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ABSTRACT 

This study assessed the place of public relations in the management of relationships. The study analyzes the different roles public relations 

plays in establishing and maintaining mutual understanding and goodwill between organizations and their publics and also identifies com-

munication as an indispensable tool of public relations practice. A conceptual analysis of the concept of public relations, communication 

processes, methods and forms was undertaken to tease out the organizational role of public relations. The study emphasized relationship 

management as the overall goal of public relations which cannot be realized without communication.  
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Introduction 

 

The essence of public relations is to build and manage mutually beneficial relationships between an organization and its publics for a 

successful organization ([1]; [2]). In other words, what PR seeks to do basically is to manage relationship between an organization 

and its publics. In so doing, public relations inevitably employ communication as a tool for reaching out to these publics. Based on 

this fact, this paper examines the role of communication in public relations with particular reference to relationship management. 

Conceptualizing Public Relations 

There is not one single generally accepted definition of public relations; instead, there are many ways of defining or conceptualizing 

the broad concept. The British Institute of Public Relations [3], defined public relations as “the deliberate, planned and sustained 

effort to establish and maintain mutual understanding between an organization and its publics”. 

PR is the management function that establishes and maintains mutually beneficial relationship between an organization and the pub-

lics on whom its success or failure depends. The conception by Brooms is in line with that of the Canadian Public Relation Society 

adopted in 2009 [4], which says that: 

Public relations is the strategic management of relationships between an organization and its diverse pub-

lics, through the use of communication, to achieve mutual understanding, realize organizational goals, and 

serve the public interest. 

 

Viewing Public Relations as a communication process, the Public Relations Society of [5],  sees it as “a strategic communication pro-

cess that builds mutually beneficial relationships between organizations and their publics”. 

 

At the first World Public Relations Forum, held in August 1978 in Mexico, representatives of more than 30 National Public Relations 

associations formulated a widely accepted definition for PR. This definition popularly referred to as the “Mexican Statement” sees 

Public Relations as “the art and social science of analyzing trends, predicting their consequences, counseling organizational leaders, 

and implementing planned programs of action, which will serve both the organization and the public interest”. A result-oriented view 

of PR sees it as the degree of understanding and goodwill achieved between an individual, organization or institution and the pub lic” 

(Webster’s New International Dictionary, 3rd edition). Further, Public Relations practice is an art which aims to achieve and sustain 

favourable relationship between an organization and all those who affect and are affected by its activities. It is a key management 

function which ensures that an organization enjoys the public goodwill and friendship which are very essential to its success. On his 

part, [6], revealed that in the effort to define Public Relations and distinguish it from other organizational functions, the concept of 

relationships may be the most distinctive. Agreeing, [7], noted that definitions of PR such as the management of relationships be-

tween organisations and its publics (stakeholders) have been widely used adding that in the past decade the theorization of Public 

Relations as relationship management has made progress.  
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Relationship and Relationship Management: An Overview 

According to [6], a relationship represents a connection or linkage between two groups. [8], noted that “organizational wealth can be 

created (or destroyed) through relationships with stakeholders of all kinds”, and that relationships allow organizations to anticipate 

future threats or problems. In fact, Relationships may be central to organizational success. Relationships as conceptualized in this 

study reflect Broom, et al.’s consideration of relationships as “the patterns of interaction, transaction, exchange, and linkage between 

an organization and its publics”. [9], argued that relationships affect an organization’s reputation. Also, [10], pointed out that rela-

tionships help an organization manage its interdependence with the environment, and that relationships provide context for public 

behavior and save money by preventing crises or minimizing their effects. [11], submitted that an organization–public relationship is] 

the state which exists between an organization and its key publics, in which the actions of either can impact the economic, social, 

cultural or political well being of the other. 

 

In his own observation, [12] explained that the relationship management perspective holds that public relations balances the inter-

ests of organizations and publics through the management of organization– public relationships adding that the concept of relation-

ship management underscores the need for public relations practitioners to be conversant with strategic planning and other manage-

rial processes..Relationship management is a system employed by an organization in maintaining a continuous level of engagement 

between the organization and publics. [13], defined relationship management as the development and maintenance, growth and 

nurturing of mutually beneficial relationships between organisations and their significant publics. In essence, Relationship manage-

ment seeks to engender partnership between the organization and its publics. Relationship management in Public Relations appears 

to be the purpose of scholarship in the strategic management paradigm of Public Relations.  

According to [14],    

Management of relationships is vital to the well-being of the organisation and its up-stream and down-

stream partners. The most valuable of all business relationships are likely to be those that are collabora-

tive. Where organisations work together using their specialised resources innovatively to achieve aims 

and objectives that could not be realised on their own, collaborative relationship management principles 

will apply. Relationship management is one of the most important management systems that should be 

in place and as such it should be clearly documented both in policy and in practice. It uses its own virtu-

ous action cycle that acknowledges the joint nature of the endeavour and ensures that performance in-

creases become inevitable.  

 

Basically, relationship management is a fundamental objective of Public Relations; in fact, it is arguably the overall end or purpose of 

Public Relations. In this vein, Public Relations can therefore be described as seeking to create a favourable relationship between an 

organization and its publics, strengthening this relationship and sustaining it towards the overall success of the organisation. 

 

 

 

 



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ADVANCE RESEARCH, IJOAR .ORG                                                                                        
ISSN 2320-9151 4 

IJOAR© 2014 
http://www.ijoar.org  

Theoretical Framework  

Considering the subject matter, it will be more suitable to anchor this paper on the systems theory. In line with this, [12], the notion 

of relationship management is consistent with major theoretical concepts such as systems theory and the two-way symmetrical 

model of [15] and also accommodates relevant middle-range theories.This theory looks at organizations as made up of correlative 

parts, adapting and adjusting to changes inherent in the political, economic and social environment in which they operate [16]. 

 

Since its first exploration by a biologist, Ludwig von Bertalanffy in 1968, systems theory has become a trans-disciplinary field [17]. Its 

application to Public Relations seeks to explain how organizations interact with the internal and external environments and manage 

such interactions [18]. This implies that communication plays a strong role in the interdependence of the PR practitioner, the organi-

zation, and its publics. According to [19], “Systems theory is a useful way for PR practitioners to understand the relationship between 

an organization and its publics and the role of Public Relations within an organization”. Organizations rely on the resources (raw ma-

terials and human resources) from the environment for the products or services they produce, and the environment needs the or-

ganizations’ products and services [20]. Thus, the organizations receive the publics’ inputs, transform them into outputs and send 

back to the publics. The organizations then receive feedbacks from the publics on those outputs and adjust accordingly. 

  

Consequently, organizations with open systems according to  [16], “…use public relations people to bring back information on how 

productive their relationships are with the clients, customers, and other stakeholders *publics+”. Those with closed systems do not 

seek for new information, they rather work with past happenings or their preferences. Emphasizing on their differences, [2], describe 

the closed system as considering the organization isolated from the environment and other systems and its boundaries impermeable, 

thereby, discouraging the exchange of information with the environment; and the open system as viewing the environment as im-

portant to the organization’s survival and making its boundaries permeable so as to continuously exchange outputs with the envi-

ronment. 

Therefore, organizations seeking to have effective public relations apply the open systems approach. This is because, every organiza-

tion seeks to survive, grow and expand beyond its present state. In order to experience such constant changes, it considers its envi-

ronment as its most essential part and moves along with the publics upon which its success or failure lies. It also adapts and adjusts 

to the continuous changes in the environment to achieve its set goals. This approach makes the organization’s boundaries permeable 

to the publics. Thus, encouraging the continuous exchange of outputs or feedbacks (two-way communication) with the environment 

as depicted in James Grunig and Todd Hunt’s two-way asymmetrical and two-way symmetrical models. 

 

Communications, Public Relations and Relationship Management: The Interface 

Simply defined, communication is “a social interaction through messages” [21]. Communication is the activity of conveying infor-

mation through the exchange of thoughts, messages or information, as by speech, visuals, spirals, writing, or behavior. Through 

communication, humans share ideas, information, opinions, feelings or experiences amongst themselves. 

 

Communication is central to Public Relations; it is a vital to the PR’s effort to build and manage relationships. This is because the abil-

ity of humans to establish commonness is based on their capability to communicate. It is first of all, man’s need for interaction, for 
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commonness, for relationship, that gave rise to communication [22]. Communication establishes the relationship between man and 

those around him. 

Communication plays essential roles in Public Relations, as Public Relations activities are geared towards 

informing and persuading the publics to learn new information and behave in certain ways favourable to 

the organisation. It (communication) is necessary to establish and maintain an organization’s public ac-

ceptance and goodwill. The organization uses public relations to inform the public of its actions and ac-

tivities and give rooms for feedbacks in order to avoid crisis or any other form of misunderstanding.  

 

Communication remains a vital tool in Public Relations practice; without it, PR will not be.  Organizations that communicate effective-

ly with publics build better relationships because management and publics understand one another; also both are less likely to be-

have in ways that have negative consequences on the interests of the other. According to [23], “effective communication opens fa-

vorable doors for the organization”. Much of the task of a professional PR practitioner revolves around sound communication tech-

nique. He/she monitors the internet as well as traditional media; engages in writing, speaking and all sorts of media productions - all 

aimed at promoting a positive relationship with customers, employees, inventors, suppliers, media, government, opinion leaders, 

and members of the public. 

 

In employing communication in managing relationships, the Public Relations expert is guided by certain principles in order to ensure 

effective communication. These principles centre on measures that will ensure that the right message is taken to the right people 

through the right medium and using the right approach at the right time. These principles are discussed in the sub-headings below. 

 

Communication must Address the Right People with the Right Message 

In order to efficiently manage relationships, PR communication must seek, identify and address the right people. In other words, the 

PR message must be made to get to the intended publics – the individuals and entities who affect, and are affected by the organisa-

tion’s operations. [24], categorises the publics which PR communication could target to include internal and external publics, primary 

and secondary publics, traditional and non-traditional publics as well as latent, aware and active publics. 

 

In the same way, once these right publics have been identified, the PR practitioner must address them with the right message. The 

message of Public Relations is rationally and systematically selected and designed to achieve certain predetermined communication 

objectives [16]. Therefore, to successfully manage relationship, the PR expert tries to create the right message which is expected to 

elicit the right reaction from the audience. 

 

In a nutshell, by identifying the right audience and approaching them with the right message, the PR practitioner would have been 

on the path towards successful relationship management. 
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Communication must use the Right Medium  

Communicating with the publics through the right medium is another key variable in successful relationship management. Medium 

of communication is very fundamental to successful communication in all ramifications [25]. Since Public Relations is essentially a 

communication activity, the medium of communication becomes an important consideration in its theory and practice. Identifying 

the right publics is not just enough as the PR expert still needs to the right medium in order to reach the identified publics.  

 

For instance, in order to communicate with her employees, an organization’s “Employee Communication” creates and maintains the 

internal systems of communication in the organization such as circulars, house journals, meetings and briefings, notices, etc. to in-

form the employees about new developments and to hear them air their views [16]. According to Lattimore et al., such communica-

tion “promotes free participation in the exchange of information among the employees and makes them have a sense of belonging. 

This communication is also essential in maintaining good relationship with the external public.” 

 

Similarly, to communicate with the host community, an organization holds “regular meetings with the community leaders; inform ing 

the community about developments through the local newspapers; community television and radio; and performing its social re-

sponsibility to the communities. Failure to communicate effectively with the people can lead to chaos as in the case of the Niger Del-

ta crisis” [26]. This is because the “basic philosophy is that the people around a community should feel that they owe their prosperity 

to” the organisation [23]. 

 

The same imperative of choosing the right medium applies when an organisation wants to communicate with the government. Today 

no public relations program is complete unless it includes provisions for dealing with the government [16]. Government policies af-

fect organizations, and so people lobby to put their views forward during policy making [23]. The channels through which organiza-

tions speak to the government include direct mails, phone calls to relevant government officials, courtesy visits, among others. Effec-

tive Communication with the government opens favourable doors for the organization. This puts the organization in the good list of 

the government. It also grants the organization opportunities of winning business contracts being awarded by the government [16]. 

 

Communication must be Two-Way 

Another important factor in effective relationship management is that PR communication must be two-way in orientation. In other 

words, it must be interactive in order to effectively build and maintain relationship. Such communication ensures that the publics 

(receivers) must understand the organization (the sender) and the publics in turn send feedback to the organisation. James Grunig 

and Todd Hunt depict this in their two-way asymmetrical and two-way symmetrical models. Explaining these models, Lattimore et al. 

say: 

The two-way asymmetrical model considers public relations to be scientific persuasion. This model em-

ploys social science research methods to increase the persuasiveness of messages. Public relations practi-

tioners use surveys, interviews, and focus groups to measure public relationships so the organization can 

design public relations program that will gain the support of key publics. Although feedback is built in the 

process, the organization is much more interested in having the publics adjust to the organization than the 
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reverse. 

The two-way symmetrical model depicts a public relations orientation in which organizations and their 

publics adjust to each other. It focuses on the use of social science research methods to achieve mutual 

understanding and two-way communication rather than one-way persuasion. In 2001 James E. Grunig cre-

ated other names for symmetrical model: mixed motives, collaborative advocacy, and cooperative antago-

nism. His intention was to present a model that “balanced self-interests with the interests of others in a 

give-and-take process that can waver between advocacy and collaboration” [9]. [9], argued that this model 

was the most ethical because all were parties to the resolution of problems. 

 

The two-way symmetrical model has been considered as the most ethical (as it is often referred to as ‘excellence model’) not only by 

Grunig and Hunt, but also by many public relations practitioners [20]. The model involves effective two-way communication between 

the organization and its publics. It is a round communication. 

  

The new media have opened up a wide spectrum of possibilities in this regard. Having brought about a fundamental change in the 

orientation of communication such that communication has become decidedly interactive giving the audience much more power of 

control than was ever available to them, the PR publics of today, unlike in the era of the old media, are in a better position to really 

engage the organisation in a completely interactive setting; asking questions and demanding immediate answers. Thus, there is a 

shift from the top-down and largely one-way communication associated with the old media PR activity to the horizontal and two-way 

approach of the new media PR. The publics are now more in control, and now wield discursive power. [27], discuss this fact: 

 

That this new kind of public relations work locates power very much in the hands of participants in 

online communities rather than in the organizational hierarchy or the public relations practitioner, and it 

calls for public relations practitioners to act as online community managers who monitor the ebb and 

flow of community needs and dynamics. Offering a radical departure from previous notions of power in 

public relations practice, we believe this reconceptualisation is necessary for enabling relevant public re-

lations scholarship and teaching in a digital landscape where online organisations do not always appear 

or function the same as traditional brick-and-mortar organisations. 

 

Thus, with the new media, organisations can better conduct their communication with their publics in an interactive manner such 

that the publics hear and understand them, and they in turn hear and understand the publics. This is crucial to successful relationship 

management. 

 

 

 

 

 

Communication must be Ethical 



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ADVANCE RESEARCH, IJOAR .ORG                                                                                        
ISSN 2320-9151 8 

IJOAR© 2014 
http://www.ijoar.org  

Very important to the quest for successful relationship management is that PR communication must be ethical. The PR expert must 

shun all temptation to be manipulative in communicating to the publics. [28], notes that Public Relations is not window dressing nei-

ther is it disingenuous efforts to project a good image by deliberately misrepresenting facts as to the situation of things. In other 

words, the PR practice demands truth and accuracy in communication as against lies and half-truths. Doing otherwise would expose 

the organisation to possible backlash which would ultimately harm the relationship between the organisation and its publics. 

 

Recognizing the sacred place of truth and accuracy in a persuasion-driven profession like PR, the various PR bodies both national and 

international have prominently included the duty of truth in their various codes of practice. The Nigerian Institute of Public Relations, 

NIPR in its code of ethics approved on January 30, 1981 requires every member of the institute to “preserve the integrity of channels 

of communication” and to “put trust and honesty of purpose before all other considerations (NIPR’s Code of Ethics, paragraphs d and 

e). Similarly, the Chartered Institute of Public Relations, CIPR’s code requires members to check “the reliability and accuracy of infor-

mation before dissemination and to never knowingly mislead clients, employees, colleagues and fellow professionals about the na-

ture of representation or what can be competently delivered and achieved” (CIPR’s Code, section A). In the same vein, the code of 

ethics of the Canadian Public Relations Society commands members to “deal fairly and honestly with the communications media and 

the public” and to “practise the highest standards of honesty, accuracy, integrity and truth” and not to “knowingly disseminate false 

or misleading information” (CPRS’s Code of Ethics, sections 2 and 3).  

 

However, this injunction to always be truthful, far from presenting a simple hurdle to PR experts, has indeed represented a huge di-

lemma for them. [29], supports this assertion as follows:  

 

Professionals in the field of Public Relations are constantly challenged to service the needs of various stakeholder 

groups. Practitioners have the added dilemma of attempting to meet the public’s needs, the needs of their em-

ployers, satisfying their personal values, and balancing company and professional codes of ethics interchangeably. 

More often than not, professionals find themselves in situations where each of these demands is in conflict with 

each other. Ultimately it is the individual’s value system that determines what decisions he or she will make. 

Some professionals resort to compromising their ethics by lying, misleading, or failing to be completely transpar-

ent.  

Notwithstanding the above described dilemma, the PR expert, if he/she must successfully manage relationship, will have to com-

municate ethically in all situations. Unethical communication may appear expedient for the moment, but in the long run, could, in an 

eye blink, destroy a relationship that has been built over the years 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 
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In his own view, [6], regrets that public relations roles have been under-developed in scholarship. Nevertheless, Relationship man-

agement is the overall goal of public relations. This goal, however, cannot be realized without communication which is an indispen-

sable tool of public relations. Most of the knowledge that public relations professionals possess has something to do with how to 

communicate with publics in order to maintain a relationship with those publics. It is argued that good communication changes be-

havior of both management and publics, thereby resulting in good relationships. Therefore, to realize mutual understanding, good-

will and favorable relationships, PR communication ought to work within certain guidelines which include designing the right mes-

sage, targeting the right audience, using the right medium and communicating in an interactive manner using the right words. All 

these will ensure that public relations effectively manage relationships between organisations and their publics for sustained and 

conducive environment for the organisation to thrive. 
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