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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

For many years, Public Relations professionals and academics have defended the need to have 

their voices heard in the boardroom, either by having a seat on the executive board or by having 

the possibility of reporting directly to the Chief Executive Officer, so as to coordinate 

communications and ensure that management decisions take into account how these will affect the 

reputation of the organization and its stakeholder relations.   

In 2001, Grunig (page 2) stated that Public Relations was gaining importance as a function and 

was slowly achieving this goal. However, recent studies and articles (as shown below) indicate 

that there is still debate regarding this issue. This report aims to determine whether Public 

Relations truly is gaining executive influence, thus fulfilling its aspiration to be a line function 

which has “the authority and responsibility to set policy and oversee operations” (Cutlip, Center 

and Broom, 2009, page 75), or if it is merely a staff function, by which it just advises or assists 

line executives.  

This analysis centres on Corporate Management, an area of Public Relations which transcends 

individual specialties within the field, coordinating all internal and external communication with 

the overall purpose of establishing and maintaining favourable reputations with stakeholder 

groups upon which the organization is dependent (Cornelissen, 2009, pages 5 and 6). This report 

is based and focused on the results obtained by several studies and the opinions of well respected 

academics and professionals within the field, with special emphasis on the practice in the United 

States and the United Kingdom, both leaders in methods of Public Relations business management 

(Vercic and Grunig through Moss, Vercic and Warnaby (2000), pages 45-46), and where an 

average of 80% of communications professionals report their involvement in organizational 

planning (ECM 2012).  

 

2. PERCEPTION ANALYSIS AND STUDY RESULTS 

 

Five years ago, Oliver (2007, page 25) noted that only 23% of communications directors were on 

the main boards of the FTSE-100 companies. In 2012, eight out of the top ten FTSE-100 
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companies have a Public Relations manager on the executive board
1
, whereas in the United States 

this is true of seven of the top ten NYSE companies. Therefore, a median of 70% of the top listed 

companies analyzed are advised by PR professionals who sit on their boards, in contrast with 

17.8% of overall, as indicated in the chart below (ECM 2011). As a reference of comparison, six 

out of ten of the Forbes Top 100 companies do so as well. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It could thus be theorized that, regarding corporate communications, joint stock companies are 

leading the field in this regard and that possibly most of the top ten companies in each market 

occupy their positions because their boards include a PR manager. It could also be inferred that 

companies which are focused on consumer brands and pharmaceutical products, those that have 

the most sensitive stakeholder relations, are also leaders in this respect. 

 

                                                           
1
 The name of the role varies from company to company. 

Reporting lines and hierarchy: The majority of top level communication managers 
reports directly to the CEO, but only 17.8% of managers sit on the board. ECM (2011) 
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In addition, the GAP VII Report shows that 73% of PR departments have a single reporting line, 

whereas 27% report into multiple functions, including marketing, human resources and, 

additionally, the C-Suite. A large majority of multiple reports (88%) have a line to the C-Suite 

compared to only 44% of single reports. Furthermore, private companies have a higher level of 

multiple reports (33%) than do public (23%). In any case, these numbers show that Public 

Relations frequently reports to other functions and that it is not present on most boards, as 

indicated by the composed percentages for the single and multiple reporting companies with a 

direct line to the C-Suite.  

 

 
 

 

 
Reporting lines of the PR Manager. GAP VII Report (2012) 

Influence of the communication function in European organisations: Joint-stock 
companies and non-profits are leading the field. ECM (2012) 
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Even considering the figures given by the ECM 2011 Study, by which six out of ten 

communication managers report directly to the CEO, 24.5% of them do not see the 

communications department as playing an important role in the overall performance of the 

company, and 30.2% think it is replaceable. In fact, 84% of practitioners state that there is a lack 

of understanding of the communication practice within top management (ECM, 2012), and for the 

past three years 44% have said that linking business strategy and communication is the second 

most important issue for communication management. In other words, PR would be struggling to 

be valued and understood at management level, even if its situation is improving.  

 

Confusingly, contrary to these results, the 2012 ECM Study also shows that 70% of PR managers 

feel that their recommendations are taken seriously by senior management and 72% state that they 

are likely to be invited to senior-level meetings dealing with organisational strategic planning. The 

latter is slightly lower than the results obtained in 2011 (when the numbers were 70% and 77% 

respectively). The first figure has decreased by 5% since 2008, when this question was first posed 

by the Study, while the perception of being likely to be invited to senior-level meetings has 

significantly increased (from 64%).  

Accordingly, participants in the last four GAP studies have reported that in the view of their 

CEOs, PR/Communication vies with finance, sales and marketing as one of the top ranked 

functions in terms of its contribution to organizational success. The 2012 Grayling Pulse Survey 

also shows that almost half of those surveyed say that Public Relations has increased visibility at 

board level (while only 4 percent say visibility is decreasing) and Vocus (2010) revealed that 64% 

of practitioners believe that the function will become substantially more important in their 

companies’ marketing mix, which reflects a positive outlook as to the health of the industry in the 

eyes of professionals.  

However, White (2011) has shown that members of the CIPR are not as optimistic and think that 

in 2020 Public Relations will still not be strongly led, will not be more confident of the 

contribution it can make, and that its place in senior management will still not be assured. 

Therefore, considering all of these analyses as a whole, it is proven that there are differing results 

regarding the increased presence of Public Relations on the executive board.  
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3. CAUSES FOR THE PERCEPTION THAT PUBLIC RELATIONS HAS IMPROVED ITS 

MANAGERIAL STATUS 

 

The voices that state that Public Relations is becoming a relevant managerial function propose 

several theories which would explain this trend. Clark (Mattinson, 2012) attributes it to the 

globalisation of business (which has increased the number of stakeholders and made their 

composition more complex, in turn leading organizational reputation and trust to become key 

issues) and to “a much better quality of people moving into the function”.  Pete Constanti (Magee, 

2012), says that “Public Relations practitioners are starting to see themselves as broader business 

figures”, meaning that they are gaining confidence in their managerial capabilities and are 

becoming more ambitious in this regard. Smith (2010, pages 3, 4 and 24) is of the opinion that the 

rise of Integrated Marketing Communication (by which organizations are integrating their 

Marketing and Public Relations communication functions in an attempt to achieve strategic 

consistency and a unified voice), which emphasizes the organization’s orientation towards its 

publics, could lead to greater roles for the PR function. 

However, what most studies and professionals suggest is that there are three main reasons for the 

current ascent of Public Relations to management level (PR Newswire, 2010): (1) the rise of social 

media, (2) digital direct to consumer communications and the (3) heightened importance of 

content creation and curation. PR departments now engage online with millions of people 

worldwide, who not only read about a company, but also write about it themselves on various 

social media platforms, thus disseminating information and helping to form opinions about it. 

These audiences demand accurate, ethical and timely information about the organization, much 

like traditional journalists. It is the job of the Public Relations professional to provide this content 

and monitor every word spoken or written about their organization, in traditional media or online, 

so as to know what is being said about it. As a result, PR practitioners would be the most familiar 

with the workings of all forms of media, the business and its environment and would therefore be 

the most capable of engaging with the organization’s publics and stakeholders. The PR function of 

building and sustaining relationships by establishing two-way communications has been brought 

to the forefront by social media. Corporate Communications have become more complex, and 

Public Relations have thus become essential to organizations. Expressed in academic terms, 

“when decisions about organizational responses to the environment become more novel and non-

programmed [as is the case with social media], practitioner roles change from technician to 

manager” (Cornelissen, 2009, page 158). 
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On a related note, social media platforms now include tools which allow the user (in this case, the 

Public Relations professional) to know the number of people who have read a piece of online 

content and have passed that information along to their followers, therefore helping practitioners 

measure their results effectively. They can now present numerical results to management and 

make decisions based upon them, both of which are contributing factors for achieving managerial 

status and credibility in the eyes of the CEO. Added to this, Public Relations firms have seen their 

business increase and have achieved relevant financial standing, earning respect in the business 

world due to companies such as Weber Shandwick and Edelman, which work across multiple 

markets, employ thousands of people, and collect anywhere from $600 million to $750 million in 

fees (Brain, 2012). 

  

4. REASONS FOR THE ABSENCE OF PUBLIC RELATIONS FROM THE BOARDROOM. 

ARGUMENTS AND PROPOSED SOLUTIONS 

 

Many senior managers are of the opinion that communication adds little to corporate performance 

and is insufficiently versed in the practicalities and demands of business management 

(Cornelissen, 2009, pages 150-155), thus lacking credibility. According to Schreiber (2011), in 

order to become part of the C-Suite, practitioners must think and act as business executives, not 

merely as communicators, and provide business strategy. This brings into focus the debate about 

the professionalization of Public Relations, more specifically the lack formal education of many 

practitioners within the field, who are also in need of business and finance knowledge if they 

aspire to reach a managerial position, and of enforceable standards of practice, which are also 

valued within organizations and which would give the profession more credibility.  

 

Several others may also be contributing factors to the absence of Public Relations from the 

Executive Board. Grunig (2001, page 3l) points to the fact that the field is dominated by women, 

who have traditionally been less present in management roles. If Public Relations is to continue its 

growth as a management function, therefore, researchers must identify ways to empower skilled 

female professionals. Andrew (2012) on the other hand, says that “many senior corporate 

managers who have a long-standing and secure seat at the management table would prefer not to 

make their decisions with Jiminy Cricket in the same room”, in reference to the Public Relations’ 
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function as “corporate conscience”. However, one could argue (as does Oliver, 2007, page 25) that 

“even though the Public Relations manager is unlikely to be the CEO’s favourite colleague, a 

competent CEO will trust both positive and negative counsel so that advice is both respected and 

appropriately rewarded”. According to Moloney (2006, page 38), another added problem is that 

some of Public Relations’ areas of expertise, such as corporate planning and business strategy are 

already carried out by other departments. “If PR seeks to move into these functional areas, it will 

invariably have to fight professional ‘turf wars’”. However, the rise of corporate social 

responsibility and social media mean that there are now many voices to listen and respond to, and 

Public Relations would be the most adequate discipline to communicate through them.  

 

At the heart of the solutions proposed for these problems is specialized education. Studies offered 

by universities, by professional bodies such as the PRSA and the CIPR, or those carried out 

through organizational training and mentorships can offer insights to practitioners and expose 

them to examples of good practice. As noted by Sterne (2012), to increase their credibility 

practitioners need to develop strategic thinking skills, develop value-added insights, speak the 

language of senior management and be capable of articulating the value that Public Relations can 

offer the organization. Formal education can teach practitioners to be proactive, to focus on 

outcomes and not just outputs, to determine and set objectives related to organizational priorities, 

to articulate the rationale for particular courses of action and evaluate and report significant results 

to senior management. Present and future managers must learn how to base their decisions on 

solid research and must therefore know what methods to use, how to measure and interpret results, 

evaluate them and translate them into strategic objectives (Grantham, 2011, pages 9 and 10).  

Concerning the credibility of the profession as a whole, Andrews (2012) suggests that professional 

bodies take measures such as quantifying the tangible value of Public Relations by conducting 

research that compares the long-term results of public companies that include the function in its 

senior level decision-making process against those companies that do not.  “A company’s track 

record of consistently avoiding “PR problems” as well as its ability to address those issues quickly 

and effectively—as a result of having a PR professional involved in operational decisions—should 

have a measurable effect on its stock market valuation, cost of capital and brand reputation”.  

White (2011), as do other academics (Cutlip, Center and Broom, 2009, page 157), advocates  

credibility gained through membership and formal accreditation, as well as  the strengthening and 

enforcement of codes of conduct. In fact, 70% of practitioners are of the opinion that national or 
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international accreditation could help improve the recognition and reputation of the 

communication profession (ECM, 2012). 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

 

In conclusion, even taking into account the slight decrease in the positive perception of Public 

Relations professionals regarding the value of their work in 2012 with respect to 2011 (ECM 

2012), it is undeniable that though the profession is still far from reaching extended and general 

managerial status, progress has been made in this respect in recent years. The increased number of 

companies that have Communications managers with a direct line to the executive board, and the 

general perception (70% of the PR managers interviewed for the ECM 2012 Study) that their 

recommendations are taken seriously by senior management would prove that, even if there is a 

lack of understanding of the function on the part of top management, Public Relations is making 

progress. However, the fact that there is still debate about whether it is a management function, 

and given the contradictory results obtained by various studies, it still has a long way to go before 

reaching extended managerial status.   

Though many practitioners recognize the benefits of reaching the management table, see 

themselves as capable managers, and are assuming positions of influence within their 

organizations, there are still questions regarding whether they will be able to perform accordingly. 

As Tisch (2012) says: “That is where the world’s professional associations come in: giving 

practitioners the standards, knowledge and skills they need to succeed – while being effective 

advocates for public relations in the public interest”. In the near future, however, it may be 

necessary for these professional associations and others such as universities to teach future 

practitioners specific management skills pertaining to finance and business, so as to increase their 

opportunities of becoming managers.  

The efforts being made with respect to the credibility and value of Public Relations as a profession 

will foreseeably take time to yield change. Nonetheless, in the short term the world of social 

media will continue to demand timely and verifiable information, tailor-made for each person or, 

at the very least, for each type of audience. This demand will continue to increase, especially now 

that words and images must be cultivated with care and made to reach the right people through the 

right channels, whilst assuring that the organization speaks with one voice. This is unquestionably 
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a need which can be met, monitored and possibly controlled by the Public Relations Manager. In 

the words of Bell (JCPR, 2012) “PR has the chance to be the steward of the corporate character, 

not just the packager of the story”. As Wrigley (PR Newswire 2010) notes: “PR people used to 

have essentially a technician’s role. They’d write speeches and put out press releases and photos. 

Now there is a management function. A research function. A strategy function. It’s a different 

job.”  

If Public Relations professionals continue to embrace education, standards of practice and, on a 

more practical level, the use of new social media technologies, content creation and curation 

(including words and images, both photographs and videos), and the broader range of 

responsibilities that comes with them, they will continue to gain access to the boardroom. With 

this will come the recognition of Public Relations as a necessary and valuable management 

function, as well as the respect of the profession by other industries and by practitioners 

themselves.  
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APPENDIX 1. CORPORATE WEB PAGES 

 

(As of 22 November 2012) 

 

TOP TEN MOST VALUABLE COMPANIES (FTSE 100) 

(http://www.ftse.com/Indices/UK_Indices/Downloads/UKX.pdf) 

 

o BHP BILLITON http://www.bhpbilliton.com/home/aboutus/leadership/pages/default.aspx 

 

o ROYAL DUTCH SHELL 

http://www.shell.com/home/content/aboutshell/who_we_are/leadership/executive_committee/ 

 

o HSBC http://www.hsbc.com/1/2/investor-relations/governance/board-committees 

 

o VODAFONE http://www.vodafone.com/content/annualreport/annual_report11/governance/index.html 

 

o BRITISH PETROLEUM 

http://www.bp.com/managedlistingsection.do?categoryId=9021802&contentId=7040609 

 

o RIO TINTO http://www.riotinto.com/aboutus/19779_chairman_and_executive_directors_.asp 

 

o GLAXOSMITHKLINE http://www.gsk.com/about-us/corporate-executive-team.html 

 

o DIAGEO http://www.diageo.com/en-row/ourbusiness/ourpeople/ExecutiveCommittee/Pages/default.aspx 

 

o BRITISH AMERICAN TOBACCO 

http://www.bat.com/group/sites/uk__3mnfen.nsf/vwPagesWebLive/DO764EM6?opendocument&SKN=1 

 

 

FORBES TOP 10 COMPANIES (http://www.forbes.com/global2000/list/) 

 

o EXXON MOBIL http://www.exxonmobil.co.uk/Corporate/about_who_mgmt.aspx 

 

o JP MORGAN CHASE  http://www.jpmorganchase.com/corporate/About-JPMC/executive-committee.htm 

 

o GENERAL ELECTRIC http://www.ge.com/company/leadership/executives.html 

 

http://www.ftse.com/Indices/UK_Indices/Downloads/UKX.pdf
http://www.bhpbilliton.com/home/aboutus/leadership/pages/default.aspx
http://www.shell.com/home/content/aboutshell/who_we_are/leadership/executive_committee/
http://www.hsbc.com/1/2/investor-relations/governance/board-committees
http://www.vodafone.com/content/annualreport/annual_report11/governance/index.html
http://www.bp.com/managedlistingsection.do?categoryId=9021802&contentId=7040609
http://www.riotinto.com/aboutus/19779_chairman_and_executive_directors_.asp
http://www.gsk.com/about-us/corporate-executive-team.html
http://www.diageo.com/en-row/ourbusiness/ourpeople/ExecutiveCommittee/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.bat.com/group/sites/uk__3mnfen.nsf/vwPagesWebLive/DO764EM6?opendocument&SKN=1
http://www.forbes.com/global2000/list/
http://www.exxonmobil.co.uk/Corporate/about_who_mgmt.aspx
http://www.jpmorganchase.com/corporate/About-JPMC/executive-committee.htm
http://www.ge.com/company/leadership/executives.html
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o ROYAL DUTCH SHELL 

http://www.shell.com/home/content/aboutshell/who_we_are/leadership/executive_committee/ 

 

o ICBC http://www.icbc.com/about-ICBC/company_info/exec-bios 

 

o HSBC HOLDINGS http://www.hsbc.com/1/2/newsroom/media-kit/media-kit-biographies 

 

 

o BERKSHIRE HATHAWAY 

http://investing.businessweek.com/research/stocks/people/people.asp?ticker=BRK/A 

 

o WELLS FARGO https://www.wellsfargo.com/about/corporate/executive_officers/ 

 

o PETROBRAS http://www.petrobras.com.br/en/about-us/profile/organization-chart/ 

 

 

NYSE TOP TEN COMPANIES   (http://www.nyse.com/equities/nyseequities/MarketMovers.html) 

 

o NOKIA http://www.nokia.com/global/about-nokia/about-us/governance/leadership/nokia-leadership-team/ 

 

o BANK OF AMERICA http://investor.bankofamerica.com/phoenix.zhtml?c=71595&p=irol-

govmanage#fbid=xcueBQgmMRK 

 

o HEWLETT PACKARD http://www8.hp.com/us/en/company-information/executive-team/team.html 

 

o BOSTON SCIENTIFIC CORPORATION 

http://www.bostonscientific.com/AboutUs/Leadership.bsci/,,/method/LEADERSHIP_DETAIL/id/2/navRelI

d/1012.1032/seo.serve 

 

o GENERAL ELECTRIC http://www.ge.com/company/leadership/executives.html 

 

o SPRINT NEXTEL http://newsroom.sprint.com/executive-team/ 

 

o PFIZER INC http://www.pfizer.com/about/leadership_and_structure/meet_executive_leaders.jsp 

 

o AT&T http://www.att.com/gen/investor-relations?pid=7811 

 

o ST. JUDE MEDICAL http://www.sjm.com/corporate/about-us/leadership/corporate-leadership.aspx 

 

o FORD MOTOR COMPANY http://corporate.ford.com/our-company/governance-hub/ford-officers-

802p?releaseId=1244754318365 

http://www.shell.com/home/content/aboutshell/who_we_are/leadership/executive_committee/
http://www.icbc.com/about-ICBC/company_info/exec-bios
http://www.hsbc.com/1/2/newsroom/media-kit/media-kit-biographies
http://investing.businessweek.com/research/stocks/people/people.asp?ticker=BRK/A
https://www.wellsfargo.com/about/corporate/executive_officers/
http://www.petrobras.com.br/en/about-us/profile/organization-chart/
http://www.nyse.com/equities/nyseequities/MarketMovers.html
http://www.nokia.com/global/about-nokia/about-us/governance/leadership/nokia-leadership-team/
http://investor.bankofamerica.com/phoenix.zhtml?c=71595&p=irol-govmanage#fbid=xcueBQgmMRK
http://investor.bankofamerica.com/phoenix.zhtml?c=71595&p=irol-govmanage#fbid=xcueBQgmMRK
http://www8.hp.com/us/en/company-information/executive-team/team.html
http://www.bostonscientific.com/AboutUs/Leadership.bsci/,,/method/LEADERSHIP_DETAIL/id/2/navRelId/1012.1032/seo.serve
http://www.bostonscientific.com/AboutUs/Leadership.bsci/,,/method/LEADERSHIP_DETAIL/id/2/navRelId/1012.1032/seo.serve
http://www.ge.com/company/leadership/executives.html
http://newsroom.sprint.com/executive-team/
http://www.pfizer.com/about/leadership_and_structure/meet_executive_leaders.jsp
http://www.att.com/gen/investor-relations?pid=7811
http://www.sjm.com/corporate/about-us/leadership/corporate-leadership.aspx
http://corporate.ford.com/our-company/governance-hub/ford-officers-802p?releaseId=1244754318365
http://corporate.ford.com/our-company/governance-hub/ford-officers-802p?releaseId=1244754318365
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APPENDIX 2: WHAT I HAVE LEARNED FROM DOING SECONDARY RESEARCH 

 

Writing this trends report has proven to be a very satisfactory experience. Though initially it was 

challenging to decide which trend to write about from among all the possible alternatives, it is 

somewhat exhilarating to think that this report is a truly original piece of work which analyzes a 

subject of debate that is currently unfolding.  

While researching a trend, it soon becomes evident that traditional sources such as books are 

useful in providing theoretical and historical context about the issue. However, most research must 

be carried out using articles (from professional and academic journals), recent studies and white 

papers if one desires to obtain current knowledge about it.  

This can prove to be difficult as some of the potentially more interesting studies (in this case, the 

PRCA Census 2011) are not available to the general public and are subject to payment in order to 

obtain access to them. Nevertheless, it is surprising how much information is available online, 

accessible through Google, if one knows what terms to search for. In this case, this has been 

problematic in itself due to the number of names which are currently used in reference to Public 

Relations Managers, who are also called Corporate Communications Managers, Communications 

Managers and Directors of Communications, among many others. However, it has been relatively 

easy to find relevant studies (such as the ECM and GAP) and articles written by authoritative 

sources. As well as secondary research, I did have to investigate firsthand how the trend relates to 

top companies (as determined by the FTSE-100, NYSE and Forbes), as these lists change 

constantly and no other up to date  data is available in relation to them and the subject of study.   

In this regard, I have focused on finding suitable information from well- known and highly 

respected sources so as to ensure credibility and veracity. Therefore, the knowledge quoted in this 

report comes from academics, well respected managers and distinguished members of professional 

associations, whose opinions have been published by academic journals and universities, or posted 

on their websites and blogs. 

The information needed to write a trends report is not contained in just a few documents. One has 

to read many articles and papers about the subject of study and possibly others related to it so as to 

find morsels of useful information which could help shape the analysis. That information then has 

to be pieced together (including that of different studies, which can contain differing results) and 

organized so that it is coherent and reflects the trend clearly and completely. This means that the 

author of the report has to make a special effort to understand the subject completely, so as to 
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create a document that is valuable and interesting of its own accord and in order to be able to draw 

his or her own conclusions: these cannot be borrowed from anyone else, because they simply do 

not exist as of yet. 

Though I have not had many problems in finding information that is both relevant and credible, in 

the future I will invest more time and effort researching the resources available through the 

University Library and I will take greater care while cataloguing relevant documents. In both 

respects, the methods used this time have been suitable for this report, but this might not be so in 

the case of a more involved project, such as a dissertation.  
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