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Abstract 

Public relations is often studied from a managerial, instrumental perspective or a psychological, 

behavioral perspective. To understand the role of public relations in building trust or mistrust and 

to develop--or destroy--a license to operate, it needs also to be studied as a social phenomenon. 

This special issue of Public Relations Review will attempt to broaden the theoretical scope of 

public relations studies by applying the works of a string of prominent social theorists--Jürgen 

Habermas, Niklas Luhmann, Michel Foucault, Pierre Bourdieu, Erving Goffman, Max Weber, 

and Anthony Giddens. What can be culled from using the perspectives of these scholars? None 

of them studied public relations as such, and hence it must be asked: can public relations fit into 

their theoretical frameworks, and if so, how? The papers in this special issue discuss these 

questions, after giving short overviews of the theorists’ key concepts and contributions. This 

introduction locates the purpose of the special issue within a broader research agenda in public 

relations. It is argued for a pluralistic approach to the field.  
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1. Introduction 

The purpose of research is to build theories to solve the problems researchers face in 

working in a domain (Littlejohn, 1995). The core question for every public relations researcher is 

how public relations works, what it does in, to and for organizations, publics, or in the public 

arena, e.g. society at large. The answer to this question depends on the methodologies the 

researcher uses. Here, methodologies are understood as the combination of deontological 

principles, schools of theoretical thought and accompanying methods. Behind this stands the 

“personal biography of the researcher: he or she approaches the world with a set of ideas, a 

framework (theory, ontology) that specifies a set of questions (epistemology, analysis)” (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2000, p. 1819). Whether predefined by Weltanschauung (world view) or constructed 

by the researcher’s peer group (cf. Sallot et al. 2003), several scholars have pointed to how our 

understandings of phenomena are built on certain underlying philosophical assumptions (cf. 

Foreman-Wernet, 2002). Although public relations can be seen as a scientific discipline on its 

own, with its specialized journals, professional and scholarly associations, and a network of 

collaborative relationships (cf. Botan & Taylor, 2004), every public relations researcher has his 

or her own deontological background and disciplinary roots. These provide particular 

perspectives. Consequently, methodological roots heavily influence one’s perspective on what 

public relations is, how it works and how it should be researched. That is why it is important to 

make these roots explicit.  

This special issue will give an overview of how public relations scholars use social 

theorists to develop research questions on how public relations works, and consequently 

construct typical sociological oriented public relations approaches. Contrary to most public 

relations approaches, a sociological oriented view is not so much oriented at management 
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problems, but at the relationship public relations has with respect to the societies in which it is 

produced and to the social systems it co-produces.  

2. Perspectives on public relations 

It is obvious that public relations theory can be and in fact is rooted in different 

disciplinary fields, like mass communication, interpersonal/speech communication, (social) 

psychology, economics, sociology, and in different schools of thought, like functionalistic, 

constructivist, feminist, Marxist or cultural schools. For some it might be a curse, because they 

believe it could lead to disarray and confusion about what public relations is or could be. 

Ledingham (2003) for example, prefers one general theory of public relations--relationship 

management theory--as the appropriate framework for the study, teaching, and practice of public 

relations. He locates his approach in the fields of management and interpersonal communication 

theory (pp. 193–195).  

We agree with McKie (2001) who criticized the discipline for its intellectual isolation. 

That is why we prefer to see a multi-paradigmatic approach as a blessing. It provides a rich 

source of ideas and insights into an elusive theme of organizational and social life. As Stacks 

(2002) opines, “it is wrong to believe that one methodology is better than the other. Each 

methodology has advantages and disadvantages” (p. 5). We also believe that it can be seen as a 

sign of maturity if a discipline contains different, comparative schools of thought and leans on 

different theoretical fields (cf. Botan & Hazleton, 2006). As Szmatka and Lovaglia (1997) stated, 

a broad range of paradigms and research methods contributes to the growth of a knowledge field. 

3. Methodologies in use 

As an area of systematic scholarly inquiry public relations is a relative newcomer. In 

1984, Mary Ann Ferguson was the first who presented a conference paper on the theory 
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development in the field of public relations (Sallot et al., 2003). Her conclusion was that there 

was hardly any theory building so far. Sallot et al. (2003) duplicated this research and found that 

public relations is becoming much more theoretic than in its early days as an academic field. 

Botan and Taylor (2004) came to the same conclusion:  

Over the last 20 years public relations has evolved into a major area of applied 

communication based in research of significant quantity and quality. Public relations has 

become much more than just a corporate communication practice. Rather, it is a 

theoretically grounded and research based area that has the potential to unify a variety of 

applied communication areas. (p. 659)  

Botan and Hazleton (2006) state in their new book Public Relations Theory II that “a 

leading body of work has developed around Symmetry/Excellence Theory, which has probably 

done more to develop public relations theory and scholarships than any other single school of 

thought” (p. 6). Earlier, Botan and Taylor (2004) argued that the most striking trend in public 

relations has been the movement from a functionalist perspective to a co-creational one, focusing 

on publics as co-creators of meaning and emphasizing the building of relationships with all 

publics. According to Toth (1992) the scholarly field of public relations can be divided into 

systems, rhetorical and critical approaches. Ruler and Vercic (2005) claimed that most public 

relations theory can be placed under the headings of two axes; one defined by communication 

approaches and the other by organization and management approaches, and identified four 

models of public relations: informational, persuasive, relations, and discursive. Respectively 

rooted in information processing theory/functionalistic mass communication theory, in social 

psychology, in interpersonal communication and consensus building theory, and in speech 

communication and rhetoric.  
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Whether there is one prevailing school of thought or more in use, Vasquez and Taylor 

(2000) stated: “Many different definitions of public relations have been offered, but it is 

generally accepted that public relations is strategic communication between an organization and 

its publics” (p. 324). Indeed, contemporary public relations theories mainly focus on 

management/organization as one actor in the public relations process and the publics/target 

groups/stakeholders/contributors as the other actors. There are some exceptions. Lauzen and 

Dozier (1992) claimed that public relations should not so much function as obedient to 

management but take a more distant stand. Their basic point was that scholarship should not be 

too tightly linked to the social institution it studies, as this leads to a loss of perspective or a 

preoccupation with only one perspective. The instrumental and administrative approaches that 

prevail must be supplemented with societal approaches that also expose what public relations is 

in society today, and not only what it should be at an organizational level. Such a “warts and all” 

approach can ultimately question the role of public relations and the sometimes uncritical 

presentation that is found in many textbooks of public relations as an ever-evolving and positive 

social force (Duffy, 2000). A non-managerial perspective was also the basis for Olasky’s 

alternative exposition of U.S. public relations history, especially in his differentiation between 

“public” and “private” relations. Referring to the sociologist Habermas, Olasky (1989) claimed 

that public relations practitioners and academics should approach organizations from a "public" 

perspective, as they are concerned with phenomena of reflectivity (of organizational behavior) 

and societal legitimacy. But they were one out of a very few. 

Most public relations theorists are concerned with relationships of an organization with 

its publics and not so much with the problem of how an organization relates itself to the public 

arena and society at large. Most of these theories have been developed from (social-) 



How Public Relations Works     7 

 

psychological, systems or a rhetorical perspective of communication management, and most 

perceive a relationship between organization (management) and certain individuals or groups of 

individuals. In most of these approaches the societal level is rather overlooked. Consequently, 

they are insufficient to cope with societal issues and the societal legitimation of organizations. In 

most sociological approaches legitimacy is neither a moral nor an ethical deontological principle, 

but rather it is related to the empirical issue of what is good and justifiable for (the members of) 

society. ”The legitimacy of an organization is a measure of the extent to which the public and the 

public sphere at a given time and place find the organization sensible and morally justifiable” 

(Munk Nielsen, 2001, p. 19). That is why sociological approaches to public relations provide 

much more empirical instead of normative theories. 

Among the main concepts in sociological rooted approaches to public relations are 

“publics,” “public,” “public sphere” on the one hand, and “meaning creation” on the other hand. 

4. Publics, public and public sphere  

The German communication scholar Kückelhaus (1998) describes three approaches to 

public relations: product oriented, marketing oriented, and societally (to be equated with 

sociological) oriented. As pointed out by van Ruler (2004), the product orientation could be 

likened with a one-way emission model of public relations (called “publicity model” by Grunig 

& Hunt, 1984), while the marketing orientation could be equated with J. Grunig’s asymmetrical 

two way model (J. Grunig, 2001). However, the societal perspective cannot be equated with J. 

Grunig’s two-way symmetrical model since the societal approach uses the society at large as unit 

of analysis and considers its social structure and institutions as the basis and the outcome of 

public relations. This implies that the main interest is not the corporation or organization itself, 

but its place in society at large (i.e., in the social structure). In this respect, society is seen from 
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the perspective of what in German is called Öffentlichkeit (“in public”). Öffentlichkeit does not 

mean “public” as in publics, audiences, etc., but it means “publicly,” which means “what is 

potentially known to and can be debated by all” (Hollander, 1988, p. 88) and “public sphere,” 

which can be defined as “a space for communication, which in principle is available to all.” 

Certain rules apply in this communication space, and it is characterized by certain structures 

(Raupp, 2004). Öffentlichkeit is an outcome, and therefore a quality of the public communication 

system in society (Ronneberger & Rühl, 1992). Journalism, advertising, and public relations all 

play a role in developing or destroying the quality of this public communication system. 

Consequently, the public sphere cannot be seen as the aggregation of individual views (see, 

Price, 1992), but has a dynamic of its own and as such creates a symbolic reality. The moment an 

organization brings out a certain message, it produces a certain component of the public sphere, 

by presenting meaning and constructing frames in the public debate.  

5. The concept of meaning 

An essential aspect of a sociological perspective of public relations is its concern with 

issues and values that are publicly relevant and publicly debated, in other words, relating to the 

“public sphere,” as the Danish scholar Jensen (2000) argues. And in most sociological 

approaches to public relations public sphere is seen as a social construction of mankind. Ihlen 

(2004), for example, combines the rhetorical approach with a sociological approach and shows 

how public relations is an actors’ struggle in a public battlefield of meanings, thereby 

contributing to “the” public meaning, e.g. to social reality. In these sociological approaches, 

public relations serves the same kind of (democratic or anti-democratic) function as journalism 

does; both contribute to the free or controlled flow of information and its meanings, and to the 

development of the public sphere in size (“How many people are involved in public life?”), in 
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level (“What is the level at which we discuss public matters?”), and in quality (“What are the 

frames used in the debates?”). This echoes what Carey (1975) called a cultural approach to 

communication (communication produces cultural identity). In many European countries, theory 

building in public relations is closely related to journalism, not only because the practitioners 

must deal with journalists and influence media content, but because of the overlapping functions 

in society. 

In a pre-modern societal setting, values and norms are concrete and fundamental, even if 

their truths are not necessarily taken for granted (Zijderveld, 2000). They are institutionally fixed 

and are closed to reflection and relativization. In the modern world society is institutionally 

pluralistic, humanly individualistic, and culturally generalized; that is, things are reversed, and 

this allows for an empirical foundation of a constructionist view of society. Although 

constructionism is rooted in continental European sociology, it is certainly not a typical 

European perspective. It was John Dewey in 1916 who argued that society is not only maintained 

by communication, but also constituted by it (Kückelhaus, 1998). The basic premise of a 

sociological constructivistic approach to public relations is that human beings reflect the other to 

themselves and social reality in a dynamic process (Bentele, 1997). Hence, constructing social 

reality is a shared process of meanings construction (Bentele & Rühl, 1993). In this view, 

reflective interpretation and conceptualization of meanings are at the forefront in a constant 

process of de- and re-construction (Nistelrooij, 2000); they are a “reflection.” Krippendorf 

(1994)--a constructionist communication scientist--mentions the “recursiveness” of 

communication: it is an ongoing social process of de- and re-construction of interpretations. 

Hence why Faulstieg (1992) and other constructionist public relations scholars state that public 

relations is not so much interaction between human beings, but rather societal action. 
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Ruler and Verčič (2005) proposed to see a sociological oriented approach to public 

relations not so much as an alternative but as a macro-view, as additional to meso (management 

oriented) and micro (people oriented) views. Public relations as an academic discipline needs an 

understanding of how the public relations function works, and how it is influenced by and 

influence social structures. Such research endeavors have an obvious legitimate role in 

themselves, and cannot rest upon an obligation to point to ideal practices before or after 

criticizing current practices. 

5. This issue 

Despite the call of some public relations scholars to produce one general theory of public 

relations, there seems to be a growing interest in the scholarly field of public relations for 

differentiation in methodology. The last few years, Journal of Public Relations Research, as well 

as Public Relations Review, have published a growing number of articles with alternative 

methodological approaches. The Journal of Public Relations Research also produced a special 

issue on alternative paradigms in public relations (2005/1), with the unfortunate title “Public 

Relations From the Margins.” From a multi-paradigmatic ideology there cannot be one 

mainstream and some marginal approaches. There are only more suitable and less suitable 

approaches. We like to challenge our audience to review the papers of this special issue for their 

suitability for public relations. 

This special issue starts with an article by Roland Burkart (Vienna University), who 

applies and extends on the concept of understanding, as it has been developed by Habermas. 

Using the system’s perspective of Luhmann, Susanne Holmström (Roskilde University) has 

pointed to how public relations has helped organizations move towards a so-called reflective 

paradigm, where the organization, among other things, realizes that its worldview and rationale 
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is one among many.  

Following this, Judy Motion and Shirley Leitch (both from the University of 

Wollongong) discuss how Foucauldian theory can help public relations theory move towards 

understanding public relations as a discourse practice with power effects. Øyvind Ihlen 

(University of Oslo) is also interested in the power aspect, and suggests that the works of 

Bourdieu is useful to study the power struggle that organizations engage in with the help of 

public relations. This, it is argued, affords public relations research with a much more realistic 

view, based on a conflict model, than is on offer in the many normative theories of the field. 

Catrin Johansson (Mid-Sweden University) uses the work of Erving Goffman to 

understand how communication at the interpersonal level has important implications for public 

relations. Then, Arild Wæraas (University of Tromsø) uses the work of a true sociological 

classic, Max Weber, to discuss the processes of legitimacy and legitimation and how they have 

importance for public relations.  

The work of Giddens leads Jesper Falkheimer (Lund Universtiy) to conclude that public 

relations is a tool for handling social, political, economical and organizational changes in late 

modernity. Public relations may be viewed as a force in the late modern process of 

disembedding, that is, the re-structuring of social relations in unlimited spaces.  

Finally, the special issue is rounded off with an article by Günter Bentele and Stefan 

Wehmeier (both from the University of Leipzig) that comments and criticizes the previous 

articles. Among their arguments is that it might be worth trying to model public relations as a 

social system in society. 

Previous versions of some of these papers were presented at the pre-conference session 

“Prominent Social Theorists and Their Significance for Public Relations,” at the 56th Annual 
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Conference of the International Communication Association, in Dresden, Germany in June 2006.  
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