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Toward More Emphasis in International Public Relations

Research and Education: A USA Perspective

An earlier review of 3,201 university and college
catalogs (1987-1988 editions) covering 50 states yielded 578
undergraduate departments teaching public relations
course's.' The departments offering public relations
courses(s), in order of highest frequency, represented
communication(s), journalism, business, interdisciplinary
(combinations of departments), mass communication,
miscellaneous (those few departments that cannot be
classified in the categories listed here), and public
relations.2

A total of 1,265 public relations courses were taught
by the 578 departments. First, by using the more stringent
guidelines of the 1987 commission study (joint survey
conducted by Public Relations Society for America (PRSA) and
Association for Educators in Journalism and Mass
Communication (AEJMC) for identifying courses, the catalog
data was selected by using the model commission standards.
The commission standard on course descriptions states that
only those courses which specifically mention "publi
relations" in the title or course description qualify as
public relations courses. The commission report stated that
"courses qualified for classification if the course title or
course descriptions ijere "'clearly identifiable as public
relations courses'".

The low ranking of international public relation as the
last nonrequired area for a model public relations
curriculum reflects, again, little support for international
public relations education. The five-course model
curriculum excludes international pubic relations. A sixth
recommended area includes a variety of possibilities and
mentions international public relations as one, but rated as
the last option. Below the results of the academic-
practitioner survey lists the areas of specialization:

AREAS OF SPECIALIZATION

(Sixth Course--Advanced Level)

6.43 publicity and media relations
6.01 community relations
6.00 employee relations
5.71 consumer relations law
5.29 financial relations
5.26 public affairs/lobbying
4.93 fundraising/membership development
4.50 international public relations

4
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So the model public relations curriculum recommended by the
1987 joint commission of PRSA and AEJMC does not stronglx
recommend an international public relations perspective.

The Identification of
International 17EITCRelations Courses

In the United States few public relations courses have
an international focus. Seven international public
relations courses were identified in the study reviewing the
catalogs for courses offered at colleges or universities.
Courses labelled as international broadcasting or
international communication did not have a public relations
emphasis and were excluded from the study.

International public relations curriculum outside the
the United States will be covered by non US scholars. Two
major scholars in international public relations commented
that international public relations is not frequently found
abroad either.

However, the American experience demonstrates the
global togetherness has arrived. For example, in my last
site visit to a consulting client in the Midwest, I was told
that the Japanese ran the local industry for metal parts,
the Japanese had bought the local John Deer plant, and the
local meat sales center was now owned by the Australians.
While countries outside of the U.S. have felt for many years
the American influence, the U.S. is fast becoming a mixed
ownership or blend of international influence. Note the
foreign investments in billions of dollars here in the U.S.
in the following chart.5

Who hos Los ithgeles? :=4,14,====ndv..! =7"6"vam
Houston, as wen u a third of the office space in Minneapolis. Increasingly. the towering buildings

etercmenniterof
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. - . .. _
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Most likely the international mix of business and
industry brings more demands for global public relations
services.

Content Analysis of the
International Public Relations courses.

The departments offering international public relations
are those with journalism and business orientations and in
most cases the course is simply titled International Public
Relations and offered for 3 hours of credit. The
organizational references for the Journalism perspective
focused on national and supranational governmental units and
multinational corporations/organizations. Business
departments referred to the PR practices of American
businesses in other countries, practices of overseas
operations, multinational entities, and listed a variety of
specific focuses such as foreign market research,
international trade principles, and international economic
principles and policies. The business focus is clearly
emphasized.

Offered on both the undergraduate and graduate revel,
the international public relations courses had prerequisites
which varied. For business the prerequisite was either
marketing, advertising, or the principles of public
relations course. Journalism required a case studies course
in one instance and no requirement in another listing.

The public relations emphasis varied more between the
two disciplines. Journalism mentioned "public information
policies", the "technical and culturally affected
communication" and "issues management in cross-cultural
situations". Most importantly the "public relations
strategies in multinational environments" is stated.

Business departments looked for "problems of public
relations in international affairs" and "case studies of
public relations practices". "Public relations strategies
for managing decision making for business industry,
institutions, organizations . . . " included the idea of
fact finding, planning and evaluating public relations
programs. The communication challenges because of
differences such as language/ moral, economic, education,
and social, were outlined in the course description. Note
that in the business departments ethics are identified as
morals.

model of Global Public Relations Being Taughtlithout an
InternationarFITTIFTJUTICTIIcourse.

Often a public relations major is competing with other
majors and there are curriculum constraints. For example,
at my university there is not an international public
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relations course. There are two reasons for my
international public relations interest: 1) the area I live
in is a gateway to international business and social mix/ 2)
the area I live in is very multicultural/ and 3) my life-
long interests have pursued international and multicultural
emphases. The last point/ my personal life-long interests
in the international perspective/ is the force that creates
the emphasis in international public relations.

So my outlet for international public relations,
although a specific course is not on the books/ is through
the internship. First/ the preparation for the
international publiL: relation internnhip experience is
through the careful integration of multicultural and
international experiences in the public relations sequence/
including the selection of textbooks.6 The preparation
inclvdes specifically:

1. Selection of textbooks with an International Public
Relations Emp asis. In interviewing pus ic re ations
professors about textbook choices for their classes/
Seitel's The Practice of Public Relations is often
mentioned. However/ the textbook is often selected for
readability and interest (students are not bored) and for
the practical orientation to the public relations
profession. The text is not selected because of its
extensive and most rare inclusion of international public
relations. However, this was a major criteria of mine.
Most public relations textbooks will list international
organizations or mention the international media network but
few textbooks discuss/ in depth, the international aspects
as fully as Seitel while retaining the readability and
practical orientation. The students are given an
international perspective in public relations beyond a
listing of organizations or media networks that have an
international public relations orientation.7

2. Visual rommunication Trainin which Emphasizes the
t e computer grap ics course/ students

are made familiar with multicultural aspects of their
visuals, whether print or art. Examples of how different
cultures "see" concepts or the differences in word meanings
(often an error in advertising) are covered.

3. Bilinf.,101 Assignments. Because of the cultural
diversify of the area, classes are a mix of many cultures.
Easily one person per project team can be assigned to
producing materials bilingually. Slidetape presentation are
produced both in Spanish and English/ for example. Here the
students become sensitive to the complexity of cultural
diversity. Spanish/ for example/ can be Puerto Rican/
Mexican/ South American or European Spanish. All these
dialects are very different. Selecting a dialect generally
acceptable is a skill in itself.

4. Coordination with International Pro ram in Forei n
Languages. Often a resource for the puolic relations
program is the international foreign language program.
Students from this area are encouraged to become involved in

All Rights Reserved C 1989 B. D. Neff
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public relations as a double major or a minor. This
relationship strengthens the international focus in public
relations and students network with the foreign language
students on public relations projects.

Multicultural Interpersonal Traininci Integrated in
Public Relations Sequence Courses. Besides the public
relations course in computers graphics and the internship
course, the first two public relations courses, introductory
and advanced, are both oriented toward international public
relations. Seitel's textbook is used with the international
chapter being supplemented with other multicultural
materials. Students are asked to become aware of the
interpersonal differences in cultures and exercises are
provided. Practicing public relations with different
cultures requires a variety of skills most Americans do not
practice and often those from a foreign culture need to
appreciate those of another culture. The primary areas of
international training include: nonverbal (space),
different meanings of words, interpersonal expectations in
introductions, differences in ethical considerations, and
the unique practices of public relations in each country. I

introduce my public relations multicultural model based on
the different channels of communication. This model which
serves as a communication based model is reproduced here as
an overview of the international public relations
perspective.8

Cultures

PR

'International
Public Relations

Print

BroadcaslIng-

Mass Media
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Secondly, internships offering an international public
relations experience are available to students. Not all
students can handle international public relations
experiences but with over 100 majors enough students could
be placed. Examples of international public relations
internship position created include:

INTERNATIONAL PORT AUTHORITY. In Northwest Indiana
there is an International Port Authority which in the past
year has been given Foreign Zone Designation, an important
status which allows major international ships to come to
port. The International Port at Burns Harbor competes
successfully with Chicago.

The international public relations internship focuses
on graphics, interpersonal communication, and media. The
students have developed an international logo and other
related symbols for the port's stationary and publications.
Television and radio ads were created using these graphics.
The students are expected to develop local political support
for the port, including open houses for local political
figures and tours for critical audiences. Meanwhile, the
interpersonal needs of the people coming in by ship had to
be met. Besides finding the type of food different ship
crews requested, the complexities of using our mailing and
telephone systems to communicate back home were awesome. In

one day the crews could represent cultures as diverse', as
Africa, Russia, Arabic, Swedish, or British. Many public
relations skills were demanded at this internship site.

AGENCY. Internships started with major Chicago public
relations agencies were not initially oriented to
international public relations. Obviously, the employees
handled these accounts. However, in three cases my students
have been hired by major agencies as account executives in
Chicago and St. Louis and consequently have had to deal with
international public relations. For example, one student
who is now a senior account executive with the 7th largest
public relations firm in Chicago, is attracting
international accounts one of which is Yardley of England.
The former student's preparation in international public
relations will be an advantage here and prepares her for
demands that were not initially part of the job.

NONPROFIT GOVERNMENTAL AGENCY. Interns serving with
nonprofit governmental agencies will be serving a variety of
multicultural audiences in Northwest Indiana. Brochures and
video productions are produced not only in English but in
Spanish. Here the connection between the foreign language
program and public relations becomes particularly valuable.
These students with both sets of skills are valuable to
public relations for regional development, economic
development, and social services. The knowledge of a
foreign language is required.

With no specific international public relations course,
programs can integrate the multicultural and international
perspectives. In fact, public relations educators may be
remiss if international public relations is not integrated.

9
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Our global closeness demands an international public
relations perspective.

Ethics: A Confusin Element for the Teachin
Internationa Pu ic Re ations.

Two aspects of ethics are of concern to the public
relations professional. How widely shared these views are
among public relations practitioners is not established in
this paper. One area of ethical concern focuses on public
relations as directed by public relations professionals who
refuse to be sensitive to the multicultural dimension and
impose the American view. Secondly, an equally noted
concern regarding the teaching of public relations to
internationals who do not share the cultural principles
espoused in public relations.

Insensitivity. Public relations in the hands of
professionals who ignore or are insensitive to other
cultures should not ae allowed. In fact, the concern is so
great that some have posed the question: should
international public relations be taught? Should we
encourage international public relations when there is a
chance for great misuse?

Note that by avoiding the teaching of international
public relations the problem does not go away. As stated
earlier, more and more internationals have an invested
interest in the U.S. and investment abroad continues at a
fast rate. People will demand more and more international
public relations services and not to have people trained may
create more of a problem. Perhaps what is missing is a
strong ethic and a strong curriculum commitment to a sound
multicultural perspective; a perspective which strongly
clarifies for the students the best use of public relations
under international considerations.

A second major ethical concern, however, focuses on a
reason for slowing down the rate of international public
relations or at least approaches international public
relations from a ;,Lriety of viewpoints. In some cultures
this knowledge can be lethal. For example, recently a
professional who has taught in many countries abroad
recounted an incident where use of public relations was a
life threatening experience.

In the American culture we tolerate diversity of
expression. In other cultures diversity of expression is
not allowed. Teaching public relations, particularly the
use of the media, without the appreciation of the principles
of public relations led to the death of his student.

A public relations student in another country put forth
a media piece which was not supported by the current
regime. Soon after the newsrelease was produced by the
media, army troops arrived. The student was stripped
of his clothes and chased for three hours by trucks in
the studio parking lot. When the student was exhausted

All Rights Reserved C 1989 B. D. Neff
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and fell, the trunks ran over him until he was pulp.
The lesson learned: public relatio5s cannot be used
for questioning those in authority.

Perhaps these areas need to be discussed in an international
arena. Certainly more awareness of the potential landmines
in teaching international public relations should be
addressed. Perhaps this reflects the growing pains of
international public relations and that the area of ethics
is the last area to be addressed, if accepted.

SUMMARY

International public relations continues to be a rare
experience in most public relations curriculums but courses
are found in journalism and business. The emphasis,
however, is slightly different. Business departments
emphasize international economic principles to be supported
by public relations, whereas, journalism stresses issues
management and public information policies in
multinationals.

The model proposed here suggests strongly that the-
international perspective can be incorporated into a public
relations curriculum if constraints will not allow a
specialized course. Internship experiences as well a's
textbook choice can provide an ongoing international public
relations experience.

Lastly, there remains a large ethical concern about the
use of public relations in the international arena.
Practitioners who are insensitive to multicultural needs and
cultures which do not uphold the public relations principles
are at least two major categories. It is recommended that
this area needs to be addressed fully and most certainly in
an international arena.
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