (memos) down 
through bureaucratic layers is based on a paper environment that pre-dates 
electronic communication.   

When considering communication channels, managers also need to 
examine assumptions about email and website use. The medium is 
sometimes the message, and as noted earlier, employees associate a sense 
of importance with meetings that provide access to the dominant coalition, 
even when the information presented in the meeting could be posted on the 
web or sent in an email. Likewise, there is often false consensus and 
erroneous assumptions about website use among employees. Managers too-
often adhere to a “post it and they will come” belief, and think that 
information posted on a website constitutes communication, and that a 
website provides all the information employees could possibly need. This 
study found that the organization’s website is an archive from which to 
“pull” information (forms, policies) or to access complex, follow-up 
information from meetings.  Most employees do not have time to browse 
the website just to see what is there. Therefore, managers need to direct 
employees to information on the company’s website through some other 
form of communication.   
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Directions for Future Research  
 

This study would indicate that both the attributes of the individual and 
the position (role) that the individual fills are components of personal 
influence. The interesting questions about the difference between individual 
influence and personal influence raised by Toth (2000) are worthy of 
further exploration. At what point does individual influence become 
personal influence? Does the influence reside in the individual, or in the 
position the individual holds? Does the model rely on covert or overt 
power?  Sriramesh et al. (1999) suggest that personal influence exists when 
the right person (one with social class or power) is in the right position.  

More research is needed to determine the role of individual attributes of 
such things as charisma, trustworthiness, and good communication skills in 
the personal influence model.   

There is no doubt personal influence exists as a phenomenon, but is it a 
public relations model?  In this study, there was abundant evidence of the 
personal influence phenomenon, but it was undoubtedly used in an 
asymmetrical way. Grunig et al. (1995) believe that a personal influence 
model does not have to be asymmetrical, and that symmetrical personal 
relationships can be as important for individual public relations 
practitioners as are symmetrical organizational relationships with publics 
(p. 184). Many argue that truly symmetrical organizational relationships are 
an ideal rather than a reality, although it might be possible for a practitioner 
in a position of personal influence to have a symmetrical relationship with a 
person of influence in another organization.  However, would this not 
simply be a good working relationship that benefits public relations efforts, 
rather than a model of public relations?  Further research should explore 
this concept. 

 
 

Limitations of the Study 
 

The obvious limitation of this study is that the interviews were 
conducted in one type of organization. While a university is somewhat 
unique, it has commonalities with other complex organizations.  However, 
the findings would be enriched by comparisons to other types of 
organizations. 
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Appendix 1.  Interview Guide 
 

1.  In general, do you believe you’re well informed about what’s going on 
campus?  Do you feel “in the loop” about what’s going campus?    

2.  Where do you get your information about what’s going on campus?   
3.  Do you think you’re well informed about campus policies?  Where do you get 

your information about campus policies?  How do you prefer to get the 
information about the things you mentioned?  

4.  Do you think you are well informed about administrative issues and decisions 
made by administrators on campus? 

5.  Where do you get your information about administrative issues?  How do you 
prefer to get the information about the things you mentioned?  

6.   Is there information you would like to receive that you believe is not 
reaching you?   

7.  Do you think that you receive sufficient information from your dean?  From 
your department head? 

8.  How well do you think information flows from the chancellor’s office 
through your dean and department head to you?  

9.  Do you think you receive sufficient information about things going on in the 
chancellor’s office?  From the vice chancellors and provost’s offices? 

10.  Do you know the chancellor’s goals and priorities for our campus? 
11.  What could improve the flow of information from the chancellor’s office? 
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12.  Are you satisfied with the amount of information you receive? 
13. Do you feel a sense of community on campus? How about in your college? 

In your department? 
14.  Do other people (friends, family, neighbors) ask you about what is going on 

in the university? 
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Personal Influence Model of Public Relations: 
a Case Study in Indonesia’s Mining Industry 
Gregoria A. Yudarwati, Monash University, Gregoria.yudarwati@arts.monash.edu.au 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Abstract 

 
This article seeks to better understand public relations functions in 

Indonesia during the post-Suharto era by examining these functions in 
Indonesia’s mining industry. This study found that the socio-political 
changes in the post Suharto era have resulted in the need for the mining 
companies studied to implement a new management approach when 
dealing with stakeholders. Factors which encouraged the company to 
establish an independent division designed to perform public relations 
functions include a multicultural environment, increasing number of social 
conflicts between management and communities, decentralised government 
policy, transparency, and freedom of the press. The existing public relations 
function, however, focuses more on relationships with communities, which 
include local governments, local media, and local ethnic groups. The 
personal influence model is predominantly carried out to approach 
communities. The companies assign field officers to build personal 
communications and relationships with key actors in the community in 
order to seek favours when the company needs them. This interpersonal 
relationship aims to build trust between companies and communities, and is 
based on a cultural variable of power distance. Indonesia has a high power 
distance index which has resulted in a low level of trust. The personal 
relationships with key actors are also undertaken due to the strong 
collectivism values of ethnic groups who live around mining companies. 

Collective culture stresses group goals over personal goals, and the fact 
that individuals are more likely to be attached to their leaders. A cultural 
interpreter model is used to understand this cultural value. The companies 
assign field officers with an understanding of cultural differences. When 
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establishing community development programs, personal relationships with 
key persons in local government are also preferred. This avoids difficulty in 
managing legal issues and builds a spirit of mutual cooperation. In addition, 
companies extend personal networks with media professionals thus 
minimising unfavourable media coverage. In spite of this, the existing 
public relations function is a supporting tool rather than an integrated 
communication function, as it is part of the division responsible for 
corporate social responsibility functions. Finally, this paper asserts that the 
companies practice public relations as they do because the dominant 
coalition chooses to organise and manage in that way, in order to secure 
business. 

 
 
Introduction 
 

Public relations practices vary across the world. Some scholars (Grunig 
et al., 1995, Vercic et al., 1996) have proposed the concept of generic 
principles and specific applications of public relations. Generic principles 
refer to standardised world-wide principles, while specific applications 
mean that the generic principles are applied differently in different settings 
(Grunig et al., 2006). Grunig et.al (2006) refer to the principles proposed by 
The Excellence Study as the generic principles. Meanwhile, the culture, 
political and economic system, the media system, the degree of activism, 
and the level of economic development have characterised specific 
applications of public relations (Sriramesh and Vercic, 2003). 

Several international studies have confirmed that variation in public 
relations models has been found in many cultures and political systems, 
illustrating the use of the personal influence model as an additional 
dimension of Grunig’s four models of public relations (Grunig et al., 1995, 
Huang, 2000, Jo and Kim, 2004, Park, 2002, Rhee, 2002, Sriramesh, 1992). 
In spite of this, it is still unclear why certain public relation practices are 
more common in certain countries (Jo and Kim, 2004). In relation to this, 
this article seeks to better understand public relations practices in Indonesia 
today. The premise of this article is that the economic, social, and political 
changes after Suharto’s resignation have resulted in opportunities and 
challenges for public relations practices.  
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In Indonesia, public relations was first introduced in the 1950s when a 
number of multinational companies commenced business in Indonesia and 
needed to build a good relationship with the government and the public 
(Ananto, 2004a, Putra, 1996). Public relations practice in government 
agencies began to develop, when in 1962 the government decided that all 
government agencies should have public relations departments to facilitate 
dialogue between government and the public and support decision making 
process (Ananto, 2004a). The foreign and domestic capital investment law, 
passed in 1967, resulted in an increase in the number of foreign and 
domestic investors (Putra, 1996). Accordingly, the number of public 
relations agencies as well as the number of public relations practitioners 
working within organisations also increased (Ananto, 2004a).  

 
The Suharto government, that ruled Indonesia for 32 years, had 

suppressed public opinion. As a consequence, public relations was limited 
to a one way communication process (Ananto, 2004a). Public relations 
practitioners were mainly assigned to providing the media with favourable 
publicity while ensuring that unfavourable publicity was kept out. They 
were merely communication technicians who executed policy assigned by 
others in companies and were not involved in the decision making process 
(Ananto, 2004a, Ananto, 2004b, Putra, 1996). 
 

Suharto’s resignation in May 1998 however, gave new hope for the 
growth of the public relations profession. Since 1999, when freedom of 
speech and expression became legal, the number of mass media outlets 
increased. People became more concerned about the democratic system, 
protection of the law, and human rights. Today there are more public 
movements that are demanding transparency, accountability, reliability, 
responsibility and fairness. This democratic atmosphere (Thompson, 2008) 
has had an influence on the way companies manage their relationships with 
the public.  
 

This article focuses on the public relations practices in the Indonesia’s 
mining industry. This provides us with a “window” into public relations in 
the post Suharto era. This industry has contributed significantly to the 
economic sectors in Indonesia (Pricewaterhouse Coopers, 2005). 
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During the Suharto era, the government provided security around 
mining areas through the use of the military. The mining industry enjoyed a 
privileged position, being able to communicate directly with the 
government through official reports (Wiriosudarmo, 2001).  This system 
meant that the mining industry could avoid communicating with the public 
and was able to ignore the public’s demand for information about its 
operations (Wiriosudarmo, 2001). 
  

In the post Suharto era, however, Indonesia has moved towards a more 
democratic system. There have been more public demands on mining 
companies and the number of conflicts with the community has increased 
(Wiriosudarmo, 2001). In addition, the government has been pressured to 
decentralise its authority to regional governments. In 1999, as a result of 
Law n°22 which regulates regional autonomy, the government 
decentralised its authority, making the district level responsible for major 
needs, including the environment, health, land management, public works, 
and education. This decentralisation also affects the mining industry, as 
most aspects of this industry are under the jurisdiction of local government 
(Wiriosudarmo, 2001, Wahju, 2002). This background accordingly 
provides an important site for exploring the way companies manage their 
relationships with their stakeholders. 
 

Against this background, this article seeks to better understand the 
practices of public relations in the post Suharto era. In more detail, this 
article aims : 

1. to understand how changes in the external environment have 
contributed to the implementation of public relations functions; 

2. to better understand how senior management and public relations 
practitioners within the company perceive these public relations 
functions; 

3. to identify how these perceived public relations functions relate to 
the model of public relations. 
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Methods 
 

This article is based on a research in three mining companies, which 
operate in three different environmental areas. Data was collected through 
semi-structured interviews. The interviews were conducted to explore how 
the company defines public relations and how it engages with the public. 

There were two groups or participants for this study: those who were 
members of top level management and those who were members of a 
public relations unit. Interviews with members of top level management 
aimed to explore how they view public relations functions. Meanwhile, 
interviews with public relations practitioners sought to find out the pattern 
of public relations practices.  

Thirty seven participants were interviewed, including three members of 
top management and thirty four members of departments, which are 
claimed to be responsible for public relations functions. The interviews 
were conducted in Indonesian and tape-recorded. They were then 
transcribed and translated into English. The data gathered was analysed to 
construct a picture of public relations functions in this company. Using the 
NVIVO program, the patterns were identified and compared with what 
public relations theorists suggest about the generic principles of public 
relations functions. Additionally, secondary data were collected from 
relevant documents, such as organisational structure and job descriptions, 
annual reports containing the history and performance of the company, 
articles in the media about the company with regard to stakeholder 
relationships, mining industry regulations, and other research related to this 
topic. Document analysis was carried out to study the history and context 
of relevant public relations functions in the post-Suharto era. 
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Background of the Companies Studied 
 
 
Company A 
 

The first company is an Indonesian privately owned mining company8. 
Previously this company was owned by foreign investors, but since 2001, 
the company has sold all of its shares to an Indonesian public company. 
This company started its operation in 1991 and is planning to close down 
mining by 2021. The mine operates in a remote area isolated from the 
district government. Due to the mining activities, population in the area 
increased. Apart from the original ethnic groups9, there are migrants from 
different islands10 who come and settle in around this area voluntarily or 
due to the transmigration11 program (Evers and Gerke, 1992).  
 

During the Suharto era, public relations of this company was conducted 
by officers in the headquarter office in Jakarta, close to the central 
government. After Suharto’s resignation in 1998, however, this company 
established an independent division, which is responsible for handling 
external issues and corporate social responsibility (CSR) programs. This 
division is also claimed to be responsible for handling the public relations 
functions of this company  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
8. According to Law no.19/2003, domestic private companies are companies which at least 
51% of their shares owned by non state and non foreign investors. 
9. There are two major ethnic groups, each group also consisting of different ethnic group 
categories.   
10. There are at least three prominent migrant ethnic groups. 
11. The transmigration program was initiated by the Indonesian government to move 
landless people from densely populated areas of Indonesia to less populous areas of the 
country, which include the island, where this company operates (Adhiati and Bobsien, 
2001). 
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Company B 
 

The second company is an Indonesian limited state mining corporation 
which was established as a merger from several single state owned 
companies in1968. This company was first listed on the stock exchange 
when the government sold 35% of the company to the public in 1997. The 
majority of this 35% is held by foreign institutions. Currently this company 
runs nine mining areas spread across Indonesia. This study is undertaken in 
the one mining area which is located only two-hours drive from the capital 
city of Jakarta. 

This mining area was isolated and less developed. This area is not 
surrounded by a multicultural community. There is only one majority 
ethnic group and one major religion. As soon as the company provided 
road access and started production in 1994, however, many migrants came 
to the area seeking a better living. Predominantly, they are unemployed 
with hopes of making money from the ore deposit (Irawan et al., 2005). 

They want to get instant cash as illegal miners. This condition leads to 
conflicts between the company and the community, since most illegal 
miners are organised by local figures and claim that they also have the right 
to benefit from the mining industry (Sufa, 2004). The company 
documented that in the post Suharto era, the number of conflicts with these 
illegal miners has increased (Irawan et al., 2005).  
 
 
Company C 
 

The third company is a multinational company which operates in one 
island of Indonesia. This company started its construction in 1997 and 
commenced commercial production in 2000. It is surrounded by a relatively 
homogenous community for whom mining industry is something new, 
since no other mining company has operated in this island before. This 
company has become the main income resource of the province (Sumbawa 
Regency, 2002), where it employs 7200 employees, 60% of whom are from 
the local community. 
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Findings 
 
 
Indonesia’s Mining Industry in the Suharto Era and the 
Post Suharto Era 
 

During the Suharto era, mining investments were regulated through 
Contracts of Work (CoW). This was an exclusive contract between the 
government and mining investors. This transaction did not involve local 
government. Local government became the instrument of the central 
government in implementing the agreements. In the CoW system, the 
investor worked as contractor for the government to explore mineral 
resources, and was relieved of any social obligation.  This exclusive 
position enabled mining companies to solve any investment problems, 
including social problems with local communities, since the government 
protected the mining operation by arranging settlement with local 
government and through the use of military force (Wiriosudarmo, 2001). 

To quote a superintendent, who mostly handles community 
development programs, «For us, we felt secure during the New Order era, 
because the government provided security». A public relations officer 
added: «We had a conducive situation because the military and police 
handled the security around mining area». The mining industry also 
enjoyed a privileged position, being able to communicate directly with the 
government through official reports (Wiriosudarmo, 2001). This system 
meant that the mining industry could avoid communicating with the public 
and was able to ignore the public’s demand for information about its 
operations. 

In the post Suharto era, however, Indonesia has moved towards a more 
democratic system. Public has pressured the government to decentralise its 
authority to regional governments. In 1999, as a result of Law no 22 which 
regulates regional autonomy, the government decentralised its authority, 
making the district level responsible for major needs, including the 
environment, health, land management, public works, and education. 
Article 10 of this law, states that «regional government has full authority to 
promote and develop the national resources available in its region…» 
(Wahju, 2002, p.17). Local government is now responsible for issuing 
mining licenses, replacing the previous "contract of work" system. Local 
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governments have authorisations to decide, rule and administer resources 
development in their regions.  

There have been also more public demands on mining companies and 
the number of conflicts with the community has increased (Wiriosudarmo, 
2001). As commented by a superintendent from company A, who is 
responsible for community development programs: «In the last five years, 
the most frequent problems that arose were not technical problems but 
social problems…relationships between the company and communities». 

Communities are brave enough to share their opinion and make their 
demands. Company C was attacked by its communities which led this 
company to close its camp’s exploration. The attack was sparked by the 
refusal of the company to pay compensation to residents (Nugraha, 2006). 

Company B also experiences problems with illegal miners who are 
organised by local figures (Sufa, 2004). The economic hardship during the 
reformation era has led the community around this company to change their 
livelihoods from farming to gold digging, in the hope of making a quick 
fortune (Irawan et al., 2005). In responding to these conflicts, the use of 
military force has been criticised by human rights organisations and 
shareholders, since these guards are often involved in serious human rights 
abuses against the local population (Down To Earth, 2004). This condition 
led the company to build a strategy to handle social pressure and social 
conflicts which have tended to become uncontrollable.  
 
 
The Establishment of Public Relations Unit 
 
 
Company A 
 

During the Suharto era, company A focused its relationship with central 
government by employing its public relations officers at its Jakarta office. 

However, in the post Suharto era, this company realised the need to 
manage a better relationships with communities. As asserted by a 
supervisor, who handles relationship with local government: «The 
president director of this company at that time realised the need to have a 
specialised independent division to handle external affairs relating to the 
community, the community’s leaders, and the government». 
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Accordingly, in 2003, this company established an independent 
division, which is responsible for handling external affairs and corporate 
social responsibility programs. This division, which is run by a general 
manager, consists of five departments, i.e. Community Empowerment, 
Land Management, External Relations, Project Management and 
Evaluation, and Government Relations. 
 

This division is claimed to perform public relations functions. As the 
general manager of this division commented: “It is impossible to assign 
public relations functions to all employees. Accordingly, these functions 
must be institutionalised into this division”. In spite of this, some of those 
interviewed argued that there is a section within this division that is 
specifically responsible for formal public relations functions. This section 
is called the Public Communication Section. As asserted by a 
superintendent of community support: «In a practical context, we also 
perform public relations. However, in a formal context, Public 
Communication (section) plays this role». This section is primarily 
responsible for handling media relations, guest relations, and publications.  
 
 
Company B 
 

In the Company B, public relations and community development unit 
was established in 2000. During the Suharto era, this company had a public 
relations unit situated at its head office in Jakarta. Relationships with 
communities during the Suharto era were carried out through community 
development programs, which were treated as ad hoc programs and handled 
by the general affairs unit. However, as public demands to the company 
increased the company realised the need to establish an independent unit to 
manage relationships with them. As commented by an assistant public 
relations manager: «The company finally established an independent unit to 
handle conflicts with communities, explore communities’ needs and 
opinion, and to socialise the community development programs». This unit, 
which is chaired by a manager, consists of three sub units, i.e. community 
development, public relations, and mining security.  
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Company C 
 

Company C started its construction in 1997, one year before Suharto’s 
resignation. During its construction periods between 1997 to 1999, 
relationships with communities were handled by the government relations 
and public relations unit. However, in 2000 this company has expanded this 
unit into a division called the External Relations division. The public 
relations unit was separated from the government relations unit and became 
an independent unit, which is chaired by a manager. Besides government 
relations and public relations units, there are also some other units within 
this division which are responsible for handling community relations, NGO 
relations, and community development programs. This company claimed 
that this external relations division carried out public relations functions.  
 
 
Public Relations Functions in Mining Companies 
 

Public relations functions are perceived as relationship functions by the 
mining companies. According to their understanding, public relations is 
about how they work together with society, interact directly with society, 
and build relationships with society. This is also about the communication 
function, as remarked by the CEO of company A: «Public relations is a 
function needed by the company to give accurate information about the 
company to the public and to avoid inaccurate information spreading out 
from the company». The External Relations Senior Manager of company C 
added: «It is not only about how we share information to public, but it is 
about a process of communication».  
 

Public relation functions within these mining companies mainly focus 
on relationships with the community. This public relations function is 
integrated with the unit which is also responsible for corporate social 
responsibility programs. As claimed by the general manager of external 
affairs of company A: «When we do CSR (corporate social responsibility), 
at the same time actually we carry out public relations functions...CSR is a 
tool to make an interaction». Public relations function is also carried out to 
communicate their community development programs. As asserted by a 
superintendent of company A, who is responsible for community 
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development programs: «It is about how to inform the public about our 
programs…so they get clear and balanced information about our 
programs». These companies understand the need to inform internal and 
external stakeholders of their activities. However, in practice the 
publications only partly inform the public as they omit bad publicity and 
act in a privileged propaganda role. As pointed out by several participants: 

 
«We cannot expose employees’ demonstrations, since the orientation of 

company publications is to get good public relations on its CSR 
programs…We cannot expose controversial issues» (the media relations 
supervisor of company A). 

 
«Public relations should have good relationships with media…try to build a 

good image and avoid a bad publicity. This is the role of our public relations. 
This is also a one way communication to publish our community development 
programs.  Thus, the communities know about these programs» (the External 
Relations Senior Manager of Company C). 

 
This public relations function aims to promote a good company image 

for the sake of business purposes. The CEO of company A stated that  
 

«as a public company, there is a need for the corporate group which owns 
this company to announce that this company has implemented good corporate 
governance principles. This is also an effort to promote its shares…A business 
entity is never free from this interest».  

 
In line with this, some participants claimed that image building is 

important for shareholders. Before signing the contract, buyers will not 
only examine the product quality, but also get to know the company’s 
concern for the environment, including community welfare. 

Good community relations are also important to get a social licence to 
operate from the community. As stated by a staff who handles 
infrastructure programs in Company A: «Even though we have legal 
approval from the government, if the community does not approve it, we 
cannot start our programs. If we break it, there will be a “war” ». The 
senior manager of external relations in Company C added:  
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“No matter how much fund we spend for the community, if we do not have 
good communication and relationships with them, they will close our mine. If 
their cultural and religious values clash with the company’s interests, this big 
organisation is meaningless”. 

 
 
Personal Influence Approach  
 

In building relationships with communities, Company A assigns field 
officers who live in the community. These field officers are staff employed 
under the agriculture section and mainly assist the community to perform 
CSR programs. They are also liaison officers who bridge relationships and 
facilitate communication between the company and the community by 
identifying key actors and developing informal and personal relationships 
with them. As commented by a field officer: 

 
”We preferably develop a personal communication…not positioning 

ourselves as a representative of the company. This is a community. We mix 
with them…With this kind of communication pattern, they seem to accept us 
more easily and perceive us as their family”. 

 
To identify key actors within communities, this company also utilises 

social mapping  
As stated by a superintendent of community support,  
 

“We make a social mapping…identify who are the cultural leaders, the 
religious leaders, and the community leaders. We also identify their positions, 
whether they are willing to cooperate or not, and whether they are actively 
involved. We update this map every three months. So when there is a problem, 
we can ask their help”.  

 
Besides identifying these key actors, the company also identifies other 

opinion leaders. Among them are community leaders, those who have 
better economic status or education level, and those who have succeeded in 
running the programs offered by the company. 
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Company A operates within a multi cultural environment. The 
communities come from different cultural backgrounds, some of them are 
migrants from other islands and some of them are local people. Most of the 
field officers have similar cultural backgrounds as the community in which 
they live. An understanding of their cultures and their languages enables 
the company to make informed choices about what they should or should 
not do, as well as to develop trust from the community. 
 

As asserted by some participants,  
 
«I am a Bugis12, they are also Bugis. We can communicate easily and 

closely. They treat me as their family….. They trust me, since they know I will 
not lie to my own people» (The Field Officer A). 

 
«I can speak several languages to communicate with several ethnic groups, 

i.e. Java13, Bugis, Kutai14, and Banjar15. These languages enable me to approach 
them closer. When Bugis people complain, I will slowly approach them using 
Bugis language. If the complain comes from Kutai people, I will use Kutai 
language. Similarly, I will do this to the people from Java and Banjar. By using 
this cultural language approach, we will explore what their problems are. Then 
we analyse the problems and take actions» (The Conflict Management 
Supervisor). 

 
Field officers of this company emphasised the importance of forming 

relationships with ethnic group leaders and adat16 leaders. As commented by 
a field officer: «When there are conflicts involving members from different 
ethnic groups, kepala desa17will not be able to do anything. The 
communities will only listen to their ethnic groups or adat leaders». 

                                                 
12. Bugis is the name of an ethnic group from South Sulawesi of Indonesia. 
13. Javanese is an ethnic language from Java. 
14. Kutai basically is a local ethnic group where the company is (East Kalimantan) 
15. Banjar is the name of an ethnic group who mainly lives in South Kalimantan. 
16. Adat leaders are those who are responsible to maintain a set of local and traditional laws 
in many parts of Indonesia. They are usually the elders of the ethnic group. 
17. Kepala desa is an administrative leader who is in charge to lead a village. Kepala desa 
or “village head” owns the highest authority in the village, and is responsible for the welfare 
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Accordingly, the company routinely organises meetings with religious 
leaders, adat leaders, ethnic group leaders, and local leaders.  

Similar to the Company A, Company C also assigns field officers who 
live in the community to manage relationships with them. These field 
officers are coordinated under a community relations unit. This unit is 
responsible for establishing and maintaining mutual relationships with 
communities, assuring communication between the company and the 
community, defusing issues before they become problems, identifying 
impacts of mine operation on the community and helping to minimise or 
solve them, and informing management of community issues. This 
company has established a community relations office in almost each 
village making it easy for the community to get access to the company. At 
each community relations office, there are some books, magazines, 
newspapers, or other documents about the company that can be accessed by 
the community. If there is a problem within the community that relates to 
the company, field officers are front liners who should solve it. As 
commented by the Senior Manager External Relations: «All problems in 
the community which relate to the company must be fixed. The community 
relations officers must fix it…since one day their problems will be our 
problems as well». 

This company does not operate in the multicultural environment. Most 
of the community also have the same religion. The field officers claimed 
that personal relationship with local leaders and religious leaders are 
important, since they are key actors who influence the relationships with 
the company.  These field officers are assigned to maintain good 
relationships with local leaders of villages to kecamatan18. Meanwhile, 
relationships with leaders of district and central government are handled by 
the government relations unit. 

In the company B, community relations are handled by a public 
relations unit which is chaired by an assistant manager. There are only four 

                                                                                                                 
of residents, the maintenance of law and order, and representing the interests of the 
Indonesian Government. Generally, the appointment of a kepalad Desa is made by the 
subdistrict administrator (Camat) based upon recommendations received from village 
residents.  
18.  Kecamatan or subdistrict is a subdivision of regency or a city in Indonesia. A subdistrict 
is divided into several administrative villages. 
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staff members, including the assistant manager, who manage relationships 
with communities, including local government, local media, and informal 
leaders. This company operates in a relatively urban area. There is only one 
primary ethnic group and religion. The public relations staff stated that 
besides village leaders, the religious leaders are key actors who are mostly 
respected by communities. Close to the mining area, there is an Islamic 
boarding school which is chaired by a kyai19. The company involves kyai in 
the company’s activities, such as by inviting the kyai to lead an employee 
prayer during a fasting month or by inviting the kyai to attend special 
company occasions, e.g. the company’s anniversary celebration. The 
company also gives financial support to the Islamic boarding school.  

The personal relations approach is also applied in building relationships 
with the government‘s employees. In the reformation era, as a result of the 
local expansion program20, the areas where the companies A and C operate 
have become capitals of new districts. There are new key actors within this 
new government. Among these key actors are members of MUSPIDA 
(Musyawarah Pimpinan Daerah or Regional Security Council), which 
consists of local government, police and military. Accordingly, as 
mentioned by the staff who manage relationships with the government, the 
company needs to build and maintain good relationships with them to avoid 
difficulty in managing legal issues and to build good cooperation instead of 
being exploited in doing community development programs. The company 
needs their authorisation for running the mining operation, such as 
authorisation for using dynamite in their mine site or shipping the product 
overseas. In the company B, the public relations staff stated that despite the 
fact that the company is a state owned it still needs to build good 
relationships with local government leaders due to the decentralised 
authority. The companies support local government with some facilities, 
such as facilitating key persons to use companies buildings or 
transportation for certain events, or providing opportunities to use the 
companies’ airport for business travel. The staff who manage government 
relationships in these three companies, mentioned that they build good 

                                                 
19. Kyai is an expert in the religion of Islam. A kyai has his position and authority because 
people will listen to what he  says. 
20. The decentralisation reform allows for the creation of new regions by dividing or 
merging existing administrative units. This process is known as local expansion program.  
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relationships with key actors, through social interaction such as by playing 
tennis or other sports together, giving gifts for their special occasions, 
hosting lunches or dinners with them, and attending their family 
celebrations such as marriages. They also stated that they regularly visit the 
village leaders just for a chat. As commented by the assistant manager 
public relations of Company B:  

 
«Sometimes when there is a village leader who is not happy because his 

demand has not been approved by the company, we come and visit him. We 
bring coffee, biscuits, and cigarette for him. We approach him and try to make 
him understand of the company’s condition». 

 
Despite the fact that the companies try to approach the government key 

actors personally, the local government officers still want to show their 
authority over the mining companies, as implied by this statement:  

 
«In our daily activities, we accept many proposals that according to our 

procedures are not appropriate. For instance, if the MUSPIDA21 needs to go to 
Jakarta22, they will ask for airfares, if there is an event they will ask for 
accommodation, catering, transportation…We cannot easily refuse their 
proposals…We need their authorisation for our mining operations»  (a 
superintendent who responsible for government relationships). 

 
In building relationships with the media, the public relations staff claim 

that they enter into friendships with key individuals in the media. They also 
open a 24 hours personal phone line for journalists to contact them. This 
personal relationship plays a critical role in obtaining good media coverage 
and minimising unfavourable media coverage. To quote a media relations 
staff of Company C: «We entertain the journalists. We ask them for 

                                                 
21. MUSPIDA (Musyawarah Pimpinan Daerah) is a group of local leaders which consists 
of leaders of the local government, police and military. 
22. Sometimes local leaders must attend at national meeting in Jakarta, the capital of 
Indonesia.  
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dugem23. This entertainment approach is so effective…They always ask our 
confirmation before publishing any news about our company». This media 
relations officer added that he was fully supported financially by the 
company to entertain the media professionals.   
 
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
 

In the Post Suharto era, the mining companies realise the need to 
establish an independent unit to manage relationships with their public. The 
transformation toward democracy, the decentralised authority, and the 
freedom of speech and expression after Suharto’s resignation force the 
companies to undertake public relations function in order to build good 
relationships with them. As asserted by Sriramesh and Vercic (2003, p.3): 
«in societies whose political systems do not value public opinion, the 
nature of public relations is not sophisticated». However, as pointed out by 
Sharpe (1992), the freedom of the press, the transformation toward 
democracy, global economic growth, and cultural diversity have influenced 
public relations practises on a global scale.  
 

Public relations function in the mining companies mainly focuses on 
building relationships with the community. Decentralised reform has 
resulted in moving power from the central government to the local people 
where their approval is needed for mining companies to operate effectively. 

The increasing number of conflicts with communities has also forced 
the company to value the community as its main constituency. This public 
relations function, however, mainly aims to secure business and attract 
more buyers for company shares. The companies believe that relationships 
with communities are able to save money, since they prevent costly issues 
or bad publicity. The companies’ concerns for community welfare aim to 
improve their image in order to attract more investors. 
 

                                                 
23. Dugem is an Indonesian acronym of dunia gemerlap which textually means a glamorous 
world. This refers to a night, entertained activities. People go dugem in pub, discotheque, or 
other well-known places. 
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This condition is in line with what The Excellence Study called the 
«strategic constituencies approach»  (Grunig et al., 2002). This approach 
asserts that the company must identify key elements of the environment 
whose opposition or support can influence the company’s goals. 

Furthermore, Post, Preston, and Sachs (2002) point out that a 
company’s wealth and its licence to operate are influenced by its 
relationship with stakeholders. In this case, it is influenced by the 
company’s relationship with communities. 
 

A two way symmetrical model of public relations is not found in these 
mining companies. Nevertheless, personal influence model is 
predominantly carried out to approach communities. The companies assign 
field officers who live and get along with the community in almost each 
mining circle area. Members of the community can easily access 
information from the field officers and are able to share their problems or 
hopes with these officers. There is an interpersonal relationship between 
members of communities and field officers. The personal relationships with 
key actors and opinion leaders have also become the main concern of field 
officers.  

 
This finding shows the importance of interpersonal relations as part of 

the relationship building process. The repressive approach during the 
Suharto era has created a low level of trust between companies and 
communities. Accordingly, interpersonal relations between management 
and communities including the key actors and field officers, aims to build 
trust and reduce conflict. As asserted by Huang (2001), trust is a crucial 
factor which influences relationships between publics and organisations. 

This is a foundation of relationship building. Without trust, 
management and public will not be able to communicate and cooperate 
well (Taylor, 2003).   

 
This personal relations approach is also based on a cultural variable of 

power distance. Power distance refers to the extent of power, prestige, and 
wealth inequality among people of different social strata or classes 
(Hofstede, 2001). Hofstede’s study (2001)  shows that Indonesia has a high 
power distance index. During Suharto era, the mining industry paid the 
royalty to the central government. This became the national income which 

Enfocus Software - Customer Support



Personal Influence Model in PR 

 950 

should be distributed to the local governments. However, it has been 
criticised that only the central government benefited from this royalty 
(Wiriosudarmo, 2001). This inequality has contributed to a low level of 
trust between local people with mining companies, which are associated to 
the central government. This is in line with what Tayeb (1988) claimed that 
there is a relationship between power distance and interpersonal trust. 

Tayeb (1988) found that the class struggle has led to the opposition and 
mistrust between managers and their employees.  

Personal relationships with key actors in the communities are important 
due to the collectivism values which characterise ethnic groups around 
mining areas. Hofstede (2001) classified Indonesia as a high collectivistic 
country. Collective culture stresses the group goals over the personal goals, 
and that individuals are more likely to be attached to their leaders. Among 
the Bugis, for instance, siri is the most basic element in the life of the Bugis 
(Said, 2004). In the communal context, siri implies the obligation of 
supporting group solidarity among members of the community. Dayak 
ethnic groups also have strong solidarity and loyalty among themselves and 
a strong sense of communalism (Sukamdi et al., 2002). A cultural 
interpreter model reflects this cultural value. The company assigns field 
officers, who mostly have the same cultural background as members of the 
multicultural community, or who have a good understanding of their 
culture, to facilitate communication and problem solving processes when 
there is conflict.  

Personal relationships with members of local government are addressed 
to secure business. This decentralised reform has placed the legal aspects of 
mining operations under local government jurisdiction. However, the 
alienation of local government from mining operations which occurred 
during the Suharto era, still affects the understanding of local government 
staff regarding mining operations regulations (Wahju, 2002, Wiriosudarmo, 
2001).  Mining executives complain that even minor matters, such as who 
issues explosives permits, are unclear (American Embassy Information 
Resource Center, 2007). Accordingly, the companies approach local 
government people to avoid problems regarding legal issues and more 
importantly to get legal certainty for the benefit of future investors. 

Relationships with media professionals can be categorised into three 
relational types. The first one is formal relationships, in which companies 
send releases or conduct press conferences to disseminate information. The 
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second one is informal personal relationships in which the companies 
extend their professional relationships with the media into friendships 
outside of the work place, such as by playing sport together, or entertaining 
them.  The third one is maintaining complementary relationships, such as 
by giving gifts. Extending personal networks among media professionals 
brings benefit to the companies, especially in minimising unfavourable 
media coverage (Jo and Kim, 2004).This approach, however, has been 
criticised as discrediting the quality of the media coverage, since the news 
can be influenced by personal relationship factors rather than news values 
(Taylor, 2003). The relationships with media in these companies also 
predominantly reflect the practice of the press agentry and publicity model 
and the public information model of public relations. Media relations 
mainly aim to publish corporate social responsibility programs and are 
forbidden to expose controversial issues which lead to conflicts.  

 
Despite the fact that these mining companies claim to perform public 

relations functions, these functions are perceived as supporting tools for 
other areas, rather than as integrated communication functions. Public 
relations functions are a part of a division which is responsible for 
corporate social responsibility functions. This is in line with what Banks 
(2000) stated, that in the1990s and beyond companies have started to 
employ public relations to perform corporate social responsibility. 

However, as asserted by The Excellence Study, public relations 
functions should not be integrated into another department whose primary 
responsibility is not a communication management function. Furthermore, 
Grunig et.al. (2006, p.45) pointed out that the integration of the public 
relations function into other areas means that this function «cannot be 
managed strategically, because it cannot move communication resources 
from one strategic public to another – as an integrated public relations 
function can».  

This finding is in line with a power-control theory (Grunig et al., 2006, 
p.53), which discusses «the way organisations behave in general, and 
practice public relations in particular as they do because the dominant 
coalition chooses to organise and manage in that way». Cutlip et.al. (2006)  
remark that the public relations function will be useful only if the 
management wants it. If the management perceives this function as not 
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something crucial for the company, then this function will not have a 
strategic position in the company and its contribution will be small. 
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