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Abstract 

Bourdieu sees actors as struggling and competing to position themselves in so-called fields with 

the help of different forms of symbolic and material resources (capital). Here it is argued that 

public relations assist organizations in struggle for such positions, and a typology of different 

resource types is developed. By extending the sociology of Bourdieu to analyze public relations 

a more realistic perspective of the practice can be achieved.  
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1. Introduction 

From the sociology of Pierre Bourdieu, a perspective on public relations can be culled 

that is more realistic than the prevailing theories of the discipline. Bourdieu sees actors as 

struggling and competing to position themselves in so-called fields with the help of different 

forms of symbolic and material resources (capital) (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). The field is a 

social space of relations of dominance, sub-ordinance or equivalence, rooted in the types and 

amounts of resources actors possess. Here it is argued that public relations assist organizations in 

struggle for such positions, and a typology of different resource types is developed. For scholars, 

a conflict perspective on society as the one offered by Bourdieu may help to better understand 

the practice of public relations in society. For practitioners, the sociology of Bourdieu may help 

to achieve a certain cultural literacy (Schirato & Yell, as cited in Webb, Schirato, & Danaher, 

2001) that is necessary for strategies to succeed.  

This essay presents an overview of selected parts of Bourdieu’s work, and extends on this 

selection to adapt Bourdieu to the study of public relations. Bourdieu did not write about 

organizations per se. Thus, it is in particular insights from media sociology that is used to 

construct the typology of organizational resources that is suggested.  

2. “Theory of Practice” 

Bourdieu’s main contribution to social science has been his “theory of practice” and the 

three concepts of habitus, field, and capital. 

Habitus: A habitus is a structuring mechanism that generates strategies for actors in the 

social world and through which actors relate to the social world. It is a system of durable 

dispositions, an internalized mental or cognitive structure that functions both consciously and 

unconsciously, and is constraining in its suggestion of what people should and should not do. A 
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habitus is based on all of the situations through which dispositions are created and that an 

individual experiences throughout a lifetime (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).  

The actors are indeed active; they are not determined by the habitus or automatically 

pushed around by external forces. A habitus can be resisted as a consequence of reflection. As a 

system of durable dispositions, it is an open system; it produces society, but is at the same time 

produced by society. It is open for modification and “constantly subjected to experiences, and 

therefore constantly affected by them in a way that either reinforces or modifies its structures. It 

is durable but not eternal” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 133).  

Field: A field has a dialectical relationship with habitus and is understood as a social 

space or network of relationships between positions occupied by actors. The different positions 

are structured and anchored in forms of unequally shared power or capital. Conflict and 

competition characterize the relationships between the actors as they try to accumulate, conserve, 

or convert different types of capital. The positions are ones of dominance, sub-ordinance or 

equivalence (homology) according to the types and amounts of capital possessed by an actor. 

Capital: In his article on the forms of capital, he narrows these down to three 

fundamental types: economic capital (money, property), cultural capital (knowledge, skills, 

educational qualifications), and social capital (connections, membership of a group). At the same 

time, however, he has argued that all of these forms of capital might also be apprehended as 

symbolic capital (prestige, honor) (Bourdieu, 1986). Actors are distributed within the field first 

according to the overall volume of the capital they posses. Second, they are distributed according 

to the composition of their capital--in other words, according to the relative weight of the 

different kinds of capital in the total set of their assets (Bourdieu, 1991). 

The social world is seen as being made up of several fields that are more or less 
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autonomous, but subsumed under the overarching field of power. At the organizational level, a 

research centre can be said to belong to the scientific field, a parent–teacher association to the 

educational field, a bank to the economic field, a theatre to the cultural field, a ministry to the 

bureaucratic field, and so on. A typical trait of such fields is that they put a higher value on one 

type of capital than on others, and that this capital might be worth less in another field. In the 

field of business, economic capital is prioritized, but this has less value in the academic field. In 

the latter, scholarly significance and rating by one’s peers is usually what counts (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992).  

3. Relevance for Public Relations 

With a precious few exceptions (e.g., Edwards, 2006; Harris, 2005; Ihlen, 2005), the 

work of Bourdieu seems largely to be ignored within public relations. Here it is argued that a 

reworked version of his sociology has a lot to contribute. The concept of field can be used 

loosely as a way to frame the organizations’ wielding of resources. The advantage of drawing on 

Bourdieu is the emphasis on the relational and dynamic aspects. The positions of the actors are 

seen in relation to each other and explained as functions of the types and amounts of capital, the 

field-specific appreciations of these forms of capital, and the constant attempts to acquire, hold 

on to, or convert capital. The distribution of capital is also an expression of power relationships, 

which in turn are expressed in rhetorical strategies. Public relations practice fits into this picture 

if it is regarded as a practice that assists organizational actors in the various fields in pursuing 

their interests.  

The following sections draw together some of Bourdieu’s writing on resources with 

insights from media sociology. I discuss the importance of institutionalization, economic capital, 

knowledge capital, social capital, and symbolic capital. 
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3.1 Institutionalization 

Institutionalization is defined a “cognitive, normative, and regulative structures and 

activities that provide stability and meaning” in the organization” (Scott, 1995, p. 33). Here an 

organization will be understood as encompassing attempts by a number of individuals to 

coordinate some tasks, including communication, in order to reach a goal (Bruzelius & Skärvad, 

2000). This implies a certain permanency, and that some types of roles are assigned to 

participants in the simplest sense. Organizations might, however, differ in the degree of 

institutionalization. The simplest operationalization is to look at the human resources of an 

organization: to ask if the organization has employees, and if so, how many. In the case of 

membership-based organizations, the number of members that the organization has obviously 

becomes relevant. An aspect of institutionalization in this sense could also be called human 

capital.  

Stability is also an important aspect of institutionalization. An organization will benefit 

from a high degree of stability when coping with long-lived issues. Typically, a citizen group has 

its resources drained when a planning process is dragged out as shown in several environmental 

conflicts (Ihlen, 2004). However, this might also give the group a possibility to build up its 

competence. 

Yet other aspects of institutionalization are specialization and routinization. Permanent 

activity most often leads to routinization and to different tasks being accorded to different 

members of the organization. An important indicator, then, is if the organization also has 

routinized the public relations activity, or if the organization has its resources bound up in other 

day-to-day activities. In short, it becomes important to focus on how the public relations of an 

organization are handled, if the organization has a designated public relations manager or a 
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public relations department.  

3.2 Economic capital 

In contrast to the other forms of capital, economic capital might be disengaged from the 

organization. Money in itself is not necessarily important, but this resource can be an important 

tool to acquire other resources. Is the organization able to supply information subsidies, that is, 

press packages, press releases, and other tools to facilitate the journalists’ writing up of stories 

(Gandy, 1980)? Can the organization hire expertise from public relations agencies?  

However, public relations do not necessarily have to be expensive to be effective. The 

position and the amount of media coverage that relatively resource-poor environmental 

organizations have secured over the years is a case in point. On the one hand, already powerful 

sources have used public relations to consolidate their privileged access. On the other hand, 

alternative sources have also been able to utilize public relations to gain access (Davis, 2000). In 

a Norwegian study of a conflict over energy and the environment, a very poor environmental ad-

hoc organization was able to claim victory against its adversary that was backed by the three 

largest Norwegian companies. This was simply due to its clever use of public relations (Ihlen, 

2004). 

3.3 Knowledge capital 

A particular type of knowledge capital concerns acquaintance with how the political 

process works and how to lobby. Valuable knowledge includes insight about when politicians are 

most open for arguments and in need of counter-expertise to balance the information from the 

administration. An organization will be strengthened by its general ability to read the political 

power game, the alliance building and competition for office, and the need to appeal to certain 

constituencies that might be valuable for traditional reasons or for strategic reasons.  
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Another important type of knowledge concerns how the media work. It has for instance 

been widely recognized how certain attributes are seen to make a story newsworthy. Events 

should, for instance, resonate with widely held cultural values, be recent, dramatic, conflict 

oriented, tangible, possible to illustrate, and/or tied to an action-oriented political agenda (e.g., 

Shoemaker & Reese, 1996). Appeals to news values are often pointed out as the most common 

source strategy and take the form of either creating events that conform to the news values, or 

presenting events to journalists in ways that meet the news values (Palmer, 2000). Many sources 

do, for instance, acknowledge that the media appreciate hard-hitting rhetoric that intensifies 

conflicts (Ihlen, 2001). By establishing positive media profiles, an organization might also go 

some way to overcome traditional institutional disadvantages. As mentioned, public relations 

thus offer far greater potential for non-official sources than previously acknowledged. In fact, it 

can be argued that the dissemination of professional public relations has the potential to broaden, 

rather than restrict, media access for non-official source groups. A caveat is that there also exist 

many interest groups and individuals who do not have access to even the minimum of resources 

that are required (Davis, 2002).  

3.4 Social capital 

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. The credit can be 
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called on, but without a guarantee that it will be recognized. There is definitely a risk involved in 

investment in social capital. With a narrow economic perspective, investing in social capital 

seems to be pointless because it might yield interest only in the long run. However, there are 

several “services” and “goods” that cannot be obtained without social capital, and this capital 

must established well before a need appears, “as if for [its] own sake, and therefore outside [its] 

period of use” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 252).  

In order to research the social capital of an organization, it might be possible to pose 

several questions drawing on Bourdieu and other writings on social capital (e.g., Lin, 2002). It is, 

for instance, possible to ask what kind of investment an organization makes in social capital. 

How does it attempt to strengthen connections with politicians, journalists, activist groups, 

bureaucrats, researchers, and other organizations? The number of meetings, and the time and 

money spent to organize them could be used as an indicator. 

Another question would be, what is the size of the network of an organization? How 

many connections does the organization have to the publics mentioned above, and how does this 

compare with similar organizations? At the same time, one obviously needs to be sensitive to the 

fact that one “good” contact might be all that is needed in order to, for instance, shift a political 

decision. A study of a particular successful public relations campaign showed how an 

environmental organization benefited from and worked actively to involve persons beyond the 

circle of what the activists themselves called “the usual suspects” (Ihlen, 2004, p. 291). 

Further general questions include the kinds of capital that the organization potentially has 

access to through its membership in a network. For instance, what professional standing 

(symbolic) or expertise (cultural) do other organizations in the network have? How does the 

studied organization gain access to this through the network? Some organizations might, for 
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instance, have good knowledge about lobbying and possess good political contacts. By sharing 

this knowledge and these contacts with other members in the network, a capital transfer takes 

place and illustrates the value of social capital. In a huge conflict over hydropower development 

in Norway, it was shown how a local ad-hoc organization benefited from associating with an 

established environmental organization in terms of political contacts and lobbying know-how 

(Ihlen, 2004).  

3.5 Symbolic capital 

Among the pillars of the works of Bourdieu is his work on the judgment of taste. Here, 

symbolic capital is defined as “a reputation for competence and an image of respectability and 

honorability” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 291). Elsewhere, it is stated that all of the other types of capital 

take the form of symbolic capital when they are “grasped through categories of perception that 

recognize its specific logic or, if you prefer, misrecognise the arbitrariness of its possession and 

accumulation [original emphasis]” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 119). Although symbolic 

capital has its roots in the other types of capital, it is a form of “denied” capital, since it conceals 

the underlying interested relations. Symbolic capital is subjective, in contrast to the other forms, 

and is perceived as making legitimate demands for recognition. Symbolic capital legitimates 

power relations (Bourdieu, 1990).  

The roots of symbolic capital within the other forms of capital can be elaborated upon. 

For instance, social capital always functions as symbolic capital, since it is “governed by the 

logic of knowledge and acknowledgement” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 257). Indeed, the various forms 

might often be difficult to separate, but the reputation that an individual or organization acquires 

for being “well-connected” is obviously symbolic capital. The same goes for the reputation for 

being knowledgeable, as mentioned above. Furthermore, symbolic capital might be acquired 
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with the help of knowledge capital (cultural capital) by way of prestigious education.  

As for institutionalization, it might be said that this is made into symbolic capital in the 

sense of the legitimacy and credibility that is accorded to institutionalized, official sources, 

which are taken more seriously by journalists. A concrete example concerning Norwegian 

environmental organizations is how an ad hoc-group fighting against the building of a specific 

hydroelectric power plant received comparatively less coverage than older and more established 

environmental organizations (Ihlen, 2001). Thus, the older and more institutionalized the 

organization, the better the chance that the organization also will be established as a part of the 

“naturalized” source network of journalists. With institutionalization comes symbolic capital.  

3.6 The reworked typology of capital 

Drawing together the preceding section on different capital forms, the following 

questions can be asked in analysis of public relations: 

(1) To what degree is the organization institutionalized? Questions can be asked 

concerning the nature of the human resources of the organization, the size of the administration, 

the number of members or employees it has, how many are engaged in public relations, and also 

how this compares to similar organizations or competitors.  

(2) What kind of economic capital does an organization have? This can be defined as the 

budgets of an organization. In addition, it is interesting to look at how much of the budget is 

channeled towards public relations. Having a large budget might make it possible to supply 

information subsidies, or hire external public relations expertise. Figures can be presented and 

comparisons made between the different organizations.  

(3) What kind of knowledge capital does an organization have? Knowledge capital is here 

defined as having formal professional education or informal skills acquired through practice. 
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This, then, is a broader category than the cultural capital or cultural refinement that Bourdieu 

discussed (Bourdieu, 1984). It can, instead, be focused on the formal and informal education, 

skills, and experience that are represented in the organization. In particular, it is interesting to 

assess what kind of public relations expertise organizations have, and how this compares to other 

organizations in the field. The knowledge of how to lobby and how to gain media coverage is 

seen as pivotal, the latter since the media are so central to modern society, both as material- and 

symbol-producing institutions. 

(4) What kind of social capital does an organization have? For Bourdieu, this comprised, 

in essence, group membership and the credentials and credit that followed from this (Bourdieu, 

1986). Important aspects are the size of a network an actor possesses and the volume of capital 

assessed through the other parties in the network. The size of the investment an organization has 

made in social capital is also of interest. Social capital can also be assessed qualitatively, in terms 

of the type of connections that the organizations have with competitors, politicians, journalists, 

bureaucrats, researchers, and other relevant groups. The nature of the capital that could be 

assessed through the network can also be pointed out. Again, comparisons can be made between 

the organizations.  

(5) What kind of symbolic capital does an organization have? Symbolic capital is defined 

as “a reputation for competence and an image of respectability and honorability” (Bourdieu, 

1984, p. 291). This means that all of the other forms of capital might also function as, and feed 

into, the volume of symbolic capital of an organization. Symbolic capital can be analyzed 

qualitatively as social standing, prestige, and legitimacy of the organizations, most typically 

expressed by other central actors and/or the media.  

Summed up, the relevance of the above for public relations lies first and foremost in the 
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possibility to analyze different forms of power positions that are constructed with the help of 

capital and public relations. The most important point is that current public relations theory often 

offers no good ontology (Cheney & Christensen, 2001). With the concept of field and a typology 

of resources or capital, this concern is addressed. 

It is also suggested that this theory helps inform practice as well (Webb et al., 2001): 

First, in order to succeed, an actor needs a certain self-reflexive, understanding of one’s position 

and resources within a field. Second, an actor would benefit from being aware of the rules, 

regulations and official and unofficial capital forms that characterize a field. Third, an actor has 

to be able to maneuver and negotiate conditions within a field given its capital forms and the 

capital forms of its competitors. These points could be seen as elements for a strategic and 

sophisticated public relations practice. 

4. Conclusion 

In order to frame the public relations activities of organizations, the concept of field was 

borrowed from sociology and the works of Pierre Bourdieu. In keeping with this perspective, the 

organizations might be seen as being located within one or several fields, where they compete to 

position themselves in the social order. The actors seek to get their issues discussed, defined, and 

settled. 

In the struggle in the fields, the organizations draw on different types of capital. In this 

essay, it has been argued for a reworked typology that also incorporates insights from media 

sociology, as this discipline has been more focused on the capital of organizations. A prime 

advantage of drawing on Bourdieu over other analyses of resources is his emphasis on the 

relational and dynamic aspects. The positions of the actors are seen in relation to each other and 

explained as functions of the types and amounts of capital, the field-specific appreciations of 
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these forms of capital, and the constant attempts to acquire, hold on to, or convert capital. 

Further research should seek to develop richer and more stringent categories for the 

analysis of capital form and their relations to the specific fields organizations operate within. 

Because they are decisive to public relations practice, the capital forms need to be better 

understood, better integrated, and further researched. This might assist scholars and practitioners 

alike, and help bring about a more realistic perspective on the field of public relations. 
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