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ABSTRACT 

 

This study investigates the techniques and functions used by public relations (PR) 

practitioners at agencies in Durban. Although PR techniques and functions are known, 

there is a lack of research on how they are being applied and how they assist current 

PR practitioners in conducting their activities. Using the constructivist approach and 

the reflective paradigm of PR as a conceptual theoretical framework, this research 

aims to provide a view of how the PR techniques and functions are being employed 

today as well as report back on current trends. Through interviews with various PR 

agencies in Durban, the findings revealed that practitioners are applying the tech-

niques and functions correctly for the most part. However, the media landscape is 

changing and is affecting the role of the PR practitioner by demanding they play a 

larger role in creating journalistic content. In addition, the changes in the digital media 

space require PR practitioners to apply new tactics to keep up with the fast develop-

ment, especially when it comes to working with influencers. Although the practitioners 

believe PR is perceived as a legitimate industry, it is still regarded as a marketing tool. 

A shift is required in this regard as this signifies that PR may not necessarily be seen 

as a standalone industry by corporate organisations. To improve the current state of 

PR, practitioners need to conduct adequate environmental scanning and research in 

order to gain access to the decision-making table and prove PRs value to senior man-

agement. 
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1. CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND TO RESEARCH 

 

1.1. Introduction 

The public relations (PR) industry is fast growing and ever-changing. Its evolution has 

been widely documented to have moved from a profession that seeks to distribute 

manufactured news (Skinner, von Essen, Mersham and Motau, 2010:20), to one which 

solely focused on generating positive publicity (one-way communication) for organisa-

tions (Skinner et al., 2010:20). The role of the PR profession today is one that requires 

practitioners to have a firm understanding and consideration of all stakeholders 

through practicing good governance and offering counsel (Rensburg, 2003:149). All of 

these key elements cannot be achieved without the use of fundamental techniques 

and functions that aim to ensure that PR reaches its main goal, which is; to manage 

perceptions and maintain good relationships between an organisation and its stake-

holders (Skinner et al., 2010:4).  

 

Scholars such as Skinner et al. (2010) present a broad view of the South African PR 

industry and inform us of what PR techniques and functions are. However, little is 

known about how these techniques and functions are applied by practitioners today. 

PR techniques and functions are one way to provide the industry with legitimacy by 

understanding how they have evolved. Rensburg (2003:148) states that the South Af-

rican PR profession has not only relied on international influence but its establishment 

as a complete strategic management function in business and industry, has yet to be 

comprehensively documented and researched. It is therefore important to seek an un-

derstanding of PR techniques and functions in order to present a view of the current 

PR landscape in South Africa.  

 

Through examining the techniques and functions developed by scholars and profes-

sionals over the years, this research investigates the extent to which the techniques 

and functions are applied by public relations practitioners at agencies based in Durban, 

South Africa. In an effort to present the research, semi-structured interviews were con-

ducted and analysed through thematic analysis. These use of these qualitative meth-

ods necessary to answer the research questions which essentially aim to point to 
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trends that will provide an outlook of the current state of public relations, particularly 

using Durban as a case study.  

 

Under the title “An investigation of techniques and functions used by public relations 

practitioners at agencies in Durban,” the PR techniques and functions which guide this 

research have been described in chapter 2, titled ‘literature review’. Furthermore, the 

research design and methodology adopted for this study have been discussed in detail. 

Measures have been taken to protect the identity of the agencies and individuals who 

took part in the research as well as their clients. Agencies have been referred to as 

“Agency A, B or C” and in some sections, fictitious names were created to protect the 

identities of the PR agencies and their clients, as certain practices are confidential in 

nature. 

 

1.2. Clarification of basic terms and concepts 

 

1.2.1.   Barcelona Principles 

The International Association for Measurement and Evaluation of Communication 

(AMEC), together with ICCO, Institute for PR (IPR), PRCA and The Global Alliance 

developed the Barcelona Principles, which are a framework for measuring communi-

cations performance (AMEC, 2015). It consists of seven principles which focus on; 

goal setting and measurement, measuring communication outcomes versus only 

measuring outputs, measuring the effect of organisational performance, measurement 

and evaluation require qualitative and quantitative methods, the advertising value 

equivalents (AVE) are not the value of communications, social media should be meas-

ured consistently, and lastly, measurement and evaluation should be transparent, con-

sistent and valid (AMEC, 2015).  

 

1.2.2.   King IV Report 

The King IV Report is developed by the Institute of Directors Southern Africa (IoDSA) 

and details codes for corporate governance (IoDSA, n.d).  
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1.2.3.  Public Relations 

The Public Relations Institute of Southern Africa (PRISA) defines public relations as 

the management, through communication, of perceptions and strategic relationships 

between an organisation and its internal and external stakeholders (Skinner et al., 

2010:4). 

 

1.2.4. The Global Communications Report  

The Global Communication Report is a definitive study of the global PR industry de-

tailing trends shaping the future of PR (Holmes Report, 2018). It is produced by the 

Holmes Report, a trusted source for the global PR industry, in conjunction with the 

University of Southern California’s Annenberg School for Communication and Journal-

ism (Holmes Report, 2018). 

 

1.2.5.  World PR Report  

The World PR Report is the definitive analysis of the world PR and communications 

industry (World PR Report, 2017). It is produced by Internal Communications Consul-

tancy Organisation (ICCO) and OnePoll. ICCO considers itself the global voice of PR 

with membership comprising of 66 countries, spanning networks in Europe, Africa, 

Asia, The Middle East, The Americas and Australasia, representing over 3000 PR firms 

(ICCO PR, n.d.).  OnePoll is a PR, marketing and market research firm delivering in-

sight and data analysis to strengthen communications across various sectors (World 

PR Report, 2017). 

 

1.3. Statement of research problem 

PR techniques and functions are an important part of the PR profession. They aid in 

providing legitimacy for the industry and ensure that other areas within an organisation 

are informed on how PR practitioners conduct their activities. According to the Global 

Communications Report (2018:10), 26% of PR agencies report to the chief executive 

officer (CEO) or president inside of their clients’ organisations, 35% to the corporate 

communications department and 21% to marketing departments. Although this is pos-

itive, the percentage of agencies reporting to marketing is considerable, showing signs 

that the lines between PR and marketing are blurring significantly (PRmoment, 2017). 

One of the reasons for this is the lack of reporting on how PR techniques and functions 
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are being used today. Other communication disciplines such as marketing, can point 

to well publicised results, attached to tangible tactics, used to challenge perceptions. 

PR, on the other hand, presents quantitative reports that often fail to substantiate qual-

itative approaches used by PR practitioners (Ragan, 2017). In light of this, this re-

search investigates techniques and functions used by PR practitioners at Durban 

based agencies. It discusses, in detail, what PR techniques and functions are, how 

they are meant to assist organisations and presents the findings by comparing how 

agencies are applying them today. 

 

1.4. Background to the research problem 

Many South African organisations outsource the PR function whereas other communi-

cation departments have a seat at the decision-making table. The Global Communica-

tions Report (2018:9) found that 50% of PR practitioners at agencies believe that sen-

ior management will push for PR to be merged with marketing within the next five 

years. This can be linked to organisations not understanding how PR can change per-

ceptions and assist in building brands that are in touch with stakeholder’s needs. Merg-

ing PR with marketing will make it increasingly challenging for PR practitioners to con-

tinue to deliver results linked to core PR principles, thus threatening the entire PR pro-

fession. Roodt 2011 examines the state of PR in South Africa and highlights that the it 

has been “suffocated by a crowding in of disciplines into the communication space,” 

as well as, “peers robing PR of its credibility.” The effectiveness of PR practitioners 

can be traced through tracking their application of PR techniques and functions. It is 

therefore important to continuously review how practitioners are applying PR tech-

niques and functions which in essence provide the industry with legitimacy. The PR 

industry continues to fight for professional recognition and legitimacy amongst itself 

and other communication disciplines. If the industry is to secure professional recogni-

tion for generations to come, it needs to be able to prove how PR techniques and 

functions propel organisations to greater heights. Through investigating existing tech-

niques and functions and the application thereof at PR agencies in Durban, as well as 

examining national and international trends, the researcher presents an outlook of the 

current state of the industry using Durban as a case study. 
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1.5. Research aim and objectives 

The overarching aim of this research is to present findings on how PR practitioners at 

agencies are applying techniques and functions. This will be done in an effort to gather 

current trends in the PR industry. Although this research is being conducted in Durban, 

the findings thereof may be used as a hypothesis which applies to the South African 

PR industry. The specific research objectives (RO) to be met are: 

 

RO1: To identify PR techniques used by practitioners at Durban agencies 

RO2: To describe the application of PR techniques by practitioners at Durban agencies 

RO3: To identify the PR functions carried out by practitioners at Durban agencies 

RO4: To describe the application of PR functions by practitioners at Durban agencies  

RO5: To compare the current use of PR techniques and functions to how they are 

meant to be used  

RO6: To provide evidence of the current state of the PR industry through tracking the 

application of PR techniques and functions. 

 

1.6.  Research questions 

In an attempt to present clear results this research will attempt to answer the following 

research questions (RQ): 

 

RQ1: Which PR techniques and functions are PR practitioners employing today? 

RQ2: How are PR practitioners currently applying traditional techniques and functions? 

RQ3: How has the application of PR techniques and functions evolved in comparison 

to how they were meant to be used? 

RQ4: Which new techniques and functions have PR practitioners adopted? 

RQ5: What are the current trends contributing to the state of the PR industry? 

 

1.7.  Significance of the research 

Piehl 2017 (cited in World PR Report, 2017:16) states that there is an increasing de-

mand for PR agencies to provide tangible business impact that resonates at the board-

room table. In a time when the industry’s legitimacy is constantly questioned and con-

tinues to face threat from other disciplines, it needs to know where it is and what it has 

to offer organisations in order to shape where it’s going. As such, PR practitioners need 
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to prove that they can drive organisational change by demonstrating how techniques 

and functions help achieve this.  

 

At the rapid rate that the PR industry is evolving, there isn’t enough evidence which 

informs how techniques and functions are being applied today. This research contrib-

utes to the existing body of work on what PR techniques and functions are and further 

presents evidence of their application. The results of this research paint a picture of 

South African PR practices and the trends which are currently shaping the industry.  

 

Through the years, PRISM award winners have been dominated by agencies from 

Cape Town and Johannesburg. This provides industry with some insight into how 

agencies in these cities are conducting their PR activities, however it raises questions 

about Durban agency activities. As such, this research will shed some light on PR 

activities in Durban while offering a starting point for further academic research on the 

state of the PR industry in South Africa. This will be beneficial for practitioners to un-

cover areas of improvement as well as provide upcoming professionals, especially stu-

dents, with an outlook of the current South African PR trends. 

 

1.8. Brief chapter outline 

 

Chapter one: Introduction and background to research 

This chapter introduces this study and outlines the research objective and questions. 

It also details the problem it seeks to address, the background to the study as well as 

the significance of the study. 

 

Chapter two: Literature review 

The literature underpinning this study is detailed in this chapter. It provides a historical 

view of how PR techniques and functions have evolved over time. It also outlines the 

definitions of the techniques and functions, and details how practitioners are meant to 

apply them. Lastly, it provides information on current trends in the PR industry. 
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Chapter three: Conceptual theoretical framework 

This chapter outlines the conceptual theoretical framework guiding this study. It dis-

cusses the constructivist ontology and the reflective paradigm of PR as suitable frame-

works for this study. 

 

Chapter four: Research design and methodology 

The research design and methodology is discussed in this chapter. It highlights the 

choice of following a qualitative methodology based on the selected conceptual theo-

retical framework, namely, the constructivist ontology and the reflective paradigm of 

PR. It explains how participants were selected, how data was collected and analysed. 

 

Chapter five: Findings 

This chapter presents the findings of the study which were obtained through interviews 

with the selected participants. The findings are presented according to the headings; 

PR techniques, PR functions and current trends. Each heading has subheadings to 

further categories the findings. The subheadings are in line with the techniques, func-

tions and current trends discussed in the literature review. 

 

Chapter six: Conclusions and recommendations 

This chapter concludes the findings and offers recommendations for the use of PR 

techniques and functions. The researcher further draws conclusions on current trends 

based on the findings presented in chapter five.   
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2. CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

“A competent review affirms that you are knowledgeable in interpreting what others 

have written. Also, using the existing literature on a topic is a means of developing an 

argument about the significance of your research and where it leads,” Bryman and Bell 

(2018:92-93). 

 

2.1. Introduction 

Doorley and Garcia (2011:25) describe PR as, “The selling of ideas, policies, products 

and services through often uncontrolled media and two-way communication that com-

pliments or replaces the controlled media and often one-way communication of adver-

tising.” It can be implemented through a PR programme which ensures a successful 

campaign through a set of objectives, messages for a specific target audience, activi-

ties and measurement tools (Skinner et al., 2010:106). The objectives stipulated in a 

PR programme are achieved through a set of techniques, which are essentially tools 

that ensure the establishment of harmonious and balanced relationships with an or-

ganisations target publics (Skinner et al., 2010:8). A PR programme forces practition-

ers to consider the “what” and the “how” of a particular campaign, in other words, the 

desired result as well as the way in which it is to be achieved (PRISA, 2018). The 

“what” can be derived as the techniques, while the “how” can be considered as the 

functions required to achieve the goals.  

 

The sections that follow describe the techniques and functions related to the objectives 

of this research, giving a detailed explanation of what they are and how they relate to 

PR. Also, in order to compare trends which are uncovered in the research results, 

current national and international PR trends are also discussed. The techniques to be 

discussed are; media relations technique, corporate image, promotional activities, is-

sues management, crisis communication and networking. The functions to be dis-

cussed are; research, writing, media relations function, advising and monitoring.  

 

2.2. The evolution of PR techniques and functions 

The earliest form of PR practice dates as far back as ancient Egypt when Pharaohs 

made use of hieroglyphics to impress and entertain the masses to win support (Malan 

and L’Estrange, 1977; Rensburg, 2003; Skinner et al., 2010). Greece followed with 
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word-of-mouth which they used to encourage a certain line of action (Malan and L’Es-

trange, 1977; Skinner et al., 2010). The Roman Empire took it further by creating free 

shows and parades to win support (Malan and L’Estrange, 1977; Skinner et al., 2010). 

We can compare this to a more modern technique referred to promotional activities 

which will be discussed later in this section. When Gutenberg invented the printing 

press, the written word became a medium of mass communication (Malan and L’Es-

trange, 1977; Skinner et al., 2010).  These early forms of PR set the foundations for 

the modern PR used today. 

 

Early use of PR techniques and functions point to press agentry as the main technique 

utilised by practitioners for over a century (Malan and L’Estrange, 1977:7). Press agen-

try is characterised by securing favourable publicity regardless of whether it is accurate 

or truthful (Doorley and Garcia, 2011:74). P.T. Barnum, a showman, is set to have 

started a trend of exploiting the news and buying advertising space to promote his 

shows (Malan and L’Estrange, 1977:7). He sought to only promote his shows in which-

ever way necessary — it was an aggressive and self-serving means of using the press 

agentry technique. However, press agentry was only one technique of PR and its use 

at the time, unfortunately, ended up giving PR the misconceived reputation it continues 

to fight against today (Malan and L’Estrange, 1977; Doorley and Garcia, 2011).  

 

Barnum’s use of PR techniques and functions was followed by Ivy Lee, dubbed the 

father of modern PR (Malan and L’Estrange, 1977:8). However, the current use of 

techniques and functions can be closely linked to the ideas created by Edward 

Bernays, one of the first PR pioneers. Although the concept of counsel (referred to as 

advising later in this section) in PR has existed for centuries before Bernays’ time, he 

provided a clear need for it and full rationale for modern PR (Olasky, 1987:80). He 

gave practitioners purpose by offering them practical tools and formulated the idea that 

they were public servants who were there to provide counsel to business executives 

(Olasky, 1987:80). Bernays’ methods were not without controversy. His form of public-

ity sought to control public opinion through mass influence (Olasky, 1987:90). This 

technique was highly criticised as a means to subtly run an authoritarian “democracy” 

and mass manipulation (Olasky, 1987:91). 
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Bernays suggested that a practitioners’ job is also to “know his subjects better than 

they know themselves,” which can be achieved through thorough research (Olasky, 

1987:82). Without research, PR is not possible. It remains one of the most important 

functions of a PR practitioner. Robert Lund, who was president of the National Asso-

ciation of Manufacturers at the time, solidified the purpose of research in PR when he 

commissioned a nationwide public survey to discover the most effective means of re-

shaping popular sentiment (Olasky, 1987:97). This also showcased the importance of 

involving multiple stakeholders when conducting PR activities, thus making networking 

or relationship building an integral part of PR. 

 

Over the years, PR had devised many ways to distribute news through plays but more 

means were discovered as the profession matured. Businesses started making use of 

booklets, magazines, newsletters, advertisements, radio messages and other activities 

to deliver company messages and other industry news to various stakeholders. These 

techniques continue to shape the industry and are currently being influenced by tech-

nology, the internet and the use of social media. 

 

2.2.1. A South African perspective 

The “official” start of the PR profession in South Africa can be traced back to 1937 

when the then Prime Minister, General J.B.M. Hertzog created the Bureau of Infor-

mation as a means to disseminate official information (Malan and L’Estrange, 1977:9). 

By 1947, it was referred to as the State Information Office (Malan and L’Estrange, 

1977:10). In 1957, PRISA was founded and South Africa adopted a memorandum of 

PR which was luckily spared the press agentry phase (Malan and L’Estrange, 

1977:11). During this time, PR practitioners had already adopted techniques and func-

tions which were fully developed, however, the profession had not yet reached a state 

of acceptance (Malan and L’Estrange, 1977; Lubbe, 2000).  

 

In 1992, PRISA together with Research Surveys, a market research group, conducted 

a survey on the South African PR industry. Respondents ranked employee relations, 

community relations, corporate PR, marketing PR and investor relations amongst the 

most important PR disciplines of the future (Rhodes and Baker, 2000:287). These re-

sults proved that the success of PR in South Africa would be reliant on engaging mul-

tiple stakeholders. Based on the results of PRISAs research, Rhodes and Baker 
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(2000:286) estimated that 45% of practitioners’ activities were related to media rela-

tions, while 55% was spent on other techniques and functions. These figures were said 

to drop further, given the direction of the PR industry at the time as well as the changing 

communication landscape (Rhodes and Baker, 2000:286).  

 

Rhodes and Baker (2000:292) listed five competencies which they considered to be a 

legitimate part of PR, namely; social marketing, issues management, cross-cultural 

communications, culture change management and social responsibility. 

 

Kotler 1980 (cited in Rhodes and Baker, 2000:292) described social marketing as a 

management orientation directed towards preserving and enhancing the well-being of 

the consumer and society. Social marketing in PR is a strategy used in public partici-

pation and community relations as a means to bring about changes in beliefs, values 

and ultimately, changes in behaviour (Rhodes and Baker, 2000:292-293). Although 

this concept has been a part of PR for some time, it required people resources and 

project management skills which Rhodes and Baker (2000:293) said were not neces-

sarily characteristics of the PR industry.  

 

Issues management is a technique which requires PR practitioners to identify potential 

threats to the business while shaping public opinion and policy (Rhodes and Baker, 

2000:293). The ability of a practitioner to see beyond the wall contributes to the legiti-

macy of the profession as a whole.  

 

Given the diversity in South Africa, cross-cultural communications were under-re-

searched from a business or management perspective even though they are an im-

portant part of communication (Rhodes and Baker, 2000:293). South African PR oper-

ated from a Western point of view and it is only more recently that practitioners under-

stood the need to be able to communicate across various cultures.  

 

Cultural change management is linked to cultural communications but is different. It is 

a management function which requires organisations to communicate cultural changes 

effectively with different stakeholders (Rhodes and Baker, 2000:294). It is the respon-

sibility of an organisation to accommodate stakeholders during a time of change and 
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ensure that the change is understood, thus making it a process rather than a secret 

affair (Rhodes and Baker, 2000:294). 

 

South African companies are expected to perform a level of social responsibility which 

needs to be communicated. However, it is controversial as it is driven by mixed motives 

of self-interest and a genuine desire to contribute to the greater community (Rhodes 

and Baker, 2000:294). Social responsibility communication is the practitioners’ ability 

to adequately communicate and consult communities prior to making changes which 

affect that community (Rhodes and Baker, 2000:294-295). 

 

The above-mentioned competencies or in the case of this research, techniques and 

functions, are still widely used today. Practitioners needed to be competent in these 

and other areas in order to adequately fulfil their roles. Rhodes and Baker (2000:292) 

considered these competencies an important part of PR as they provided practitioners 

with the necessary skill of assisting clients beyond traditional PR interventions. These 

and the techniques and functions described below continue to form an important part 

of practitioners’ responsibilities.   

 

2.3. Public relations techniques 

PR techniques are the oil of the PR machine and provide practitioners with purpose. 

In a sense, they are the knowledge which practitioners need in order to fulfil their obli-

gations.  

 

2.3.1. Media relations as a technique 

Media relations is one of the most important responsibilities of a PR practitioner (Skin-

ner et al., 2010:8), and is both a technique and a function. According to Doorley and 

Garcia (2011:69), media relations consists of all the ways an organisation interacts 

with the news media.  

 

Historically, the goal of engaging with the media was solely to secure publicity on be-

half of clients but with the creation of new technology and more news outlets, practi-

tioners needed to create and manage relationships with media (Hallahan, 2010:623). 

During the late 1900s, establishing and building mutually beneficial relationships with 
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media became a key focus for practitioners and scholars (Hallahan, 2010:635). Alt-

hough the creation of new media has seemingly made it easier to engage with various 

stakeholders, “rich media” (characterised by providing feedback, multiple verbal and 

non-verbal cues, language variety and personal focus) is still considered highly supe-

rior despite the creation of the internet which relies mostly on impersonal cues (Halla-

han, 2010:636). As such, members of the media still prefer face-to-face meetings (in-

terviews), telephone, written and personalised communication as opposed to standard 

media releases and reports (Daft and Lengel, 1986; Daft Lengel and Trevino, 1987; 

Trevino, Lengel and Daft, 1987 cited in Hallahan, 2010:636).  

 

Before the commercialisation of the World Wide Web during 1994, it was quite simple 

to engage the media and secure publicity on behalf of clients (Hallahan, 2010:623-

624). The explosion of the internet opened up various ways of distributing news and 

put pressure on the media to produce engaging high-quality content for the public (Hal-

lahan, 2010:624). This, in turn, put pressure on the practitioner to not only rely on “good 

content” for publicity but to actively build good relationships with key media so that their 

clients are top of mind and well represented. The media relations technique relies 

heavily on the ability to build long-term relationships with journalists who cover news 

on the organisation to ensure beneficial or at least fair reporting on behalf of an organ-

isation (Doorley and Garcia, 2011:76).  

 

Relationship building is a key area for PR practitioners as they not only need to have 

good relationships with the media but they also need to have good relationships with 

the managers and spokespeople of their organisations they represent. In the event 

that the organisation suffers a publicity blow, practitioners need to be able to justify 

their actions to the board while simultaneously managing the reporter involved (Door-

ley and Garcia, 2011:75). Doorley and Garcia (2011:76) state that, “The best media 

relations people are advocates in two directions: they need to clarify and focus the 

organisations’ viewpoint for reporters. But they also need to help management better 

understand what a reporter is up to and whether it is in the company’s interest to en-

gage with the reporter.” 

 

Having a good relationship with media can be highly beneficial for the company as it 

allows practitioners to be aware of potential issues. If a certain reporter usually covers 
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news on a particular organisation, they also engage with other stakeholders related to 

the organisation (Doorley and Garcia, 2011:73). This engagement allows them to de-

velop deeper insights which practitioners or management may not always have (Door-

ley and Garcia, 2011:73). A practitioner with good media relations practices will con-

stantly engage certain reporters to uncover issues which have the potential to harm 

the organisation's reputation.  

 

In a nutshell, successful media relations depend on both the PR practitioner and jour-

nalist working together to find a common goal to work towards (Doorley and Garcia, 

2011:77). Doorley and Garcia (2011:77-78) say, “The goal is a timely, fair news report 

that accomplishes what the reporter wants — a story people are interested in — and 

that also accomplishes what the practitioner wants — a story that is fair, and favoura-

ble, or less negative than it would have been without their involvement.” 

 

2.3.2. Corporate image 

Dowling 1986 (cited in Van Riel and Fombrum, 2007:40) states that the corporate im-

age is the set of meanings by which an object is known by and through which people 

describe, remember and relate to it. It is the culmination of all experiences, impres-

sions, beliefs, feelings and knowledge people have about a company (Overton-De 

Klerk, 2000, Skinner et al. 2010; Brønn, 2010). PR practitioners have a responsibility 

to uphold the image of the organisations they represent — a crucial technique in main-

taining a good reputation of any organisation. The corporate image of an organisation 

is a combination of various communication efforts by different parts of the business 

such as marketing (Overton-De Klerk, 2000:192). It cannot be communicated in silos 

but at the crux, all the public relations activities directly impact the corporate image of 

an organisation (Overton-De Klerk, 2000:192). As such, corporate image is one of the 

top factors PR practitioners need to steer in a direction that is favourable to the organ-

isation. 

 

Organisations communicate the corporate image through (but not limited to) products 

and services, treatment of its staff, policies and its logo which can add to or detract 

from how they are perceived (Overton-De Klerk 2000, Skinner et al. 2010). A positive 

corporate image is not only attractive to graduates or skilled people, but it is also at-

tractive to investors who can directly improve the financial structure of an organisation 
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(Overton-De Klerk, 2000:195). It can also ensure that the integrity of an organisation 

is upheld in the face of new competition or during a merger (Overton-De Klerk, 

2000:192). 

 

Absa Group, a financial services group, is an example of a company whose new logo 

and marketing campaign resulted in negative criticism from the media and a fall in the 

share price. Absa launched the new logo and marketing strategy as part of its separa-

tion from the international Barclays PLC groups to form a standalone bank (Absa, 

2018). According to Business Live (2018), Absa’s share price fell 4,6% two days after 

trading under its new name on the Johannesburg Stock Exchange (JSE). Business 

Live (2018) sighted the groups rebranding as a cause for the sharp fall and also noted 

that the public’s response on social media had been less than impressed. The Univer-

sity of Cape Town’s Graduate School of Business (UCT GSB) (UCT GSB, 2018) stated 

that Absa’s brand change was bold and brave but the products and services had to 

match its new image. The bank will have to follow through and deliver its stated inten-

tions through their branches, staff and products — all elements which give the brand 

meaning and affect their corporate image (UCT GSB, 2018).   

 

Overton-De Klerk (2000:197-199) states that successful corporate image is character-

ised by coordinated communication activities. Companies can achieve this by enlisting 

someone in top management with the responsibility of ensuring that communication 

from various parts of the organisation (marketing, human resources or PR) reinforce 

each other and what the company stands for, thus projecting a unified and consistent 

image through all communication (Overton-De Klerk, 2000:199-200). 

 

2.3.3. Promotional activities 

Promotional activities have been a part of PR even before it was declared an official 

industry. They can be traced back to the times of the Roman Empire where some 

tyrants created free shows and parades in order to win support (Malan and L’Estrange, 

1977; Skinner et al., 2010). Promotional activities are a set of events which aim to 

persuade others to accept ideas, concepts or things (Skinner et al., 2010:226). It re-

quires a strategy with a, “Controlled, integrated programme of communication methods 

designed to present an organisation and its products and services to prospective cus-
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tomers, to communicate need-satisfying attributes to facilitate sales, and thus to con-

tribute to long-term profit performance” says Skinner et al. (2010:226). Promotional 

activities can also be referred to as events which are used to communicate specific 

information to specific audiences in order to contribute to a well-functioning organisa-

tion (Skinner et al., 2010:8).  

 

They are achieved efficiently through a set of intermediate and ultimate objectives 

(Skinner et al., 2010:226). Intermediate objectives encourage consumers and traders 

to take specific action, benefitting the brand, which they otherwise would not have 

taken without the intervention of promotion (Skinner et al., 2010:227). Ultimate objec-

tives aim to; increase consumers among specified consumer categories, increase us-

age of certain product or services and increase loyalty to a certain extent (Skinner et 

al., 2010:228). There are various types of promotional activities such as conferences, 

exhibitions and corporate advertising which all require a high level of specific skills 

(Skinner et al., 2010:8). 

 

Skinner et al. (2010:8-10) state that promotional activities are often high profile, media 

sensitive and may require collaborating with other professionals in the marketing, ad-

vertising and design fields for optimal success. The role of the PR practitioner in pro-

motional activities involves the creation of original ideas and overall coordination (Skin-

ner et al., 2010:229). Practitioners may need to; advise on budgets for advertising, take 

part in in-store promotions, act as media liaison and arrange events which involve me-

dia personalities (Skinner et al., 2010:229). As such, PR practitioners taking part in 

promotional activities need to have exceptional organisational skills to adequately sup-

port other communication disciplines (Skinner et al., 2010:229). 

 

2.3.4. Issues management  

Before the 1970s and 1980s, organisations were mostly reacting to issues rather than 

proactively seeking potential risks, threats and challenges (Jaques, 2010:435). The 

term “issue management” was formally introduced in the, "Corporate Public Issues and 

Their Management” publication released in 1976 by Howard Chase, one of the found-

ing members of the PRSA (Jaques, 2010:436). With the rise of activism and nongov-

ernmental organisations (NGOs) influence on public policy, Chase and his colleagues 
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promoted issues management as a business discipline designed to enable organisa-

tions to not only respond to but participate in public policy issues which may or may 

not affect the organisation (Jaques, 2010:436). Chase 1982 (cited in Jaques, 

2010:436) originally described issues management as, “The capacity to understand, 

mobilise, coordinate and direct all strategic and policy planning functions, and all public 

affairs/public relations, toward achievement of one objective; meaningful participation 

in creation of public policy that affects personal and organisational destiny.” There have 

been various adaptations of this definition as issues management has evolved from, a 

technique to allow the corporate sector to participate in public policy-making, to now 

being used by government and NGOs to promote, implement and facilitate public par-

ticipation in policymaking (Jaques, 2010:436).  

 

A 2007 survey revealed that CEOs expect communication professionals to “see around 

corners” and anticipate how different audiences will react to different events, messages 

and channels (The authentic enterprise cited in IPR, 2008). As such, the following def-

initions will be adopted for the purpose of this research. Jaques (2010:436) describes 

issues management as a process to identify and prioritise issues early, to mobilise 

resources across the organisation, and to develop and implement practical plans in 

order to achieve planned positive outcomes. While Doorley and Garcia (2011:301) de-

scribe it as a corporate process that helps organisations identify challenges in the busi-

ness environment before they become crises. It then mobilises corporate resources to 

help protect the company from reputational and operational harm, and the financial 

condition that the issue may provoke (Doorley and Garcia, 2011:301). 

 

Scholars (Sadie 2000; Meng 1992, cited in Jaques 2010) have ascribed a life cycle 

models or categories to issues management which they have described as going 

through phases of; emerging issues, current issues, societal issues or trends. Under-

pinning the multiple descriptions are two common threads; firstly, issues unattended 

generally deteriorate toward greater risk and secondly, the longer an issue survives 

and the later intervention occurs, the fewer choices remain open, the greater the cost, 

and the less the chances of achieving positive outcomes (Jaques, 2010:439). While 

these models emphasise the importance of early intervention as a means minimise 

impact on the organisation, they do not take into account that issues management is 

a process (Doorley and Garcia 2011; Jaques 2010). It requires several parts of the 
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business to proactively and consistently identify and devise strategies to deal with the 

issues (Doorley and Garcia 2011; Jaques 2010). 

 

Issues management has a close relationship with crisis management and with similar 

development. The notable difference is that crises developed mostly in the fields of 

psychology, sociology, and disaster response (Booth 1993 cited in Jaques, 2010:440) 

and later developed into formal crisis management in the United States of America 

(USA) following poisoning deaths caused by tampered Tylenol in the1980s (White and 

Mazur 1994; Jaques 2010). Although the interrelated concepts follow similar pro-

cesses, they require different management. PR practitioners have the responsibility to 

communicate with various stakeholders during a crisis. This form of communication is 

referred to as crisis communication and will be discussed in the section that follows.  

 

2.3.5. Crisis communication 

Issues can evolve and once they do, they can become a crisis which then requires 

crisis communication. Before delving into crisis communication, the following defini-

tions of crisis are offered. Coombs 2007 (cited in Coombs 2010:477) describes a crisis 

as, “The perception of an unpredictable event that threatens important expectations of 

stockholders and can seriously impact an organisation’s performance and generate 

negative outcomes.” Doorley and Garcia (2011:328) state that a crisis is not a cata-

strophic event, but rather an event that can cause significant reputational, operational, 

or financial damage if left unhandled. Venter (2000:211) has a similar definition stating 

that a crisis is an unexpected occurrence, developing at a fast rate of destruction, that 

would rapidly destroy an organisation if left unmanaged. According to Fearn-Banks 

(2011:2), a crisis is “a major occurrence with a potentially negative outcome affecting 

the organisation, company, or industry, as well as its publics, products, services, or 

good name.” At the crux, these definitions essentially state that a crisis can bring an 

organisation into disrepute thus threatening its very existence if not dealt with in good 

time and with the correct measures. 

 

Crisis communication cannot take place without crisis management. Crisis manage-

ment can be described as, a process of strategic planning for a crisis or negative turn-

ing point affecting an organisation, in an attempt to remove some of the risk and un-

certainty from the negative occurrence, thus allowing the organisation to control the 
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narrative (Fearn-Banks, 2011:2). Effective crisis management requires crisis commu-

nication that can reduce and possibly eliminate the crisis and bring the organisation 

into a positive light (Fearn-Banks, 2011:2). Crisis communication can be described as 

a PR function with the objective to maintain an organisation’s positive reactions with 

its publics during a crisis, in order to secure its future (Venter, 2000:211). It requires 

strategic dialogue between the organisation and its public, prior to, during, and after a 

negative event, in order to minimise damage to the image of the organisation (Fearn-

Banks, 2011:2). Furthermore, it demands that PR practitioners use the best-crafted 

message, delivered using the most effective methods to specific audiences (Fearn-

Banks, 2011:2). 

 

In a time of crisis, PR practitioners play a key role in ensuring that spokespeople are 

adequately prepared to respond to media (IPR, 2014). They achieve this through me-

dia training, supplying the relevant resources (media contacts) and supporting spokes-

people (IPR, 2014). The rise of social media has fostered quicker responses by prac-

titioners and their organisations to crises, however, the messages communicated via 

social media still have to be well crafted (Fearn-Banks, 2011:2). PR practitioners have 

a responsibility to maintain ethical and professional standards regardless of the tools 

they are using in order to create a dialogue between their organisation and its stake-

holders (Fearn-Banks, 2011:2).  

 

Although social media has made crisis communication easier in that it has fostered 

fast and frequent two-way communication, it has not eliminated traditional approaches 

to dealing with a crisis (Fearn-Banks, 2011:2). A traditional approach to crisis commu-

nications needs to take into consideration an organisations’ internal and external stake-

holders (Venter 2000; Fearn-Banks 2011). A good crisis communication plan includes 

messages specified for employees, the media, the community, consumers, investors 

and industry (Venter 2000; Fearn-Banks 2011), it, therefore runs several programs 

concurrently, in order to maintain relationships with these stakeholder groups. 

 

One of the biggest crises to befall the South African PR industry as well as the industry 

on a global scale, is the Bell Pottinger crisis. Bell Pottinger, a global PR firm, was ex-

pelled from the Public Relations and Communication Association (PRCA) following un-
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ethical conduct (Fin24, 2017). In 2016, the firm chose to represent a Gupta family or-

ganisation, Oakbay Investments, run by three brothers who have built a multi-billion-

dollar business in South Africa and have strong ties with political leaders in the country 

(Independent Online, 2018).  

 

Bell Pottinger ran an economic emancipation campaign on behalf of Oakbay Invest-

ments. The campaign adopted the term, “white monopoly capital” with the intention of 

deliberately causing racial tension in South Africa (Fin24, 2017). In late 2016, files were 

leaked to the media which publicised Bell Pottinger’s involvement in the campaign (In-

dependent Online, 2018). The co-founder, Tim Bell, and former chief operating officer, 

James Henderson, both denied any involvement in the leaking of files (Independent 

Online, 2018). This was an early sign of the firm’s inability to manage its own crisis. 

Shortly after the files surfaced, Bell Pottinger cancelled its contract with Oakbay In-

vestments, Henderson apologised to the public and later resigned (Independent 

Online, 2018). All of these efforts were done too late and the company’s actions lead 

to financial loss to the tune of £8 million (Independent Online, 2018). 

 

PRCA found that Bell Pottinger had breached the code of conduct and expelled the 

firm, stating that they had brought the PR and communication industry into disrepute 

(Fin24, 2017). This was PRCAs first heavy indictment of a firm’s PR conduct (Fin24, 

2017). The PR firm not only took part in unethical PR practices but they also failed to 

immediately admit fault and keep communication lines open, thus failing to effectively 

deal with a crisis that threatened their existence (Fin24 2017; The Guardian 2017, In-

dependent Online 2017). Bell Pottinger has since collapsed, following failed attempts 

to secure a buyer (BBC, 2017).   

 

2.3.6. Networking 

An organisation’s sustainability and future growth not only depends on good products 

and services but also on how well organisations are able to build and maintain rela-

tionships with stakeholders. Successful relationships with stakeholders are pivotal to 

the success of PR and therefore rely on practitioners having strong networks. Grunig 

and Hon (1999:2-3) found that networking plays an important role in building and main-

taining long-term and mutually beneficial relationships with key stakeholders. Further-

more, it has been well established that organisations generally make better decisions 
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when they listen to and collaborate with stakeholders before they make final decisions 

(Grunig and Hon,1999:8). 

 

PR practitioners are accountable to their organisation but also need to maintain rela-

tionships with multiple stakeholders, both internal and external. According to Grunig 

and Hon (1999:11), the value of PR can be determined by measuring the quality of 

relationships with stakeholders. Therefore, practitioners not only need to build net-

works with their various stakeholders, but they also need to ensure that they build 

networks with the same groups their stakeholders have networks with, such as com-

munity groups and government (Grunig and Hon, 1999:15). When PR helps the organ-

isation build relationships with key stakeholders, it guards it against financial loss by 

reducing the costs of possible litigation, regulation, legislation, negative campaigns, 

boycotts, etc., that can result from bad relationships (Grunig and Hon, 1999:11). 

 

2.4. Public relations practitioner functions 

PR practitioner’s complete campaigns by using a set of activities, also known as func-

tions, which ensure the creation, implementation and completion of a PR programme. 

Although the PR industry encourages practitioners to constantly evolve in an effort to 

keep up with its fast-changing landscape, traditional functions remain relevant and the 

section that follows will explore key concepts which characterise these. 

 

2.4.1. Research 

Research is a fundamental function which practitioners have to undertake. It involves 

gathering information about public opinion, trends, emerging issues, political climate 

and media coverage in order to plan relevant programmes for stakeholders and prob-

lem situations (Skinner et al., 2010:10). In addition, it helps practitioners strategise 

better, provide clients with informed advice, as well as make informed decisions that 

benefit the organisation or client (Weber Shandwick Seattle, 2016). Research is done 

before setting out a programme, communicating with a client or making a decision that 

impacts an organisation and its stakeholders (Skinner et al. 2010; Weber Shandwick 

Seattle 2016). 
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Practitioners primarily make use of four types of research, namely; primary, secondary, 

informal and formal. Primary research can be described as research obtained from 

observations or experiences, or from the information one gathers personally from other 

people (Dawson, 2002:40). Secondary research involves the collection of information 

from studies that other researchers have made of a subject (Dawson, 2002:40). These 

forms are mostly used in academic research which can be regarded as facts. Informal 

research takes place without agreed-to rules or procedures and can only be used as 

a means to provide description (Skinner et al., 2010:33). Formal research refers to 

qualitative research, an informative and descriptive but not measurable type of re-

search — or quantitative research which produces mathematically measurable results 

(Skinner et al., 2010:33-35). 

 

In most cases, PR research involves investigating three aspects in order to success-

fully carry out a PR programme, namely; client or organisation requiring the research, 

opportunity or problem to be addressed and lastly the target audience (Skinner et al., 

2010:31). Mersham et al. 1995 (cited in Skinner et al., 2010:31-32) state that client or 

organisational research involves five steps, namely; understanding the nature of the 

business, knowing its mission, goals, priorities and problems, understanding the em-

ployees, knowing the financial status and lastly, understanding the importance of cor-

porate image and its impact on an organisation. Opportunity or problem research 

seeks to unearth why an organisation should run a particular programme at a certain 

time (Skinner et al., 2010:31). Audience research helps identify particular groups which 

should be targeted for a program (Skinner et al., 2010:32). This enables practitioners 

to formulate messages suitable for the audience, which is critical for campaign effec-

tiveness (Weber Shandwick Seattle, 2016). 

 

2.4.2. Writing 

Research is often followed by writing, whether it be drafting a PR plan, a media release 

or correspondence with a client. A PR practitioner must be able to write strategically 

and concisely, catering to the medium in which the message is being sent as well as 

the target stakeholders who will receive the message (Platform Magazine, 2012). Ef-

fective communication is at the core of PR and it requires clarity, the use of plain lan-

guage, and avoidance of clichés and jargon (Foster, 2008:1). 
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Practitioners require skills in writing for different audiences and platforms but also need 

to understand their clients or organisations style so that they can communicate the 

brand consistently (Foster, 2008:7). Types of content which practitioners need to write 

includes, but not limited to; media releases, social media content, speeches, newslet-

ters and presentations. PR practitioners are also expected to have excellent editing 

skills which ensure that information is correct and unambiguous.  

 

2.4.3. Media relations as a function 

The media relations function is a complex one. It requires the PR practitioner to con-

sistently ensure that the correct information is delivered by the correct spokesperson 

to the correct media. The scope of the media relation function is wide; it not only serves 

to secure publicity but requires PR practitioners to offer media training to their organi-

sations. According to Doorley and Garcia (2011: 70), external stakeholders perceive 

anyone from the organisation who publicly speaks about the organisation as speaking 

on behalf of the organisation. Therefore, it is important for organisations to have a 

centralised point of information to prevent unclear statements from reaching the media 

and potentially cause reputational harm (Doorley and Garcia, 2011:70). As part of me-

dia relations, the PR practitioners function serves to ensure that all employees are 

briefed on not speaking to media unless they have been given the proper training and 

authorisation to do so (Doorley and Garcia, 2011:70). This indicates good organisa-

tional practice and safeguards the organisation against reputational harm. 

 

An important part of media relations includes packaging information appropriately. Not 

all communication from an organisation is delivered to media as a press release nor 

does it address the same group of stakeholders. Therefore, practitioners need to en-

sure that publications such as house journals, staff newsletters, employee handbooks 

and annual reports follow a particular format and use of language (Skinner et al., 

2010:8). 

 

After packaging the necessary information, a PR practitioner needs to develop proce-

dures to measure, monitor and manage the contact between an organisation’s em-

ployees and reporters (Doorley and Garcia, 2011:69). Furthermore, they need to know 

the publications, the correct contact person (journalist) and their ‘beat’ — a reporter’s 

area of responsibility — to ensure the right placement for an organisation (Doorley and 
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Garcia, 2011:69). Doorley and Garcia (2011:71) state that, “enlightened organisations 

establish clear guidelines on who can speak to reporters on what topics, maintain press 

logs for tracking who has spoken to whom, on what topics, what was said, what follow-

up is required, and when a story is likely to appear.” The result is earned publicity which 

is the end goal of media relations as a function of the PR practitioner.  

 

2.4.4. Organising and advising 

Offering counsel is possibly the first informal function PR practitioners had to perform.  

None of the previously mentioned techniques and functions would be successful with-

out a substantial amount of organising and advising, which practitioners do on a daily 

basis. Their responsibilities range from arranging interview opportunities, organising 

events, managing a PR programme and providing media training to clients (Skinner et 

al., 2010:12). Advising clients is done in order to determine the needs, priorities, goals, 

stakeholders, objectives and messages an organisation seeks to communicate (Skin-

ner et al., 2010:10). It often requires collaborating with management or clients in the 

problem-solving process (Skinner et al., 2010:10). 

 

2.4.5. Monitoring 

During every stage of a PR programme, there is constant reporting or monitoring be-

tween management and clients to establish if a strategy is on track or if it needs to be 

adapted (Augure, 2017). Elements which can be monitored include tracking all cover-

age an organisation has received by creating a numerical report which gives the client 

a representation of the publications which covered their news, the number of times the 

client was mentioned and whether the news had a positive or negative sentiment. This 

can reveal various trends which assist practitioners in adapting their strategies if nec-

essary. Developing a tracking system also provides PR practitioners with an under-

standing of a client’s reputation (Augure, 2017). 

 

2.5.  The current PR trends 

Today’s PR practitioners need to grow their understanding of business, environmental 

scanning, ethics, stakeholder engagement and data analytics (PRSA, 2018). The 

Global Communications Report (2018:7-8) found that the changing media landscape, 
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technological innovations, great access to data, disruption of traditional business mod-

els and political climate, are the biggest factors that will drive change in the PR indus-

try. The report also listed strategic planning, leadership, written communications, social 

media and multimedia content development as the most important skills PR practition-

ers need to have over the next five years.  

 

In addition to PR demanding a wide range of skills and strategies from practitioners, 

the Global Communications Report (2018:9) cited that 50% of PR practitioners at 

agencies believe that senior management will push for PR to be merged with marketing 

within the next five years. Although PR and marketing roles are different, the changing 

corporate landscape and current digital trends have caused the two areas to converge. 

PR is more concerned with managing stakeholder relationships while marketing’s fo-

cus is on building brand equity which makes it possible for organisations to effectively 

track stakeholders, learn their behaviour and predict how they will respond (Rensburg 

and Cant, 2012:11-12).  

 

Several South African companies have formed full-service agencies offering both mar-

keting and PR services under one roof. The most notable South African agency which 

has collaborated communication efforts is the King James Group, an independent 

South African agency made up of seven communication agencies that work in tandem 

(King James, n.d). Each agency specialises in corporate and brand PR, advertising, 

branding, digital and social media and lastly content creation, respectively. King James 

prides itself in being able to create collaborative campaigns through well-integrated 

teams, operating outside media silos, which they state has a significantly positive effect 

on the end result (King James, n.d). Positive Dialogue, a South African PR agency 

also recently announced its merger with the advertising agency, Duke, and digital mar-

keting agency, Mark 1 Media, to form Duke Group (The Media Online, 2019). The 

group CEO states that it is the, “Only sizeable South African communication group 

born in the digital era with the skill-set required to engage tomorrow’s consumer,” (The 

Media Online, 2019). Both the King James Group and Positive Dialogue have merged 

to be able to offer clients full-service communication solutions (The Media Online, 

2019).  
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The PR industry’s attempt to gain a firm seat at the table may just be within reach. The 

Global Communications Report (2018:10) found that 26% of PR practitioners in agen-

cies were reporting directly to the CEO, 35% to the corporate communication depart-

ment, while 21% were reporting to the marketing department at their clients’ organisa-

tions. This is an indication that there is a growing number of executives who under-

stand the value of PR. 

 

Globalisation has increased pressure on organisations to formulate strategies that fo-

cus on engaging with multiple stakeholders. PR practitioners need to play a critical role 

in bridging the communication gap between internal and external stakeholders. Under-

standing these audiences will enable management to effectively communicate with 

their stakeholders, as they will have a view of their needs, interests and expectations 

(King IV Report, 2016). These needs, interests and expectations can be identified 

through research and then be incorporated into organisational strategies and activities 

directed at stakeholders (Steyn and Puth, 2000:187), further cementing PRs role in 

providing management with valuable information. One of the top emerging trends is 

the use of spokespeople within organisations. This role usually lies within top manage-

ment, however, according to Forbes (2017), organisations now realise that it is equally 

important to invest in leaders outside of the executive team to present a horizontal view 

of the organisation. This provides a variety of thought leaders with the opportunity to 

distribute content to different audiences (Forbes, 2017). 

 

Environmental scanning has always formed part of PR practitioners’ responsibility. 

Dozier (1986:4), describes environmental scanning as the gathering of information 

about publics, their reactions toward an organisation and public opinion towards issues 

important to the organisation. Practitioners are also advised to scan social media as it 

provides opportunities for dialogue between brands and consumers which makes PR 

more valuable to clients (PRSA, 2018). Furthermore, it provides PR practitioners with 

a seat at the decision-making table. 

 

PR practitioners can no longer rely on quantitative reporting alone — if PR practitioners 

really want to be transformative, they need to combine quantitative and qualitative re-

porting methods which include aspects such as brand building (Forbes, 2017). Accord-

ing to PRSA (2018), the most successful PR people will monitor communication results 
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in real-time and revise strategies when necessary. In addition, successful practitioners 

will present reports which incorporate stakeholder’s overall impression of an organisa-

tion. The International Association for Measurement and Evaluation of Communication 

(AMEC), together with ICCO, IPR, PRCA and The Global Alliance developed the Bar-

celona Principles, a framework for measuring communications performance (AMEC, 

2015). It consists of seven principles which focus on; goal setting and measurement, 

measuring communication outcomes versus only measuring outputs, measuring the 

effect of organisational performance, measurement and evaluation require qualitative 

and quantitative methods, the advertising value equivalents are not the value of com-

munications, social media should be measured consistently, and lastly, measurement 

and evaluation should be transparent, consistent and valid (AMEC, 2015). PR practi-

tioners are advised to follow the guidelines stipulated in the Barcelona Principles as 

they unite the ever-changing media landscape into a transparent, reliable, and con-

sistent measurement and evaluation framework (AMEC, 2015). 

 

All of the above-mentioned PR techniques, functions and current trends are theories 

upon which this research is based. They serve as a guide for practitioners to carry out 

their responsibilities. Although they may be applied differently by each practitioner, 

they are essentially the core elements of PR. Without them, the profession would not 

exist. Current trends not only provide information on what practitioners are doing today, 

but they also shape the direction of what practitioners will be doing in the future. They 

indicate a trajectory of future trends and inform practitioners on what to look out for 

thus contributing to the evolution of the entire PR profession.  

 

2.6. Summary 

This literature review outlines and defines what the PR techniques and functions un-

derpinning this research are and how they are meant to be applied by practitioners. It 

also highlights current PR trends — describing how PR practitioners can adequately 

assist their organisations by applying updated techniques and functions. The most no-

table finding is that 50% of PR practitioners at agencies believe that senior manage-

ment will push for PR to be merged with marketing within the next five years (Global 

Communications report, 2018:9). This finding is in line with the statement of the re-

search problem described in chapter one, which highlights that a considerable (26%) 
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amount of PR agencies currently report to marketing. The available literature indicates 

that merging PR with marketing will be an ongoing debate for the foreseeable future. 

Although many scholars and practitioners argue that marketing and PR are different, 

it is unclear as to what the future on merging the two professions will be. The following 

chapter will discuss the conceptual theoretical framework and whether it is suitable for 

examining the above-mentioned PR techniques, functions and current trends. 
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3. CHAPTER 3: CONCEPTUAL THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

“The conceptual theoretical framework is a very general theoretical system with as-

sumptions, concepts, and specific social theories. It is a logical argument or “story” that 

tells why something takes a specific form or occurs and does so by referring to more 

general ideas and abstract principles,” Neuman (2014:73;85). 

 

3.1. Introduction 

The previous chapter describes PR techniques and functions as interconnected tools 

which PR practitioners use to provide services to organisations. The techniques and 

functions serve as a guide for practitioners to provide organisations with adequate and 

measurable PR support. Practitioners achieve this by applying their own understand-

ing of how the PR techniques and functions are meant to be used. 

 

This chapter discusses the conceptual theoretical framework of this study and aims to 

describe research approaches which guided this study. The researcher adopted the 

constructivist ontology approach and the reflective paradigm of PR as a guide to un-

earth how PR practitioners in Durban are applying techniques and functions. 

 

The constructivist approach and the reflective paradigm of PR are discussed below in 

relation to this study. The researcher also discusses how the selected ontology and 

reflective paradigm of PR assisted in attaining the research objectives of this study.  

 

3.2. Ontology: The Constructivist Approach 

In order to reach the objectives and answer the questions of this research, the re-

searcher has selected to employ a constructivist ontology. Ontology can be described 

as an individual’s understanding of what can be defined as a fact or particular reality 

(Research methodology, n.d.).  

 

A constructivist approach portrays the world as socially constructed, intricate, con-

stantly changing (Tuli, 2010:102-103). According to Bryman and Bell (2018:17), con-

structivism asserts that social phenomena and their meanings are being produced by 

social actors through social interaction. Multiple realities co-exist and are in a constant 

state of change that is subjective to the individual or collective (Bryman and Bell, 
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2018:17). In the case of this research, as much as there are pre-existing definitions of 

the techniques and functions, the application of them is based on the ever-changing 

perspectives of PR practitioners. Furthermore, the manner in which PR practitioners 

carry out their duties, are set out by each agency based on their agreements on appli-

cation. No two agencies are alike in how they understand and apply the PR techniques 

and functions. In addition, the techniques and functions are affected by current trends 

which then prompt agencies to introspect and decide on whether a new approach to 

carrying out their activities is required or not. Bryan and Bell (2018:18) argue that the 

constructivist approach, when applied to culture, can be understood as, “An emergent 

reality in a continuous state of construction and reconstruction.” 

 

3.2.1. Postmodernism 

Constructivism has also been described as a subjective approach to research in which 

knowledge is relative and subject to an observer’s perspective (Bryman and Bell, 

2018:17;154). According to Bryman and Bell (2018:17), “Constructivism includes the 

idea that the researchers’ own accounts of the social world as specific versions of 

social realities and not a definitive version of reality.” This can be strongly linked to 

postmodernism which states that, “Social scientists can uncover a pre-given reality, 

big ideas or meta-narratives which exist separately from the researcher and without 

the scientist being involved in what is being researched,” say Bryman and Bell 

(2018:154). The PR practitioners took part in this research but are not necessarily in-

volved in the overall research. They offer their views on how they understand and apply 

PR techniques and functions but are not a part of formulating the research questions 

or analysing the findings. 

 

According to Neuman 2014 and Bryman and Bell 2018, postmodernists are of the view 

that it is not entirely possible for researchers to present social research findings as a 

definitive and final version of any reality. They attribute this thinking to the view that 

research reports are versions of a personally lived reality — neither right or wrong in 

the pure sense (Bryman and Bell, 2018:154). The researcher, in this case, was in-

volved in the data collection process, however, the interpretation of the responses is 

based on her own knowledge, gathered while compiling the literature review and during 

the interviews with PR practitioners. Postmodernists view research findings as nonob-

jective representations of a certain reality and state that if they are to constitute as fact, 
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the researcher needs to explicitly state how they reached the definitiveness of those 

findings (Bryman and Bell, 2018:155). Some researchers are critical of postmodernism 

and view it as a disruptive approach to social research, in that it questions researchers’ 

capacity to know everything (Bryman and Bell, 2018:155). In the case of this research, 

the findings presented are only one version of reality of how PR practitioners apply the 

techniques and functions in Durban. They do not represent results that could be un-

earthed in a different city, province or country. 

 

3.2.2. Discourse analysis 

PR practitioners are continuously examining and recreating what the PR techniques 

and functions are and then adapting their application of them. All of this is done through 

interaction as practitioners talk about, write about and argue about PR techniques and 

functions (Porter in Bryman and Bell, 2018:18). This can be described as discourse 

analysis — a qualitative method for analysing language as a resource. Discourse anal-

ysis also argues that talk in research interviews can be used as a legitimate target for 

analysis (Bryman and Bell, 2018:365). Gill 2000 in Bryman and Bell (2018:365) argues 

that discourse analysis means searching for a purpose behind the ways in which some-

thing is said. This is what the researcher has attempted to do when discussing the 

findings of this research.  

 

In light of the above-mentioned information, the researcher is of the view that the con-

structivist ontology best suits the research objectives. This approach allows partici-

pants to form their own understanding of how to apply the PR techniques and functions 

described in the literature review. The understanding of the techniques and functions 

changes from practitioner to practitioner — each practitioner will interpret how to apply 

them differently. Furthermore, the constructivist approach allows the researcher to in-

terpret research findings based on her own knowledge gathered through secondary 

research.   

 

3.3. The reflective paradigm of public relations 

Holmström (2004:121) states, “The reflective paradigm is a theoretical model devel-

oped to understand the evolution and character of society’s legitimising processes, 

and in this context, the function of PR practice.” Holmström (2002:77), further suggests 
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that in order to understand the societal processes behind the transformation of PR, 

researchers should adopt a paradigm which focuses on the supra-individual and self-

organising evolutionary social processes. This paradigm employs Niklas Luhmann’s 

theory of social systems which focuses on the social processes that construct our per-

ceptions of reality (Holmström, 2002:80). It regards social systems as realities that are 

continuously created and recreated through various flows of communication when 

those involved develop patterns of meaning that are different from other meaning 

(Holmström, 2002:80). In other words, PR practitioners in one agency will subscribe 

meanings of the techniques and functions that are different from another agency. 

These meanings are derived through continuous, self-referential flows of communica-

tion but are guided by boundaries found in the overall PR environment (Holmström, 

2002:80-82). This is inline with the postmodern approach in which different versions of 

reality are being created. 

 

The reflective paradigm suggests that organisations see themselves in a poly-contex-

tual worldview. When applied to public relations, a poly-contextual worldview takes into 

consideration; stakeholder relations, symmetrical communication and reporting on the 

triple bottom line (people, planet, profit) — which supplement or replace conventional 

legislation (Holmström, 2004:121). 

 

Reflection is also characterised by organisations which continuously question, change 

and open debate prior to making decisions. The main function for reflective PR is iden-

tified through a tripartite synthesis of three organisational functions: sensor, leadership 

and communication (Holmström, 2004:128). According to Holmström (2004:129), re-

flective PR requires essential qualifications of the practitioner and insight into social 

conditions, structures and processes of an organisation (sensor function which aims 

to increase reflection). Furthermore, Holmström (2004:129) states that, “It requires a 

focus on values and identity policies, that are on the integration of reflection in the 

organisational decision process (leadership function which aims to integrate reflec-

tion).” Lastly, the reflection of corporate self-understanding needs to be communicated 

through PR practice. This is an increasingly important function as organisational legit-

imacy relies on perceptions, which continuously change in poly-contextual dynamics 

(Holmström, 2004:129). 
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This research essentially aimed to uncover how PR techniques and functions are being 

applied by practitioners and compare this application to how the techniques and func-

tions were initially meant to be used. In other words, it sought to get a sense of whether 

practitioners are staying true to what the techniques and functions were designed for 

and if they have moved away from how these were initially meant to be applied, report 

back on any changes found. The reflective paradigm of PR described above is suitable 

for this research and forms a base which the researcher used to reflect on the appli-

cation of the techniques and functions described in the literature review. It takes into 

account the ever-changing nature of the PR techniques and functions and highlights 

how these are determined differently by each agency. 

 

Based on the selected constructivist ontology and reflective paradigm of PR described 

above, this research will, therefore, employ a qualitative research methodology which 

will be discussed in detail in the section which follows. 

 

3.4. Summary 

This chapter describes the conceptual theoretical framework upon which this research 

is based. It describes the constructivist ontology and the reflective paradigm of PR as 

the conceptual theoretical framework suitable for this research. A constructivist ap-

proach portrays the world as socially constructed, complex, and ever-changing (Tuli, 

2010:102-103). This approach states that multiple realities co-exist and are in a con-

stant state of change that is subjective to the individual or collective (Bryman and Bell, 

2018:17). Postmodernism is also addressed in relation to the study and states that 

research present specific versions of social realities, rather than a definitive version of 

reality (Bryman and Bell, 2018:17). Furthermore, discourse analysis is briefly dis-

cussed outlining; a) how PR practitioners examine, recreate and adapt the application 

of techniques and functions through interaction as they talk with and argue about them 

(Porter in Bryman and Bell, 2018:18) and b) how talk in research interviews can be 

used as a legitimate target for analysis (Bryman and Bell, 2018:365). Both the selected 

constructivist approach and reflective paradigm of PR are a suitable conceptual theo-

retical framework as they set parameters for how PR practitioners apply techniques 

and functions. These approaches are also suitable because they allow the researcher 
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to apply and interpret research findings based on knowledge gathered through sec-

ondary research. Furthermore, they take into account the ever-changing nature of the 

PR techniques and functions and highlight how they are determined differently by each 

agency. 
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4. CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

“The importance of measurement in research design cannot be overstated. Even the 

most well-designed studies will prove useless if inappropriate measurement strategies 

are used in the data collection stages,” states Marczyk, DeMatteo & Festinger 

(2005:95). 

 

4.1. Introduction 

The previous chapter discussed the constructivist ontology and the reflective paradigm 

of PR as the conceptual theoretical framework suitable for this research. This chapter 

will firstly, briefly compare the quantitative and qualitative research methodology, re-

spectively. Then secondly, outline why the qualitative methodology is best suited for 

this research.  The units of analysis, sampling, data collection methods, namely; liter-

ature study, interviews, note-taking are also discussed below. The data analysis meth-

ods, mainly transcription and thematic analysis are also discussed below. 

 

4.2. Research methodology 

The research methodology is the sum of data collection methods and methods of anal-

ysis which researchers adopt. The University of Southern California (USC) Libraries 

(2017) state that it is, “Actions to be taken to investigate a research problem and the 

rationale for application of specific procedures or techniques used to identify, select, 

process and analyse information applied to understanding the problem, thereby, allow-

ing the reader to critically evaluate a study’s overall validity and reliability.” 

 

4.2.1. Quantitative and qualitative research 

A methodology can take the shape of a qualitative, quantitative or a combination of 

both approaches. Quantitative research is characterised by the collection and analysis 

of numerical data — assigning numbers to the perceived quality of things (Babbie and 

Mouton 2009, Bryman and Bell 2017). 

 

Qualitative research assumes that meaning is embedded in the participants’ experi-

ences and that this meaning is mediated through the researcher’s own perceptions 
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(Tuli, 2010:102). According to Dawson (2002:14), qualitative research explores atti-

tudes, behaviour and experiences through methods such as interviews and attempts 

to get an in-depth opinion from participants. 

 

Bryman and Bell (2017:31) state that there are three fundamental differences between 

quantitative and qualitative research. The principal orientation of quantitative research 

is deductive, whereas qualitative research is inductive — a deductive approach tends 

to test theories and an inductive approach tends to emphasise on generating theories 

rather than proving them (Bryman and Bell, 2017:31). Quantitative research empha-

sises numerical data collection and analysis as opposed to the qualitative method 

which emphasises on word content collection and analysis (Bryman and Bell, 

2017:31). Quantitative research adopts a positivist approach to research in which, 

“Only phenomena that can be observed by senses can genuinely be verified objects 

and sources of knowledge,” according to Bryman and Bell (2017:12;31). Quantitative 

research, more often than not, adopts an interpretivist approach which Bryman and 

Bell (2017:14;31) state, “Assumes that any research approach needs to respect the 

differences between people and the objects of natural sciences.” Lastly, the quantita-

tive approach views social reality as an external, objective reality whereas, the quali-

tative approach sees social reality as constantly shifting and emergent, as interpreted 

by individuals (constructivism) (Bryman and Bell, 2017:31). 

 

Given the nature of this research which sought to understand how practitioners were 

applying PR techniques and functions and in-line with the chosen constructivist ontol-

ogy and reflective paradigm of PR, this research will employ a qualitative approach. 

The application of the PR techniques and functions cannot be quantified; it needs to 

be understood through analysing content data collected through interviews. Further-

more, the nature of the research is subjective in that the practitioners discuss the PR 

techniques and functions based on their own application which is different from how 

the next practitioner would apply them. 

 

4.2.2. Qualitative research 

Gubrium and Holstein 1997 (cited in Bryman and Bell, 2017:41), suggest four qualita-

tive research traditions, namely; naturalism, ethnomethodology, emotionalism and 

lastly postmodernism. The above-mentioned traditions are underpinned by a social 
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construction of reality. Naturalism is described by Hammersley (2014:8) a means, “To 

capture the character of naturally occurring human behaviour which can only be 

achieved by first-hand contact with it, not by inferences from what people do in artificial 

settings, such as experiments.” Ethnomethodology is a social inquiry which seeks to 

understand how collective members create and maintain a sense of order and under-

standing in social life (ten Have, 2004:14). Bryman and Bell (2017:41) describe emo-

tionalism as a subjective means to gain access to ‘inside’ experiences and inner real-

ities of humans. Emotionalism hasn’t become a significant stream of research (Bryman 

and Bell, 2017:41) and has been criticised by Gubrium and Holstein 1997 in Silverman 

(2010:106) as emotionalist have the potential to blind themselves through interpreta-

tion to the ways participants shape their realities. Postmodernism has been discussed 

at length earlier in this thesis and is a method which is a method, “Sensitive to the 

different ways social reality can be constructed,” (Bryman and Bell, 2017:41). 

 

Qualitative research can take on several research designs such as (but not limited to), 

phenomenology and case study research (Bryman and Bell, 2017:42).  It also involves 

different ways of collecting and analysing data but importantly, may require consulta-

tion of theoretical and empirical literature in order to interpret data (Bryman and Bell, 

2017:42). 

 

4.2.3. Criticism of qualitative research 

Blumer 1954 (in Bryman and Bell, 2017:43), argued that definitive statements should 

be avoided when analysing social research as they tend to be excessively concerned 

with what is common rather than showcasing that variety is possible. Instead, social 

researchers should sensitise concepts by giving a general sense of what to look for 

and act as a means for uncovering the variations which phenomena could assume 

(Blumer 1954 in Bryman and Bell, 2017:43). Bryman and Bell (2017:43) state that this 

approach may leave researchers with a challenge in that if a concept is too broad, it 

will fail to provide a useful starting point for research and if it is too narrow, it is likely 

to have limitations of definitive concepts. It is, therefore, the researchers’ duty to find a 

middle ground and produce relevant research.  

 

In contrast, generalisation is another criticism of qualitative research as it is impossible 

to know how the research results can be applied in other settings (Bryman and Bell, 
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2017:50-51). Although research results may provide a starting point for further re-

search, they cannot be applied in different settings, in the absolute sense. This also 

brings up issues of replication, another criticism which states that qualitative research 

results are often unstructured and rely too much on the researcher’s decisions (Bryman 

and Bell, 2017:50). The lack of following a standard procedure makes it difficult for 

other researchers to truly follow how the research came to be which can be affected 

by the interpersonal relationships the researcher establishes with participants (Bryman 

and Bell, 2017:50). 

 

Qualitative research has also been criticised for being too subjective as it often relies 

on the researcher’s view s of which parts of the research results are important (Bryman 

and Bell, 2017:50). Furthermore, it is often difficult to truly establish what the re-

searcher actually did, how s/he chose participants and how s/he analysed results, thus 

making qualitative research lack in transparency (Bryman and Bell, 2017:50). 

 

4.2.3.1. Validity and reliability 

The above-mentioned criticisms may raise issues of validity and reliability which, ac-

cording to Mason 1996 in Bryman and Bell (2017:43), “Are important measures of the 

quality, rigour and wider potential of research, which can be achieved by following cer-

tain methodological and disciplinary conventions and principles.”  

 

4.2.3.2. Validity 

Validity needs to showcase what actually exists and what was used to measure the 

findings (Brink, 1993:35). Campbell and Stanley 1966 (cited in Brink, 1993:35) estab-

lished two forms of validity, namely; internal and external validity. Internal validity refers 

to the extent to which research findings are a true reflection or representation of reality 

(Brink, 1993:35). External validity refers to the degree to which findings can be gener-

alised across various social settings (LeCompte and Goetz 1982 in Bryman and Bell, 

2017:43).  

 

In light of this research, the researcher aimed to understand the application of PR 

techniques and functions by interviewing practitioners. The practitioners are in this 

case responsible for providing a true reflection of reality which then gives an indication 

of how other practitioners may be applying the techniques and functions. While the 
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research results cannot be generalised to a larger population or location, they do serve 

as a starting point for establishing how other South African practitioners understand 

PR techniques and functions. 

 

4.2.3.3. Reliability 

“Reliability is concerned with the consistency, stability and repeatability of the inform-

ant’s accounts as well as the investigators’ ability to collect and record information 

accurately,” says Selltiz et al. 1976 (cited in Brink, 1993:35). LeCompte and Goetz 

1982 (in Bryman and Bell, 2017:43) suggested two forms of reliability namely; internal 

and external reliability. Internal reliability refers to the researcher developing consistent 

habits using a specific method and then rating results in the same way in order to 

reduce measurement error (Brink, 1993:35). External reliability refers to the degree to 

which a study can be replicated (Bryman and Bell, 2017:44). Furthermore, Bryman and 

Bell (2017:44) state that although it is impossible to replicate a social setting of a par-

ticular study, researchers should adopt a similar role as the original researcher.   

 

The researcher, in this case, interviewed participants in the same manner, following 

an interview schedule and measuring all findings by referring to the literature which 

served as a guide of what techniques and functions are.  

 

Brink (1993:35-36) states that there are some risks to both validity and reliability which 

are mainly underlined by error — he cautions researchers to be aware of sources of 

error such as the researcher, research participants, social setting and lastly, methods 

of data collection and analysis. 

 

According to Brink (1993:36), researchers need to be conscious of any bias towards 

the research and overcome it through preparation and ensuring that they undergo nec-

essary training before conducting interviews. Furthermore, Brink (1993:36) states that 

researchers can declare their assumptions (if any) about the research upfront so that 

others may consider them when reading the research. Before conducting the study, 

the researcher was tasked with drafting a research proposal prior to being allowed to 

register to conduct the research. Registration was allowed based on the researcher’s 

previous studies. This can be likened to the training which Brink (1993:36) refers to. 
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Following registration, this proposal was then approved by the ethics board which en-

sured that the correct measures would be followed in order for the research to be con-

sidered valid.  

 

Brink (1993:36) also states that participants may pose a threat if they are not truthful 

in their responses — they may make things seem better or worse than they really are. 

The researcher can overcome this by building trust, being attentive and keeping accu-

rate and detailed field notes (Brink, 1993:36). The researcher established contact with 

the agencies and supplied them with valid information detailing what the research is 

about, who is the supervisor and from which institution. This facilitated trust between 

the researcher and the participants as they could validate all the information provided 

to them by contacting the supervisor.  

 

Social settings may make participants act differently, however, the researcher can 

overcome this by interviewing the same participants in different settings and observe 

changes in behaviour (Brink, 1993:36-37). It was not possible for the researcher to ask 

participants the same set of questions in a different setting. However, participants were 

asked to provide a meeting place that they were comfortable with. This ensured that 

the researcher reduced the risk of the participants feeling uncomfortable and putting 

themselves in a position of not being able to provide accurate information due to the 

setting. 

 

Finally, the threat to data collection and analysis is dependent on two elements, 

namely, research design and sampling (Brink, 1993:37). Researchers must have a 

solid research design to increase the potential for other researchers to reconstruct the 

original study while also decreasing the chances of the research findings being re-

garded as invalid or unreliable (Brink, 1993:37). Sampling bias can be avoided by en-

suring that relevant participants are selected — they should know the subject well 

enough to accurately respond to questions (Brink, 1993:37). The study was approved 

after the researcher provided a full description of the research design adopted, there-

fore, limiting the chances of the research being regarded as invalid and unreliable. The 

study involved agencies which (mostly) have been operational for more than 5 years 

and with established clients. It is unlikely that these agencies were not knowledgeable 

or unable to answer questions correctly.   
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4.3. Research design 

A research design is a structure which provides the use of a research method and the 

analysis of the subsequent data (Bryman and Bell, 2017:105). This research employed 

a case study research design. 

 

4.3.1. Case study research  

A case study research design allows the researcher to conduct an in-depth investiga-

tion using qualitative methods to obtain data from several sources (Feagin, Orum and 

Sjoberg, 1991:2). Furthermore, this approach enables the researcher to develop a de-

tailed analysis, identify themes and make assertions on the subject of investigation 

(Center for Innovation in Research and Teaching, n.d). A case can be a single organ-

isation, location or event (Bryman and Bell, 2017:110). This research aimed to estab-

lish how PR practitioners in Durban were applying techniques and functions through 

pre-arranged semi-structured interviews. 

 

Stake 1995 in Bryman and Bell (2017:111) distinguishes between three types of case 

study, namely, intrinsic, instrumental and multiple or collective cases. Intrinsic cases 

aim to access insight into particularities of a single situation, rather than insight into 

other cases (Bryman and Bell, 2017:111). “Instrumental case studies use the case as 

a means of understanding a broader issue or allowing generalisations to be chal-

lenged,” Bryman and Bell (2017:11). Multiple or collective cases are characterised by 

exploring a general phenomenon (Bryman and Bell, 2017:111). This research is 

closely linked to an instrumental case study as it aims to understand how practitioners 

apply techniques and functions in comparison to how they were meant to be used, in 

addition, if there are any current trends which practitioners have adopted. Thus, it 

aimed to merely understand and give an account of how techniques and functions 

have been applied in Durban - which can be contrasted by other researchers to how 

other cities apply the techniques and functions. 
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4.4. Research methods 

The researcher employed qualitative research methods to collect and analyse data. 

Data was collected through literature, interviews and then transcribed through content 

analysis which will be described below. 

 

4.4.1. Units of analysis  

The unit of analysis can be described as the objects of a study being analysed for a 

particular research project (ThoughtCo, 2018). These units can be individuals, specific 

groups, organisations, artifacts, social interactions or geographical units. For the pur-

pose of this research, the units of analysis are PR practitioners at Durban based agen-

cies.  

 

The researcher created a list of PR agencies in Durban which can be found under 

Appendix A using several websites and social media. This was followed by determin-

ing whether the listed agencies were still operational by conducting desktop research 

of the listed websites, followed up by phone calls to confirm whether the agencies 

indeed provided PR services. The researcher’s initial participant list consisted of 46 

companies, 28% of which were no longer in operation. The researcher was then left 

with 36 agencies to contact — 24% of the agencies took part in the research, 52% of 

them did not respond following several follow up attempts by the researcher, 12% of 

the agencies had shifted their business focus and were no longer offering PR services, 

6% of the agencies listed a Durban office but upon further investigation, the office was 

no longer operational and lastly, 6% of the agencies declined to be part of the research, 

sighting time constraints. 

 

The agencies which took part had an average of 2,5 employees, consisting of an 

owner, managing director, CEO or similar (who will be referred to as account director 

throughout the research) and an assistant or account executive (who will be referred 

to as account executive throughout the research). The researcher spoke only to ac-

count directors at all agencies, except one, where both the account director and ac-

count executive were interviewed. This was mainly due to the teams being relatively 

small and not being able to allocate time resources to taking part in the research. 
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4.4.2. Sampling 

Neuman (1997:201) states that, “Sampling is the process of systematically selecting 

cases for inclusion in a research project.” Babbie and Mouton 2009 and Bryman and 

Bell 2017 describe various basic concepts of sampling, however the most relevant in 

this case are; population, sample, sampling frame, probability sampling and non-prob-

ability sampling. These terms are described below: 

 

• Population can be described as the selected units for a particular study — they can 

be people, places, organisations, etc., from which the sample is chosen (Bryman and 

Bell, 2017:170). In this case, the population was selected specifically from Durban. 

 

• A sample is a part of the population selected for a specific study and is based on a 

researcher choosing between two types of sampling methods, namely; probability 

sampling or non-probability sampling (Bryman and Bell, 2017:170). 

 

• A sampling frame a list from which all units in the population will be selected as the 

sample (Babbie and Mouton 2009, Bryman and Bell 2017). The researcher con-

ducted an online search to find PR agencies in Durban which have been listed under 

Appendix A — this list can be referred to as the sampling frame. 

 

• Probability sampling is a method used to select participants at random from a list 

(sampling frame) containing all the units in a population (Babbie and Mouton 2009, 

Bryman and Bell 2017). Non-probability sampling is a method in which participants 

cannot be selected randomly (Bryman and Bell, 2017:170).  

 

There are various types of non-probability samples, however, the researcher has 

adopted the non-probability purposive sample in which respondents are selected for a 

specific purpose. Babbie and Mouton (2009:166) state that purposive sampling is char-

acterised by a researcher being able to select their own sample based on their 

knowledge or judgement of the population and its elements and the nature of the re-

search. A non-probability purposive sample also allows the researcher to identify par-

ticular subjects (respondents) for in-depth investigation (Neuman, 1997:206). In this 

case, the researcher specifically needed to speak to PR practitioners based in Durban 

to unearth the techniques and functions which they make use of. This information was 
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collected through interviews which required the participants to discuss, in detail, how 

they apply certain PR techniques and functions. 

 

4.4.3. Data collection methods 

Qualitative data is collected to describe details about people, actions and events in 

social life (Neuman, 2014:477). This data can be in the form of text, observational 

notes, interview transcripts, audio or visual tapes and photos. The first step the re-

searcher took in collecting data was to collect data by reviewing existing literature on 

the technique and functions. This was then followed by creating an interview schedule 

using the literature review as a guide. The researcher then conducted semi-structured 

interviews, using a voice recorder and note-taking to collect data from participants. 

These qualitative research methods allowed the researcher to find out specific infor-

mation which can be compared and contrasted with information found in other interac-

tions with participants (Dawson, 2002:28). 

 

4.4.3.1. Literature study 

When the researcher was reviewing possible research topics, a literary survey was 

conducted to broadly unearth the information available on the PR techniques and func-

tions. A literary survey is a technique which assists researchers in familiarising them-

selves with the available literature (Bryman and Bell, 2017:72). It is usually followed by 

a literature review which was introduced in Chapter 2 of this research.  

 

Although there was limited research available on PR techniques and functions, none 

of it provided an analysis of the current state of PR in South Africa. This prompted the 

decision to center the research around current trends, with a specific focus on the 

application of PR techniques and functions. The literature review outlines definitions 

and description of what the PR techniques and functions under investigation are and 

how they are meant to be applied. The researcher made use of books, credible online 

sources, library databases from various disciplines to gather the information used in 

the review. The literature review served as a guide to clarify the research questions as 

well as formulate the questions for participants.  
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4.4.3.2. Interview guide construction 

The researcher followed an interview schedule with a list of questions, created prior to 

conducting interviews. The questions consisted of open-ended and closed-ended 

questions. Open-ended questions usually consist of questions which participants can 

answer freely, however they wish (Babbie and Mouton 2009, Bryman and Bell 2017). 

Closed-ended questions are usually a set of fixed questions from which participants 

are able to select an appropriate answer (Bryman and Bell, 2017:199). The researcher 

made use of a mixture of questions as some information required further elaboration 

and some required straight forward responses. There are advantages and disad-

vantages to both open and closed-ended questions but mainly open-ended questions;  

 

• allow participants to provide in-depth responses to which the researcher can 

prompt further (Bryman and Bell, 2017:199) 

• allow the researcher to explore new ideas or ones which the researcher may have 

limited knowledge on (Bryman and Bell, 2017:199) 

• usually require the researcher to interpret the meaning of responses (Babbie and 

Mouton, 2009:233) 

• are time-consuming as they require interviewees to answer questions at length and 

also require the researcher to arrange pre-coded questions to facilitate easier in-

terpretation which then requires post-coding (Babbie and Mouton 2009, Bryman 

and Bell 2017) 

 

Closed-ended questions; 

• are easily interpreted and can be transferred directly into a computer format (Bab-

bie and Mouton 2009, Bryman and Bell 2017) 

• allow the researcher to easily compare and make assertions based on the selected 

responses (Bryman and Bell, 2017:200) 

• reduce the likelihood of participants offering a different perspective (Bryman and 

Bell, 2017:200) 

• are unlikely to cover all possible responses without a long list of options to select 

from and lastly, may make it difficult for participants to answer if the options are 

limiting (Bryman and Bell, 2017:200) 

 



 

 

 

46 

Bryman and Bell (2017:202) outline various types of questions however the researcher 

mainly constructed questions of knowledge, which are usually employed to test 

knowledge or awareness in a particular area. The questions were directly informed by 

the terms described in the literature review and ordered accordingly. The researcher, 

through relevant networks, pre-tested the questions by sending them to PR profes-

sionals currently working for agencies. Pre-testing is a good way to avoid errors and 

ensure that the questions are unambiguous (Babbie and Mouton, 2009:244). The test 

participants provided the researcher with feedback which was then used to adjust the 

questions. A full list of the questions can be found under Appendix B.  

 

4.4.3.3. Interviews  

After formulating and pre-testing, the questions, the researcher reached out to the list 

of agencies (appendix A) via email — see Appendix C for the email to potential par-

ticipants. The email briefly described what the research was about and how partici-

pants could be a part of it. Potential participants were asked to take part in a one (1) 

hour-long, in-person interview in which the researcher would ask questions pertaining 

to their PR practices.  The researcher waited a day before following up with a phone 

call and email (in cases where the phone was unanswered). Two consent letters were 

sent out to the agencies that were interested in taking part in the research — an agency 

consent letter (see Appendix D) in which the agencies gave the researcher to permis-

sion to conduct the research and an individual consent (see Appendix E) form was 

meant for each participating practitioner.  

 

Once they agreed, the researcher then conducted semi-structured in-person inter-

views which can be described as an interview strategy in which the researcher can find 

out information that can be compared and contested with information from other inter-

views (Dawson, 2002:28). This method enabled the researcher to ask PR practitioners 

the same set of questions while also allowing for flexibility in case other important in-

formation arose (Dawson, 2002:28-29). Following each interview, the researcher up-

dated the questions based to eliminate or include particular questions (Dawson, 

2002:29). Rubin and Rubin 1995 in Babbie and Mouton (2009:289) state that qualita-

tive interviewing is an iterative process in which the interviewer repeats the same 

method of gathering and analysing information in order to come closer to a clear and 

convincing model of the phenomenon under investigation. “The continuous nature of 
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qualitative interviewing means that the questioning is redesigned throughout the pro-

ject,” Rubin and Rubin 1995 (in Babbie and Mouton, 2009:289). 

 

4.4.3.4. In-person interviews 

There are benefits to face-to-face/in-person interviews and telephonic interviews. The 

most notable benefit is that in-person interviews have a higher response rate and allow 

an interviewer to observe the interviewee and clarify questions if participants show 

signs of confusion — which is not always possible with telephonic interviews (Bryman 

and Bell, 2017:218). The researcher conducted 87,5% of the interviews in-person and 

the others telephonically. Some participants opted for telephonic interviews as it was 

the only way they could take part in the study due to time constraints. 

 

4.4.3.5. Recording and note-taking 

The researcher met with the participants at a place they were comfortable with and 

first introduced the study and objectives. Participants were then informed that the in-

terviews would be recorded using a cell phone and that notes would be also be taken. 

Recording interviews is a technique which allows for a thorough examination of what 

was said in an interview (Bryman and Bell, 2017:231). Furthermore, it enables the re-

searcher to revisit recordings and repeatedly examine interviewees responses (Bry-

man and Bell, 2017:231). The main disadvantage of voice recording is that interviewers 

are at risk of being complacent and not paying as much attention to what participants 

are saying (Dawson, 2002:66). Note-taking was a secondary means of collecting data 

used to highlight important issues that came up during interviews. This method doesn’t 

rely on recording equipment but can make it difficult for the researcher to maintain eye 

contact and focus on what the interviewee is saying (Dawson, 2002:67).  

 

4.5. Data analysis methods 

According to Neuman (2014:477), analysing data means to systematically organise, 

integrate, and examine data to identify patterns of association. The data was analysed 

through transcription and thematic analysis. 
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4.5.1. Transcription 

Following each interview, the researcher transcribed the participant responses verba-

tim. Transcribing allows data to be analysed by other researchers and the findings 

thereof can be used in other ways from those intended by the original researcher (Bry-

man and Bell, 2017:231). There are various ways to transcribe interview recordings, 

however, the researcher transcribed the recordings herself. This allowed her to gather 

themes and draw conclusions following each interview. 

 

4.5.2. Thematic analysis 

Thematic analysis is a flexible analysis method that aims to identify, analyse and de-

scribe patterns, or themes, across the data set (Bryman and Bell, 2017:350). It can be 

conducted in an inductive or deductive manner (Bryman and Bell, 2017:351). An in-

ductive analysis involves the researcher developing themes directly from the date with-

out considering pre-conceptualised theoretical frame (Bryman and Bell, 2017:351). 

The deductive analysis method is informed by the researchers’ theoretical framework 

and is guided by themes identified in previous research on the topic (Bryman and Bell, 

2017:351). 

 

The findings were grouped according to the techniques, functions and current trends 

discussed in the literature review which have all been researched and reported on 

before by various scholars and PR professionals. The researcher used these as pre-

conceived themes and presented the findings according to what respondents said in 

their interviews. Summaries and conclusions were then drawn based on those tran-

scriptions. It can, therefore, be deduced that the researcher adopted the deductive 

analysis method.  

 

4.6. Delineation of the research 

An investigation of techniques and functions used by PR practitioners at agencies in 

Durban, South Africa over a period of 3 months. 
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4.7. Limitations of the study 

The researcher would have preferred to spend a week with each agency in order to 

gain in-depth knowledge into how PR techniques and functions are applied by practi-

tioners, however, this was not possible as agencies were not in a position to accom-

modate the researcher. Therefore, the findings presented in this study cannot provide 

a full report on exact processes, however, they have drawn conclusions based on the 

information provided by the research participants. 
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5. CHAPTER 5: RESEARCH FINDINGS 

“Although the analysis of quantitative data generally occurs later in the research pro-

cess, this does not mean that you should not consider how you will analyse your data 

until then…You need to be aware that the decisions you make at an early stage in the 

research, will have implications for the sorts of analysis you will be able to conduct,” 

Bryman and Bell (2017:312). 

 

5.1. Introduction 

The researcher collected data through a literature review, interviews and analysed the 

data through a thematic analysis method. The researcher sought to gain an under-

standing of how PR practitioners are applying techniques and functions to present a 

view of the current trends in the PR industry. This chapter discusses the findings of 

this study firstly by providing an overview of the agencies and clients they service then 

secondly, by grouping the main findings according to the techniques, functions and 

current trends discussed in the literature review (chapter 2). The researcher provides 

relevant participant responses verbatim and concludes each section with a summary 

of the findings which emerged from the transcriptions. 

 

This research sought to achieve the following objectives: 

 

RO1: To identify PR techniques used by practitioners at Durban agencies 

RO2: To describe the application of PR techniques by practitioners at Durban agencies 

RO3: To identify the PR functions carried out by practitioners at Durban agencies 

RO4: To describe the application of PR functions by practitioners at Durban agencies  

RO5: To compare the current use of PR techniques and functions to how they are 

meant to be used  

RO6: To provide evidence of the current state of the PR industry through tracking the 

application of PR techniques and functions. 

 

The findings have been grouped according to the following sections: 

 

• Overview of agencies 

• PR Techniques 
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• PR Functions 

• Current PR Trends 

 

Each section has subsections with a set of questions focusing on a particular tech-

nique, functions or trend. As this was a qualitative study, the findings have been 

grouped according to the subsection and each subsection was further grouped into 

relevant themes or specific question posed to the participants. In some sections, ficti-

tious names have been created to protect the identity of the PR companies as well as 

their clients. 

 

5.2. Overview of agencies 

The researcher spoke to a total of eight (8) agencies which have been operational for 

an average of thirteen (13) years. The average number of team members is 2,5 mainly 

consisting of an account director and an account executive — only one (1) agency 

consisted of 5 members and the rest were split between one (1), two (2) or maximum 

of three (3) members per team. The teams included a senior or founding member (ac-

count director), an account executive and an intern / admin or similar. Generally, re-

sponsibilities such as writing and research are shared by all members, then the ac-

count director is responsible for strategy, client liaison, advising and overall manage-

ment of the business, while the account executive is mainly responsible for research, 

monitoring, organising, media liaison, distributing media releases and admin related 

tasks. 

 

Respondents were asked to indicate the number of clients they have — this was split 

between retainer and project-based clients. Furthermore, they were asked to indicate 

the industries they service. The researcher did this to gather a sense of the type of 

clients Durban agencies are servicing. Project clients are classified as those with three 

to six months contracts. The table below provides a summary of the agencies re-

sponses: 
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Table 5.1. Overview of agency clients 

Agency Retainer 

Clients 

Project 

Clients 

Industries 

Agency A 5 7 Accessories, Celebrity Management, 

Corporate Social Responsibility, 

Education, Fashion and Food 

Agency B 7 5 Beauty, Business, Health, Legal, 

Security and Skincare 

Agency C 4 2 Business, Fashion, Investment, 

Manufacturing, Property and Travel 

Agency D 4 13 Business, Professional Sport 

Agency E 4 5 Beauty, Events and Health 

Agency F 5 2 Manufacturing, Hospitality, Investment 

Agency G 6 2 Education, Entertainment, Health and 

Hospitality 

Agency H 1 1 Beauty, Health, Skincare 

 

5.3. Main Findings: PR Techniques 

The findings below have been categorised according to the techniques described in 

the literature review, namely; media relations technique, corporate image, promotional 

activities, issues management, crisis communication and networking. 

 

5.3.1. Media relations technique findings  

The researcher asked participants fourteen (14) questions in the media relations sub-

section, six (6) of which were directly related to media relations as a technique. The 

questions related to the media relations technique were dealing with the type of rela-

tionship practitioners have with media, how they stay informed and how they get ahead 

of potential issues. The findings below have been grouped by; 
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• Type of relationship 

• Staying informed  

• Getting ahead of potential issues 

 

5.3.1.1. Type of relationship 

The media relations technique is mainly characterised by building mutually beneficial 

relationships with media. When participants were asked to describe the nature of their 

relationships with media, most of them said that they had close but professional rela-

tionships. They socialised with media but did not necessarily form personal relation-

ships beyond their scope of work. Some of the younger agencies (operating for less 

than five years) didn’t form social relationships outside of their scope of work. Agencies 

older than five years built and maintained close social but not personal relationships 

with media. 

 

"The thing with us is that even though we are Durban based, our clients are 

national. So for example when we do a campaign for one of our clients, we 

are dealing with media in Cape Town, Johannesburg and in Durban. We also 

travel a lot for our clients. If they have an event in Jo’burg, we'll go there, if 

they have an event in Cape Town, we’ll go there. So we interact with them 

(media) but we don’t socialise with them. So we keep our media relationships 

professional but we nurture them. Once we get to know a person, like an ex-

ample, this week, we had to send out an article and we said ok well, let's start 

with the people that we know. The people that do publish our stuff because 

we already have a relationship with them.” 

Agency A 

 

“Definitely relational. You need to build some sort of relationship with them but 

having said that, I’ve found that I’m not picking up the phone as often as I used 

to. People are becoming so busy, they just say, "Send me an email, send me 

a WhatsApp.” Everything is digital now. So, when I first started my business, it 

was a lot of on the phone and now I would say it’s probably 80% email and 

20% over the phone. It has changed because you’ve (I’ve) built the relationship 

and now it’s (I’m) maintaining it, does that make sense? Just by staying in touch 

and also I think it’s nice for them (journalists) to be able to send me a brief and 
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I’ll find someone who can help them. I help solve a problem for them. Like I had 

one journalist who had a very specific brief — it had to be a lady of colour, she 

had to be over 50 and had to be in business with another person of her family 

for more than five years - I mean that’s very specific. So she was very chuffed 

(that I helped her with this). And it wasn’t a client I had, (I) just (found her) 

through my network so it wasn’t necessarily to benefit a client but just to nurture 

the relationship (with the journalist).” 

Agency B 

 

“Ok so, I studied journalism, so some of the very senior guys (journalists) actu-

ally studied with me so my relationships go back to my journalism study days. 

When it comes to a work sort of thing, I mean, you (I) have to be professional 

regardless of whether I’m friends with them or not, that doesn’t change that it 

is a professional interaction.” 

Agency C 

 

“It’s individual relationships. I think one of our strengths is the fact that we keep 

pretty good tabs on who is coming in and out of buildings. We’ll often get a 

heads up before they (journalists) move. We don’t socialise but we do person-

alise. I mean it’s a strategy of ours to make sure we have fun in a lot of the work 

do so we build really good relationships. We tend to try and work with people 

as if they are an extension of our business or one of our friends, so we cultivate 

really good “off-work” relationships with journalists. We don’t go out and social-

ise with them, but we keep a good personal rapport going with them. Which 

means that if they move from one particular building to another, we just keep 

track them.” 

Agency D 

 

“We don’t really have relationships with media.” 

Agency E 

 

“Many years ago, I was working for a corporate company and they had a rugby 

suite and I found that so useful because you could invite the media and enter-

tain them a controlled space, for a controlled period of time and I developed 
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very good relationships over those years and even today, I can call on those 

people. Of course, a lot of them have moved on. Otherwise, you know, I’ve had 

one of my clients for 15 years, so yes you get to know the people (journalists) 

who run your stories. You get to know what they want and it does make things 

easier.” 

Agency F 

 

“I don’t socialise with them (journalists) on a personal basis purely because I 

think that is a dangerous area to work within. But I do socialise with them. Like 

for example, we will have cocktail function just for media or we, twice a year, 

often go to Cape Town or Johannesburg and we call on media there and we 

will have a social get together with them but more so in Durban than what we 

do in Cape Town.” 

Agency G 

 

5.3.1.2. Staying informed 

Media relations is also about ensuring you provide media with content that they actually 

want. This requires good relationships and staying informed. When participants were 

asked how they ensure that the always know what the media is looking for, their re-

sponses varied. Some relied on media alerts which are daily email briefs sent to PR 

professionals from journalists. Others said that it was a function within their business, 

usually assigned to someone who then informs the rest of the team on what is hap-

pening.  

 

“We both are quite different in that I am very social media oriented. So I will be 

on Twitter most of the day and I’m the one that updates everyone like, “Guys 

this just happened, this celebrity just did this, this brand launched this,” whereas 

she (other participant) is more of like a networker and maybe youtube, a little 

bit. So she hears her news, not instantly, but like, she engages with people 

(journalists) a lot more. She has a lot more face-to-face engagements with peo-

ple (journalists) and that’s how she hears her news and then she will tell us. 

There are also platforms that send us briefs from media which we have sub-

scribed to.” 

Agency A 
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“Well, I try to obviously have a look at through, obviously the news everyday 

but that all gets sent to my computer, so I have a look at that just to kind of stay 

up to date with what’s happening. And then, there’s things like media alerts, 

which is a nice tool to be able to have a look at every day because that’s got 

certain brief requests that people (journalists) are working on. Obviously for the 

sort of health, beauty and fashion clients, I get the health editor or the editor, 

the beauty or fashion editor to send me their briefs — so (if) they’re (media) 

working on the October issue and this is (which details) what they’re looking 

for. So, I make sure that I’m constantly getting those briefs as well and that 

goes back to just maintaining those relationships.” 

Agency B 

 

"Well, obviously you need to be looking at what the international trends are, to 

start with. So, you know South Africa always follows the international side 

(trends) so if you’re not checking in with what is happening internationally within 

your client’s industries, you’re gonna be bit lost. And then obviously, you know, 

you need to read the papers and the media online, etc., so that you can actually 

see what is happening and what they’re (media) talking about. And also, obvi-

ously, you know the media, once they know that you have been working for a 

particular client for a long time and they’ve (media) been in that sphere for a 

long time, they’ll automatically contact you (for information).” 

Agency C 

 

“You keep tabs on them (media) as well. You know, in some cases, we corre-

spond with media in a bunch of different ways. We, obviously, churning out 

syndicated content to a particular group or a database. We obviously in individ-

ual contact with people to the point that we think there is something wrong if 

they don’t come back to us and ask (for content). But then we also maintain 

them in smaller groups. We’ve got a couple of WhatsApp groups where yes we 

maintain individual contact but we do it collectively. So, we’ll put 8 or 10 jour-

nalists that all have the same thing in common onto the same group and a 

certain number of material will go out there and it’s designed to do a couple of 

things, one, to make sure that the lazy ones (journalists) get what they need 
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but also to stimulate the individual to come back to us and ask, “ok, I see where 

we are going with this particular thing but I'm looking for a different angle, or  

curated content or can you set me up with something fresh.” 

Agency D 

 

“So usually the whole process starts with a strategy and a content plan. So 

that’s where we nail down the different types of content and obviously, what-

ever we might want to achieve through whatever we are creating. So that’s 

where it starts and that’s how we ensure (that we are producing the right con-

tent). So, we don’t just wake up and do the content based on “oh, today this is 

the topic.” We start with a strategy and then we do the content plan in order to 

know the different types of content that we will put our and then break it down 

into whatever that piece (content) is.” 

Agency E 

 

“That’s hard. You just gotta read the news yes and basically see opportunity. 

So, say when I’m watching the news on, for argument sake, Carte Blanche, I 

see, oh hang on, “What about…” and then you suggest that (the angle or di-

rection to take) to the client.” 

 Agency F 

 

“Ok, so, I (account director) don’t have time for reading. I wish I did. And I wish 

I had time to go through social media to find out what’s going on in the world. 

Uh, so we have appointed that role to an individual within our office to make 

sure that he is up to date. He loves reading and scrolling through the news and 

seeing all that stuff. So that’s part of his job description, that he does that and 

then he educates us once a day on what is happening and what could impact 

any of our clients. So, it becomes a role in our office to make sure (he knows 

what is happening) and then educating (us).” 

Agency G 

 

“Yeah, cause we are very much consumer brands, so…I’m on my phone a lot, 

watching what people are doing on Instagram, on social media…because that’s 

really where a lot of our work is happening now — in the digital space. So I’m 
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constantly watching what media, when I say media, I’m talking about digital 

media, and watching what they’re doing, trends, what’s going on, what are they 

posting about, what are they talking about, new things…but not media alerts or 

anything like that” 

Agency H 

 

5.3.1.3. Getting ahead of potential issues 

Having a good relationship with media can be highly beneficial for the company as it 

allows practitioners to be aware of potential issues. If a certain reporter usually covers 

news on a particular organisation, they also engage with other stakeholders related to 

the organisation (Doorley and Garcia, 2011:73). This engagement allows them to de-

velop deeper insights which practitioners or management may not always have (Door-

ley and Garcia, 2011:73). A practitioner with good media relations practices will con-

stantly engage certain reporters to uncover issues which have the potential to harm 

the organisation's reputation. 

 

Participants were asked if they have ever heard about a potential issue through the 

media, before their client informed them or knew about the potential issue. Five out of 

the eight agencies responded that they had this happen to them often and in most 

cases, their clients were aware but would not brief them to be on alert in case media 

contact them.  

 

“Lots! Yeah and that would be for my security client. That’s the only client I’ve 

had that for because just within that client…I mean I’ve been doing their work 

for now for over 10 years… and uhh, so for them, I would get, let’s say a jour-

nalist from the Daily News will say, “I’m doing a story on the high rate of crime 

in the upper highway area and I want your comment from XX Security say by 

2 o clock today.” Nobody knows from XX Security, I’ve only just been informed 

and the deadline is like now. So we get that like all the time…or a security guard 

has been…uhm, it’s alleged that they were involved in a house robbery. I (me-

dia) want comment. So I then have to go back and get all the facts from the 

right people, quickly draft something, make sure I get all the right channels to 

approve it before it can then get sent.” 
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*XX security is a fictitious name created to protect the agencies client. 

Agency B 

 

"Yeah, it often happens. I mean some of our clients… for example one client… 

what well find is…sometimes players will talk to agents for example obviously 

and agents will speak to media and so it sort of yeah and we find out via via… 

sort of like new signings and that sort of thing and where guys are going. It’s 

never really been anything detrimental to our clients but it’s a breaking news 

story that would like to break first obviously. We’ve had some instances where 

we have had to do some serious damage control, where there has been sort of 

personal (or) political information that has been leaked to the media which is 

very destructive to clients and you only pick it up literally on publication. We 

occasionally get a heads up or a warning that it’s out there but then you’re 

playing catch up which is tricky.” 

Agency D 

 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. We’ve had quite a few of those situations. So in some situ-

ations, they come to us and in some, the same journalist who came to use the 

last crisis has now gone to the client directly. So it varies (sometime media lets 

us know, sometimes they don’t), to answer your question.” 

Agency G 

 

“Uhm, I have had it once, there was a crisis and once of the journalists did 

phone me. Uhm but we had already heard about it (from client). But she (jour-

nalist) did phone me and tell, “did you know that this had happened?” Uhm, 

and then how do we deal with it? The way we deal with a crisis with this client 

— we have to adhere to the global guidelines so we have to refer to the head 

office. We do not have the directive the deal with these things on our own.” 

Agency H 

 

5.3.1.4. Summary of media relations technique findings 

PR practitioners in Durban keep close social relationships with media, that are nurtured 

but not personal. They are well informed on which media covers news on their clients 
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and ensure to keep those groups informed about work which their clients may be up 

to.  

 

The practitioners stay informed by consuming the news, following trends and keeping 

up with what is happening on social media. In some teams, all of the practitioners do 

this and feed information to the rest of the team and in other, it is a function within the 

business for one person to do this and educate the rest of the team.  

 

Most agencies have previously found out information from journalist without their cli-

ent’s knowledge. In most cases, they were able to respond effectively by ensuring that 

they know all sides of the story and are able to draft a quick response to media.  

 

5.3.2. Corporate Image findings 

The corporate image function is characterised by coordinated communication activities 

(Overton-De Klerk, 2000:197-199) as well as PR practitioners upholding a positive im-

age of their clients through various activities. It is a combination of various communi-

cation efforts by different parts of the business within an organisation such as market-

ing (Overton-De Klerk, 2000:192). 

 

Participants were asked six (6) questions in relation to how they uphold a positive cor-

porate image of their clients as well as how they manage negative perceptions about 

their clients. The responses below have been separated into two sections, namely;  

 

• Upholding a positive image 

• Managing negative perceptions 

• Dealing with negative publicity 

 

5.3.2.1. Upholding a positive image 

When participants were asked, How would you say you uphold a positive impression 

of your clients? Their responses varied, no two agencies upheld positive impressions 

of their clients in the same way. 

 

"I think the one thing we're really good at is, we have a broad spectrum of net-

works and clients. So also what we do often is if we hear that one of our brand 
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clients has an event and we have a personal influencer who we also manage 

that would fit, we bring them together. We’re big on brand collaborations.” 

Agency A 

 

"My gosh, where to start? Uh… I think for a lot of my clients, for them it’s about 

making sure that they are top of mind within their industries. Whoever it is… if 

somebody thinks security, they must think XX Security. So it's about looking at 

all aspects of their business and highlighting all of that. So for example, if XX 

Security sponsors the soccer club in the upper highway area, to make sure that 

they get coverage in the local paper…so people know about it. So it’s always 

looking for the positives in their businesses that they might not necessarily think 

is a big deal then highlighting it.” 

 

*XX security is a fictitious name created to protect the agencies client. 

Agency B 

 

"It’s essential that you do. So for instance, I won’t buy a competitor brand. I 

have a luggage client, I only buy their luggage, I only buy their handbags. I 

would never be seen with a competitor product. Why would anybody believe 

me if I’m not supporting my own client? So with my property client, we recently 

just sold our house using that client. My daughter is now gonna be using them, 

my mothering in law is gonna be using them so…you have to… if you don’t 

believe in who you’re working for and don’t wanna work with them yourself then 

you shouldn’t be working with them. So I’m very particular about that. I will only 

support my clients, so I don’t ever buy competitor brands." 

Agency C 

 

“It’s so difficult but it’s so important. We (are) monitoring, particularly on social 

media. We use some of the analytics, we use things that can keep tabs on all 

levels of social media, things like Hootsuite. We try and convince as many of 

our clients as possible to spend money on active monitoring. One of our biggest 

issues is that they don’t but into it, they see it as an expense they can do with-

out. It’s a nightmare…but it’s so important, you cannot physically monitor all 

things at the same time. Digital and social is fairly easy to do, you can check 
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online and you can go search for it…but you actually want that proactively 

done. And a lot of the good monitoring like your Newsclip and rebook and that 

sort of thing, they’ll actually get it pre-publication. I’ll get a clip in my email a day 

before publication …so you’re ahead of the game but it’s one of those things 

that guys (clients) are dropping.” 

Agency D 

 

“The content is obviously different across our client but we... majority of it is 

brand story telling. So it’s not necessarily, (like anything in particular). It’s put-

ting out what our clients stand for and putting through that messaging across 

all platforms.” 

Agency E 

 

“Ok so as an example, once a year, they (one of my clients) in Johannesburg 

for a competition that they sponsor and in the morning of that competition, I set 

up business interviews with various business journos. So we’re not talking 

about the competition. The media are invited to the competition in the evening 

but I set up business interviews and I keep following up until…(I secure public-

ity).”  

Agency F  

 

"Well, I think the objectives that are set at the beginning of each year, are…we 

monitor them very closely. So some clients want ROI on AVE, I mean we all 

know that AVE is no longer a benchmark but I’ve got two clients that only want 

AVE so we will give them that AVE. Ok? Those clients have actually set KPIs 

for us that we need to target to achieve certain KPIs in AVE. So as much as we 

try and change that to reach (for example), it just doesn’t work. They want the 

AVE so we apply to that. We have clients that want proof on footfall ok so we 

report on, well they report back to us on footfall. We have a client that, well is 

suppose it’s the same as footfall. They want table covers. So how many people 

sit and eat in their restaurant, same as footfall. So each client is very different. 

So what we try and do is every month in our monthly report, we report back 

onto the objectives. So we are very target driven. So whatever the target is set 

at, that’s what we will do to achieve…and we have never not achieved.  
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We also do events, so some of the clients require events or parties so that 

would be considered as upholding the image of the client. Uh, it’s also media 

liaison… being able to… for them to be able to talk to the right media and stake-

holders…stakeholder engagement.” 

Agency G 

 

“I think because I’ve been working on the brand for so long, they are… they 

feel like my own brands so I’ve got a personal connection with the brands… 

and people often associate me with the brands too because it’s been so long. 

So I think that whatever I do, I uphold, you know those brands. Whether I’m 

dealing with media or regular consumers…I always uphold those brands posi-

tively." 

Agency H 

 

5.3.2.2. Follow up question: What kind of activities do you do to maintain a 

good image of your clients? 

 

Participants were asked to select activities which they do to maintain a positive image 

of their clients. The results of this question have been presented below: 

 

 

Figure 5.1: Activities to maintain a good image 

 

The key finding is that monitoring conversations and publicity is a large part of ensuring 

that the client’s good image is maintained. 
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5.3.2.3. Managing negative perceptions 

Participants were asked, how do you manage negative perceptions about your clients? 

Their responses varied — some sighted that they’ve never really had to manage neg-

ative perceptions while others said that it was important to speak to the client to make 

sure they understand what needs to happen in order for their image to be seen in a 

positive light. 

 

"We always take them (our clients) through a step by step (process) of improv-

ing their image or making their image look better. Normally when people start 

with us, it’s either they’ve never done PR before or there’s not even any aware-

ness of them. So for example with Opum, they've never done PR before until 

last year. We are the first PR agency to work with Opum and they were 

launched in 1965 or something like that and …so we had to… when they came 

on to the bus, it was like (they said), “and this person needs to hear about us 

and Bona (magazine),” and we were like, “Guys, it’s a process, we need to take 

it step by step,” It’s the first article, the first event inviting media…you know. 

The first thing we did in December last year was a charity event for the seniors 

of the area and Opum came with food parcels. I think we had maybe two or 

three media there because people (media) were like… no one’s been invited 

by Opum to anything before so it was just like, “what, what’s happening?” So 

we always take out clients through a process… it’s either we fixing their website 

first, we're fixing their social media first, before we even get to…now were cre-

ating awareness because, we always try and make them understand that eve-

rything is like a circle of information. As soon as, like when you hear about us, 

because you have your phone in your hand, the first thing you’re probably 

gonna do is check, “Are they on Facebook? Are they on Instagram?” And then 

you’ll probably check, “Do they have a website?” And then next thing you go 

on google and see, “Has anything been written about them?” So we try and 

make out clients understand how the consumer process works and then once 

they understand that, then they know that, like when Joe Soap (example), like 

when they hear my name, first thing they’re gonna do is search on their social 

media, then they’re gonna look on the website, then they’re gonna google, then 

this, then that. So once they understand that then it’s easier for us to cultivate 

a positive image.” 
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*Opum is a fictitious name created to protect the agencies client. 

Agency A 

 

“Touch wood. I haven’t had to but having said that… My biggest client has 

another PR agency that specialises in crisis communication and they do all of 

that…all the bad stuff.” 

Agency B 

 

“Don’t think we’ve had that. We’ve never…maybe it boils down to working with 

people that you’ve got stuff in common with. We’ve never really had to go and 

pick up the pieces. We don’t normally go out and aggressively pitch for new 

work. A hell of a lot of our work comes through referrals…so we’ve never had 

to out of desperation pick out a Ford (client with negative perception) or any-

thing like that.” 

Agency D  

 

“Normally I try and chat with the client and say, “Look, this is the problem and 

then…”  and sometimes the clients couldn’t be bothered but if they believe that 

they should bother, then we work out a strategy and then I’ll set up (interviews). 

Then we try and fix that. It depends, I mean if a member of the media phones 

me and says, “Do you know what an idiot your client is? He…whatever (ex-

plains what the client did),” then I’ll say, “ok tell me your side, tell me what you 

know” and then I’ll phone the client and I’ll say, “Look, I hear…(that this has 

happened)” and then you try and resolve it that way. So it’s normally personal. 

And you must do this straight away." 

Agency F 

 

“With difficulty. You know what, you can’t have everybody on your side, you 

can’t have everybody loving your brand and liking you the way you’d like them 

to. So you just got to pick your areas where you want that target market to like 

you and make sure that you are communicating enough to those that don’t like 

you to try and get them on your path...but the focus area is always on the pos-

itive and not on those negatives because you can put the same effort into both 
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and you’ll get a lot more from the positive people and the negative people, you’ll 

get once step forward. So we always try and get that step forward but we don’t 

focus on trying to convert them. We do promote uh, target audience... audience 

target market if I can call it that... so we always try and focus on those people 

we wanna grab and those are the ones we want to try and pull.” 

 Agency G 

 

“So I’m thinking of my main client, there have been some incidents. Generally, 

there is a protocol that we have to follow. We first have to notify the correct 

people in South Africa and also the consumer or customer complaints person 

and all the necessary people within South Africa. So we notify them. Then we 

approach global, they then send us the necessary material because usually 

they have had a similar issue before us. We then get the materials from them. 

So they usually have media releases or statements prepared. We get sent 

those press statements, we then work with the lawyer and director to formulate 

or to utilise the communication that we have received and then adapt it to local. 

We adapt it to how we feel would be the best way to communicate to the South 

African media. Their approach is reactive and not proactive. So they say, you 

only approach media if they approach you first. I would like to proactively send 

media a statement but no (I have to follow protocol).” 

Agency H  

 

5.3.2.4. Dealing with negative publicity 

Participants were asked how they deal with negative publicity affecting their clients and 

mostly responded that they have set protocols which they follow. Most also sighted a 

quick turnaround time after ensuring that all facts have been accurately recorded. 

Some responded to negative publicity immediately while others would wait for the me-

dia to come to them and ask for comment. 

 

“Well, I normally do that because I’m the crisis person for the team and the 

crisis person for all our clients, so as soon as something happens… if it’s small 

clients, an individual client, it’s normally just the client and I that will be the team. 

But one of our big clients for example, the first thing that we normally do is, we 

assemble the crisis coms team, everyone is on the WhatsApp group and you 
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know, the 45-minute rule, you know you have to respond within 45 minutes 

otherwise you’re gonna miss the boar completely. So within that 30 to 40 

minutes, we decide, are we gonna communicate via sms, via WhatsApp, let-

ters, are we gonna phone the media, are we gonna wait for them to phone us. 

We brief all the secretaries on all the campuses (and tell them), “If someone 

(media) phones (and asks about this), this is the response.” We draft a state-

ment and get that issued to everyone and it gets to (sent) media.” 

Agency A 

 

“We do have crisis holding statements ready and waiting for the not so big se-

rious things and again, in terms of anything that can be negative, it’s to make 

sure that the right channels are followed, so there’s processes involved. SO 

that’s also important and making sure that people understand.” 

Agency B  

 

“It’s interesting… Particularly on social media, we’ve dealt with this a lot. I mean 

social media is seen as a legitimate platform where you can legitimately can 

gripe. And you cannot bully people on social media. If somebody is being com-

pletely out of line, you can weigh it inane try and sensor them… and take them 

down. Our view is that if somebody is engaging you, even aggressively, you 

need to give them…you need to legitimise that platform so we’ll engage with 

them on behalf of the client and hopefully try and balance the discussion and 

make sure that all the facts are being accurately represented and hopefully try 

and stimulate a bigger public discussion to try and counter the damage that’s 

done. 

 

It’s so brand and it depends on what the crisis was. I mean I’ve worked with a 

client who had a really poor image and… you know it’s just being consistent 

and looking for ways to positively talk them (your clients) up and to talk up their 

credibility versus the negative stuff.” 

Agency C 

 

“If you’re talking to a particular group, say a branch or a school where everyone 

will be aware of what’s going on. The trick is often to just take a deep breath 
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when you see it happening and just make sure that the balance of information 

is out there… You’ll often follow that chain of discussions and look where it 

resolves itself. So it will get angry, it will get spiteful…you often do the credibility 

(for your client) a lot of good by going in there with kid gloves and just putting 

facts out there. I think responding quickly is very important to make sure that 

you are listening. So the speed of the response and the tone of the response 

is important.” 

Agency D 

 

“Not really but one client usually gets negative stuff but client takes care of that. 

I don’t.... they have standard responses and they deal with that.” 

Agency E 

 

“So I haven’t had anything as big as the Ford situation but we’ve had to deal 

with a lot of people dying in weird ways. So I think that would be possibly the 

biggest, I suppose, the crisis I’m closest to. How did we deal with it? Just make 

sure that you’ve got an open line of communication and that you are educating 

people. Stick to the facts. Out turnaround time on crisis stuff is as soon as pos-

sible. Get those facts together and it depends on the crisis on whether you 

distribute that media release or you hold onto it for when the enquiry comes 

through but be prepared so that when that enquiry come through, you’re ready 

to activate.” 

Agency G 

 

“Our turnaround time… mmm a day… so I would love to do it within a day but 

it doesn’t happen…there’s just so much. So I would say two to three days… I 

know… There have been some nasties about racial issues that don’t event 

stem from South Africa but it doesn’t matter where it is.” 

Agency H 
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5.3.2.5. Follow up question: Which tools do you use to counteract bad pub-

licity? 

Participants were then asked to indicate which tools they used to counteract bad pub-

licity between social media, media release, crisis holding statements or press confer-

ences. Most of them said they used social media or a media release, to ensure that 

stakeholders know what their client’s stance is:  

 

“The first thing would be to issue a media statement or media release… you 

know nobody has time and the newsrooms are so understaffed so to be holding 

a press conference etc. when you’re sitting with a crisis is no way the cleverest 

idea. So I mean with social media it would really depend on whether client even 

has a social media page. So it really, really depends (on the situations).” 

Agency C 

 

“You know, the media hate press conferences. In the old days where there 

were lost of media, they would attend. We had a building of R800billion, a fac-

tory, how many media do you think I had (attended)? They don’t pitch. But we 

always try and fix it (the negative publicity) with the relevant media and then 

send out a press release.” 

Agency F  

 

“Ok, press conferences don’t work in today’s world. They are a thing of the past. 

Again each situation is deal with differently. I try to veer away from social media. 

Ok, so if you’re in a crisis situation, try not go to social media. Try and keep it 

away from there as much as possible which is difficult and reason being is that 

there is a confusion between, fake news and what is happening and whether 

people take your brand seriously on the platforms. So I’m very cautious about 

social media. Issuing a statement? We will always prepare a holding statement. 

It would definitely be available like as quick as possible but we do not distribute 

it as a press release it is absolutely a holding statement. We do not create 

media releases around a crisis. This is the media statement and that is what 

will answer all the necessary questions and that is what is fed out.” 

Agency G 
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“Social media if needed. If there is comment on social, we would address it 

but…I don’t do this personally. They (client) do put a statement up on social 

media for people to see.” 

Agency H 

 

5.3.2.6. Summary of corporate image findings 

Participants didn’t have a clear way of upholding a positive image of their clients - they 

all had different ways of doing this such as; securing relevant interviews and publicity, 

supporting their clients through using their services or buying their products, and meas-

uring their progress against set PR objectives. A key finding was that they do a lot of 

monitoring of conversations on social media and monitoring of publicity to ensure that 

their clients are represented in a positive light.  

 

They also don’t have a clear way of managing negative perceptions, apart from speak-

ing to the client and ensuring that the right information is given to media. Negative 

publicity is dealt with in a short time after all the relevant information has been collated 

and packaged in a suitable format for media. Agencies always have to follow set and 

agreed on strategies when responding to negative publicity.  

 

Press conferences are no longer relevant when dealing with negative publicity. Practi-

tioners counteract bad publicity by issuing media statements and ensuring that social 

media followers are informed about a client’s stance on the negative publicity received. 

 

5.3.3. Promotional activities findings 

Promotional activities are events used to communicate specific information to specific 

audiences in order to contribute to a well-functioning organisation (Skinner et al., 

2010:8). Participants were asked five (5) questions in this section regarding whether 

they arrange events on behalf of their clients, if so, what kind of events they arrange 

and why they arrange events on behalf of their clients.  

 

Two agencies did not arrange events on behalf of their clients — one handled social 

media for events and some graphic aspects and the other did not handle any aspects 

of events at all on behalf of clients.  
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Six agencies arranged events on behalf of their clients and their involvement ranged 

from arranging all aspects, including inviting media, handling social media, event man-

agement elements such as decor and catering. 

 

Participants indicated that they arrange a variety of events which have been presented 

below: 

 

Figure 5.2: Types of events 

Participants added: 

 

“We’ve done a lot of women empowerment events; I don’t know what category 

those fall under… so conference?  

 

We do the entire event from decor — everything. We love doing it. We chose 

to do it because I love putting a venue together and have an impact.” 

Agency A 

 

“I did earlier and there are certain limits to when you can and you can’t or else 

its seen as a bribe (to media). We used to… we can do smaller low-key things 

but it’s changed. If a client wants an event of some sort, I’ve got people that I 

outsource eventing to. Obviously from a media relations (we’ll handle it) side 

but in terms of the venue and the decor and the catering, somebody else 

doesn’t that. We’ll do social media, content like speeches, MC management 

and so on. We’ll also get involved in budgets. If client has got ad spend and 

they not sure where to spend it, or where to get the most bank for their buck. 

I’m quite fortunate in that although I studied PR and I worked for two different 

PR firms. After that I then went and worked in the advertising agency world and 
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worked in three ad agencies so I kind got to see how it works together so I am 

able to offer clients advice.” 

Agency B 

 

“Yes. Media events, media trips. So in the travel industry or you have a number 

of properties you want them (media) to see then you would organise a media 

trip. And also, internal team building events and that sort of thing. I’m very fussy, 

so unless I’m working with an events team that I’m confident with then I won’t 

get involved. So I’m not prepared to have my name trashed because people 

can’t organise things properly. I’m very particular, so I will work with an events 

company that I know and that I trust will deliver to the same standard I would 

deliver and then I would do the media element (media liaison, MC manage-

ment, speeches) but I won’t just work with anyone. So sometimes they’ll (client) 

ask you, it’s either bringing in your media, influencers or celebrities perhaps 

you’ve got a really great contact with a really great MC and they’ll (client) ask 

you to get involved.” 

Agency C 

 

“Yeah, we do. We do conferences, product launches and lots of sports days. 

From an activation point of view, there is often a launch, then there is going to 

be retraction period while we are building the PR behind that and then that will 

lead to the event itself.  

 

Our take is to do what we do best. We don’t do logistics, we don’t do start and 

finish banners and that sort of thing. We work alongside event logistic providers 

and there are quite a couple of them in this business that we work with consist-

ently across all their (clients) events. Where we literally will manage media, PR, 

social media and in some cases the website, e-newsletters…But they (event 

logistics team) look after the actual event, nuts and bolts, picket fences — they 

do all that. We do social media, inviting media to the event and occasionally 

we’ll get involved in speeches. If there is a need to coach out client for 

speeches, we do it. But it’s an interesting part of the business, it’s the one side 

that is shrinking. They (clients) don’t want to release a foothold on an event or  
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a brand. They’re (clients) trying to do more with less — so that’s a challenge.” 

Agency D 

 

“We don’t do the events; we just manage the social parts of promoting the 

event.” 

Agency E  

 

“Not anymore. There is no money. We’re talking about Durban, Durban is poor. 

A lot of them (clients) don’t. You know when I first started my business I did a 

lot of events. I was almost always doing an event. But you just…the (media) 

landscape has changed. The marketing people handle it.” 

Agency F 

 

“I think our biggest accomplishment was in 2016, we hosted an activist concert 

and the target was to get 10000 people to attend the concert, which was a free 

concert. And believe it or not, it’s very difficult to get people to attend a free 

concert. And it was quite a stressful process to go through because you didn’t 

know… because they dint have to buy tickets, you didn’t know how many peo-

ple you were ever standing on. So was it 6000 today or had we reached 8000 

and there's way no way of monitoring that and it was a huge success. We 

ended up catering for, 12000 which we had catered for but we ended up with 

11250 (people attending) or something like that. So it (the events) can be any-

thing from a small stakeholder meeting of two people to something of 11500 

people…you know? But I think stakeholder meetings are something that are 

important and I don’t think we focus enough on that from a public relations 

perspective. I think we take that fore for granted. 

 

You know in 2014, we did everything for that event. From social media — to 

everything. 2015, 2016, 2018, 2019 - (we did) less of the operational elements. 

So getting the chair (decor) became someone else’s job. And we don’t have an 

issue with that because it means that the event is evolving, it’s growing. So it’s 

a positive for us when that happens. But again, it depends, some jobs we do 

little bits, some jobs we organise everything.” 

Agency G  
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“Yes. When there is a new product and they (client) decide to put some spend 

behind it. So it would be a media launch to which beauty media is invited and 

sometimes dermatologist and medical people as well. We handle all aspects 

on the eventing side and then social media and getting media there (to the 

event) (media relations).” 

Agency H 

 

5.3.3.1. Follow up question: What is the underlying purpose of the events 

you arrange? 

 

Participants were asked to indicate why they arrange events and were asked to select 

the top reason between; consumer buy-in, increase loyalty or increase number of con-

sumers. The results have been presented below: 

 

 

 

Figure 5.3: Reasons for events 

 

Participants also added:  

 

“So sometimes it’s launching a product, so it’s creating awareness. Sometimes 

it’s more of …trying to create excitement around the brand. It really depends.” 

Agency C 
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“The measure of our success is often participation. The number of people that 

you’ve actually…if I can actually stimulate someone to go and look at a website 

or a page, or enter, ideally buy. That’s the biggest yardstick that measures our  

success.” 

Agency D  

 

“So usually its…so if I’m hosting an event, it will entail probably like a service 

or it would be an event that I’m just passionate about… it will be to connect.” 

Agency E 

 

“Events are also done for media purpose. So you host an event because you 

want the media exposure. So it’s not necessarily for buy-in or consumer product 

or brand awareness… it’s because you want (your client) to be in that publica-

tion.” 

Agency G 

 

“It’s to get publicity, to get news stories generated on social media, to get the 

products into the hands of consumers. We try and win loyalty with media and 

build relationships with media which will in turn then build customers because 

they’ve (media) obviously got following. Ultimately, we want to get the word out 

to consumers, who are then gonna buy the products. So it’s awareness.” 

Agency H 

 

5.3.3.2. Summary of promotional activities findings 

Six agencies handle events or promotional activities on behalf of their clients, but they 

do this in conjunction with eventing teams. They will manage all the relevant parties 

and ensure that all elements required for the event are adequately sourced. Two have 

stopped offering events all together due to budgets cuts from clients. In most cases, if 

the PR agencies are not handling all aspects of the event, they will take care of all 

media-related aspects such as inviting media, drafting content for the speeches and 

social media. They will also occasionally get involved in budgets for the event and 

advertising. The top two events arranged handled by PR agencies are conferences 

and product or service launches. 
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Events are arranged for several purposes, however, consumer buy-in and increasing 

loyalty were the main purposes. A key finding was that creating awareness and media 

exposure are important elements to try and achieve when arranging events. 

 

5.3.4. Issues management findings 

This research adopted two explanations for issue management: 

 

Issues management is a process to look for potential issues and mobilise resources 

across an organisation to deal with the issues and to develop and implement practical 

plans in order to achieve strategic outcomes that benefit the organisation (Jaques, 

2010:436). 

 

Issues management is a process undertaken by organisations to identify possible chal-

lenges (issues) before they become crises. Organisations then mobilise corporate re-

sources to help safeguard the organisation from reputational and operational harm, 

and the financial ramifications that the issue may provoke (Doorley and Garcia, 

2011:301). 

 

Participants were asked two questions in this section and the responses have been 

recorded below. 

 

5.3.4.1. Question: How do you anticipate issues on behalf of your clients 

before they arise? 

 

“Normally our clients are quite nervous anyway…so Opum’s senior manage-

ment team is a cautious group of people so they get worried even is a Hello 

Peter comes up or something like that. So we actually have a crisis communi-

cation document in place for Opum because they just don’t like negativity or 

crisis. So at any given point, anyone has access to that document. All the dif-

ferent parties know that even if something small happens, even if it’s a tweet, 

they know to contact me or the national business manager or the digital man-

ager, or the marketing manager. So we’ve got a crisis communication plan in 

place.” 

Agency A 
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“I’m just gonna go back to XX Security as an example…we have two monthly 

PR telecoms where we all phone in from Cape Town, Durban, Jo’burg and their 

head office and we all talk strategy, are there any trends that are being picked 

up in your area, are there any events that are coming up that we think we should 

be watching out for… what’s happening within the security industry. So I think 

a lot of it is keeping your finger on the pulse, specific to that client. And then 

being proactive, rather than reactive. So it’s looking ahead at the bigger picture 

then breaking it into chunks and then working your way.” 

Agency B  

 

“Obviously that would come out when you start investigating working with a 

client and looking at potential pitfalls, etc… So that all needs to be done upfront 

but you also need to say to the client, “Look, you know what is the likelihood of 

an issue coming up? What issue has been going (on)?” 

Agency C 

 

“It’s a collaborative effort. We’ll often look for issues, identify issues and try and 

deal with those head on and try and make sure that we are fully informed so 

that we can manage those issues. On the flip side of that is managing the un-

foreseen issues. We deliberately seek out issues, we don’t shy away from is-

sues, we’ll put issues out there. Stimulating the conversation often gets you 

more more space, better usage.  

 

We’ve got a bunch of events with issues that are a serious threat to the brand, 

and to the client and to the sponsor that is involved… And you can’t bury your 

head in the sand on those. You’ve got to deal with those issues head on and 

then try and manage the way people talk about it and the tone of that conver-

sation. 

 

If it sounds like you’re proactive and… the minute people perceive that you’re 

covering stuff up, then your control over the conversation goes and then you’ll 

be putting out fires. So we tend to identify those issues put them in front and 

center of the picture and just, certainly with the content and the quality of the 
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information you put out there, (you have to) give the impression that it is under 

control and that there is nothing else that could be sourced from that.” 

Agency D 

 

“I don’t really do issues management.” 

Agency F 

 

“There is a crisis management plan in place for any crises.” 

Agency G 

 

“We don’t. Most of the time it (an issue) hits us in the face and we didn’t know. 

But there are topics that they (client) are trying to do proactively (prepare). But 

it would more come from client (to prepare statements) but we’re gonna send 

out the story.” 

Agency H 

 

5.3.4.2. Question: Do you include plans for possible reactions when imple-

menting new campaigns? 

 

“And then with one of our other clients, because we do a lot of projects, we do 

a crisis communication plan per project. One of the projects was quite taboo, 

so we knew that people were going to come back with questions. So we put 

together FAQs (frequently asked questions), we anticipated… but even with 

our personal clients, we are watching them like all the time on social media so 

if someone…On their Instagram, we’ll follow someone and say to them, “Hey 

listen, the photo you’ve just put up is not on brand, so I think you should take it 

down.” 

 

They (clients) give us a little bit of their concern but it’s mostly from us. So what 

we did as a team (for one campaign), we went to all the people that we know 

use Opum and pitched the campaign to them and then let them ask us ques-

tions and then those questions form (part of the FAQs). So we did our own 

research before putting the questions together.” 
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*Opum is a fictitious name created to protect the agencies client. 

Agency A 

 

“Not really and it’s generally separately (case by case).” 

Agency B 

 

“We try to but a lot of times clients are very naive and do not think that they’re 

ever gonna have a crisis or an issue management story.” 

Agency C 

 

“Do we… if a volcano goes off and it impacts the travel trade… Do we prepare 

a statement? The answer would be yes, we would prepare a statement be-

cause it is an outside activity impacting us so we would prepare statement and 

it would be to educate those in the trade about what the stand is of that partic-

ular product in the market place.” 

Agency G 

 

Not generally. Generally, we haven’t been asked to put a whole PR plan to-

gether for our clients. So if we do approach a new client, it’s usually more prod-

uct focused approach, rather than a corporate approach. 

Agency H 

 

5.3.4.3. Summary of issues management findings 

50% of the agencies that took part in the study said that they anticipated issues upfront 

and worked together with their clients to make sure they know which issues could im-

pact their clients. Others either didn’t deal with issues at all or were proactive, rather 

than reactive to responding to possible issues. A key finding is that participants also 

didn’t have a clear distinction between an issue and a crisis — to them, an issue and 

a crisis are the same thing. Many referred to using a crisis plan in order to anticipate 

issues. 

 

Agencies generally didn’t have plans in place to deal with issues when they arise. This 

was often dealt with as and when an issue came up. Only one agency noted that they 
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prepare statements with a list of FAQs at the beginning of a new project which are 

shared with the client. 

 

5.3.5. Crisis communication findings 

Crisis communication can be described as a PR function with the objective to maintain 

an organisation’s positive reactions with its publics during a crisis, in order to secure 

its future (Venter, 2000:211). It requires strategic dialogue between the organisation 

and its public, prior to, during, and after a negative event, in order to minimise damage 

to the image of the organisation (Fearn-Banks, 2011:2). Furthermore, it demands that 

PR practitioners use the best-crafted message, delivered using the most effective 

methods to specific audiences (Fearn-Banks, 2011:2). A good crisis communication 

plan includes messages specified for employees, the media, the community, con-

sumer’s investors and industry (Venter 2000; Fearn-Banks 2011), it, therefore, runs 

several programs concurrently, in order to maintain relationships with these stake-

holder groups. 

 

Participants were asked a six (6) questions regarding crisis communication which 

aimed to understand how agencies were dealing with crises, how they prepared their 

spokespeople to face the media and whether they prepared messages for other stake-

holders. The findings below have been grouped under the following themes: 

 

• Dealing with crises 

• Preparing spokespeople during a crisis 

• Creating messages for multiple stakeholders 

 

5.3.5.1. Dealing with crises 

 

“For me, #feesmustfall was one of the biggest ones but it didn’t threaten the 

existence of the brand… but we have plans in place.” 

Agency A 

 

“You’ve gotta work with the entire (internal) stakeholder team and you have got 

to (involve) everyone from the attorneys, to the senior management team… but 

you don’t have much time in which to do it (respond) because I mean they 
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(media) are hacking at your back. So for instance, a recent thing what I did was 

I usually set up two different WhatsApp groups — the one with the key (internal) 

stakeholders at senior level and the other one with the other partner agencies 

that I work with like their (clients) adverting and digital agencies. So that every-

body was kept in the loop at all times… there was no having to make three 

phone calls, to three different people. I mean that’s the first thing that you do. 

 

Then you gotta make sure that you touch sides with the journalist that’s relevant 

and go…if they’ve already been using questions you go, “Listen, I am currently 

preparing the information, trying to get all the information together, I will only 

be able to get this to you by lunch time tomorrow, is that gonna work for you?” 

The local paper will already be in the loop so your first call should always be to 

touch sides with the actual local paper. When you working the small towns, it 

becomes more critical (to contact them) to make that editor you best friend.” 

Agency C 

 

“Quick, accurate, complete disclosure of information and then just be available 

to run (with the information). Make sure your client is available to run…We’ve 

got instances where the client would be really poor in dealing with sort of a 

crisis coms thing and then we’ll take that responsibility on. It’s quite a conten-

tious issue, I know there are different views on this but our crisis coms which in 

its worst case scenario would involve the death of somebody in a very public 

environment so… time is an issue. We literally assemble all the information and 

make sure that we handle it sensitively. Make sure that everybody is on side 

with it all and then just get full and absolute disclosure. And then just be on 

standby. 

 

Saturate the market with accurate information, balance it right between being 

empathetic and being accurate. Literally just be on 24hour standby until that 

conversation goes. And we measure the success of that… about whether it 

ends at that primary communication. So if you can get out into the media market 

place, you can’t deny people access to that (the crisis), everyone is gonna have 

access to that, they’re gonna run it but if it stops at the communication that you 
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have put out there, then you have done the job well.” 

Agency D 

 

“Only one of my clients has a crisis plan in place which I did for them.” 

Agency F 

 

“We dealt with a big fire in Durban of a warehouse and everyone’s houses went 

black and …We were employed by the company to keep their name out of 

media because if that clients if that clients name would’ve been in the media, it 

would have jeopardised their business extensively. And well, it was just (we 

handled by) basically by talking to media that we had relationships with to say, 

“oh what’s happening?” You know they (media) didn’t even know they were our 

client; it was us just making enquires with the media. “Have you heard? What’s 

going on? Who’s involved?” And then just using our relationships… and steer-

ing them away when they were going in that direction.” 

Agency G  

 

5.3.5.2. Preparing spokespeople during a crisis 

 

“We act as spokespeople for only one client. The first thing that we always do 

is ask the media what is it that they going to need to know (from client) and 

sometimes they don’t know themselves because as the speech is being deliv-

ered. So we just let our client know, “Be prepared, so and so is gonna want to 

speak to you after the event.” And mostly, especially with Poise…Poise is very 

strict when it comes to media relations. It’s like, you don’t even want do it, that’s 

how strict it is. You have to get clearance and things like that so… they all get 

their own media training within the brand so they always know, it’s just that you 

need to warn them that so and so, from such and such publication is gonna 

wanna talk to you regarding this. Then if the journalist wants to speak about 

something else, which they (media) always do, then they (client to media) will 

just say, “Well, today we’re only talking about this particular campaign, and 

that’s that.”” 
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*Poise is a fictitious name created to protect the agencies client.  

Agency A 

 

“Media training and processes so that everybody knows… so if the Daily News 

phone, the receptionist should know they need to speak to that person.” 

Agency B  

 

“We act as spokespeople on behalf of spokespeople but from the client side… 

We would often take the roles of being spokespeople for the event and in the 

instance that we refer back to the client, it would be at CEO/GM level.” 

Agency D 

 

“Rule number one, never, ever speak on behalf of your client. You’ve gotta 

physically pick up the phone and say, “Hey Bob, the business day is going to 

be asking you some questions, please remember that you need to focus on 

this, this and this.” There is a critical rule that when people are being inter-

viewed, they need to focus in on the three key messages they want to put 

across. If you do any sort of research into interview techniques, that’s one of 

the first things they will tell you. It’s make sure that you’ve got what key mes-

sages you want to put across and whatever questions you answer; you make 

sure that you bringing in your key messages into that. If it’s a negative thing, 

we also like for them (media) to put the questions in writing so that there are no 

misinterpretations of what you (client) said.” 

Agency C 

 

“They act as spokespeople. I’m the invisible person. You know what, we have 

had so few crises…There was a problem with one of my big clients and one of 

the media wanted to go and visit the factory and then I chatted with the mar-

keting guy and I said, “This publication wants to one of the factories, do you 

want to host this media?” He said, “No, speak directly with the factory man-

ager.” The factory manager literally told them everything, down to how much 

profit they made. So that caused a fall. He (factory manager) had not being 

trained. The policy now is, if the CEO can’t do it, then we must postpone it until 

the CEO is able to do it because he knows what can be said and what can’t be  
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(said).” 

Agency F  

 

“We put the word into their mouths. Basically on every single crisis client that 

we have, we have drawn up what they are saying, baring one client. She wants 

her words — we will guide her. But one out of I don’t know how many crises 

that we’ve handled is not bad but we do everything for them (clients) (preparing 

exactly what they need to say).” 

Agency G 

 

“When we go to meet media, we will prep them (client) but I wouldn’t say in-

depth training for clients, no.” 

Agency H 

 

5.3.5.3. Creating messages for multiple stakeholders 

 

“So what we do is, all the time, we always have a target audience list. And the 

target audience list will always have, internal staff, it will have consumers, it will 

have the internal communicators, like the receptionist and stuff like that. So we 

always draft different…it can be the same message, or it can be different but 

we all the people are broken up into groups. We normally hand it (the messag-

ing) over to the MD and then the MD disseminates it. We actually don’t deliver… 

the only thing we deliver on behalf of our clients is the media relations part. But 

then if they (client) have to tell people what’s happening, (like) if it’s a strike, we 

can prepare the speech for them but they will deliver it themselves.” 

Agency A 

 

“Yes. So going back to XX Security, they have internal newsletters that go out 

once a month. So I’m involved with those.” 

Agency B 

 

“So if I need to, I will (speak to stakeholders on behalf of clients). Otherwise I 

will brief the client to get it sorted ASAP. So for instance, if your factory has 

been shut by workers protesting, you need to make sure nobody can get 
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through to the switchboard…Have you transferred the calls to someone’s cell-

phone. Have the security companies been brief that if any media comes, they 

need to refer them to (the correct person). So those are all the things you need 

to be thinking of when briefing all your clients. You can’t just physically be onsite 

to do it for them.” 

Agency C 

 

“Completely different messaging for different groups. First prize for us is that if 

our relationship with the client is such that they trust us with that they’ll let us 

go with it. In the event that there are major ramifications like potential knocks 

ons for shareholders or (similar)…The biggest issue for us is always timing and 

if the involvement of the client and their inevitable approval process is going to 

mess with the timing of the process, then we’ll get aggressive about trying to 

control it. In a first world, they would trust us because of our involvement be-

forehand and I think as long as they’re kept informed during the process, they 

are happy to let us run with it.” 

Agency D 

 

“Yes, I have one client and on about the 25th of the month, I write a message 

for the CEO that is approved and posted onto the intranet on the 1st of the 

month, every month.” 

Agency F 

 

“We do for one client, both internally for staff and as well as their partners in 

business. So yes, but very small… it’s not a significant project for us. We’ve 

done the messaging and we have given it to them and said, “Ok listen, this is 

the message that needs to go into your newsletter,” or we’ve said, “here’s the 

message that needs to go with these sunglasses and these sunglasses need 

to go to your staff” and then we’ve organised the sunglasses. I’m just using that 

as an example.” 

Agency G 
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“For stakeholders, it happens more at a global (head office) level. That’s where 

that corporate communications happens. We don’t do much here in South Af-

rica.” 

Agency H 

 

5.3.5.4. Summary of crisis communication findings 

Agencies mostly said that they dealt with crises by referring to a crisis plan, however, 

this was not always a standard and available document — it was case by case. Most 

agencies said that it was important to ensure that key internal (clients) and external 

(media) stakeholders are well informed about a crisis. They noted that all internal 

stakeholders had to be on board with the response that would be given to media and 

this was mostly achieved by ensuring that they are all either put on a WhatsApp group 

or somehow informed in order to approve responses. Participants noted that time was 

a critical issue when it comes to dealing with a crisis — responses had to be fairly quick 

and if they were not going to be quick, the media had to be informed of when they 

would receive a response. Participants also noted that good relationships with media 

were helpful in a time of crisis. 

 

Only two of the agencies which took part in the study acted as spokespeople on behalf 

of their clients, the rest prepared their clients to face the media. This was achieved by 

asking the media for questions before they are able to speak to the client. These ques-

tions were then given to the client to ensure that they know exactly what the media is 

going to ask and are in a position to accurately respond. 

 

Three agencies noted that they created messages for different stakeholders at all times 

during a crisis. Others referred to internal newsletters sent to clients once a month 

which were not necessarily related to any particular crisis. Agencies that prepared 

messages for clients during a crisis usually just prepared the messages and let the 

client handle the delivery. Only one agency was involved in some of the delivery of 

messages but mostly with clients they had built long-term trust with. 
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5.3.6. Networking findings  

An organisation’s sustainability and future growth not only depends on good products 

and services but also on how well organisations are able to build and maintain rela-

tionships with stakeholders. Successful relationships with stakeholders are pivotal to 

the success of PR and therefore rely on practitioners having strong networks. Grunig 

and Hon (1999:2-3) found that networking plays an important role in building and main-

taining long-term and mutually beneficial relationships with key stakeholders. Grunig 

and Hon (1999:11) further state that the value of PR can be determined by measuring 

the quality of relationships with multiple stakeholders. Therefore, practitioners not only 

need to build networks with their various stakeholders, but they also need to ensure 

that they build networks with the same groups their stakeholders have networks with 

(Grunig and Hon, 1999:15). This ensures that they not only interact with the correct 

stakeholders but are also able to disseminate relevant information to those stakeholder 

groups. 

 

This section aimed to understand the quality of relationships PR practitioners form with 

stakeholders, particularly their clients and stakeholders important to their clients such 

as employees, consumers or investors. It also aimed to understand how practitioners 

were sure that they were consistently creating relevant content for the relevant con-

sumers. 

 

Participants were asked a set of 5 questions and the responses have been theme 

according to; 

 

• Interacting with stakeholders  

• Creating relevant content for stakeholders 

• Networking events 

 

5.3.6.1. Interacting with stakeholders 

Participants were asked if they interact with their clients’ stakeholders and what the 

level of that interaction was, they responded; 

 

“Ok so, for example with one of our clients, because they are our biggest client, 

I spend a full day with them, once a week, every week. So on a Wednesday, I 
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go there from 9 o clock until 5 (o clock) and I literally have a desk there and it 

allows me to interact with everyone, to find out, like the rumours, what’s hap-

pening, upcoming things and then… Also with that, I’ll hear ok, there’s a new 

course launching or something like that, then it allows me to come in here (in 

the office) and say to the team “I heard they launching a new IT thing, we need 

like, tell them that we can do the PR for it.”” 

 

*Opum security is a fictitious name created to protect the agencies client. 

Agency A 

 

“I’m kind of all behind the scenes. I don’t even think they (employees) know 

that I help with the newsletter.” 

Agency B 

 

“It would vary by client. For instance, it it’s a franchise company then you would 

deal with a lot of franchisees to get their input on certain things unless you are 

getting involved with things like employee stakeholder relations, you wouldn’t 

really deal with the other people unless it is to get certain information.” 

Agency C  

 

“(Interaction with stakeholder is) high. It’s an area you have to go to. It’s some-

thing I think we don’t (do enough of) but we do. You split it. Because a lot of 

out works cyclical or on an annual basis it give you a brilliant chance to bed 

everything away and the first part of that process is a refocus on who the stake-

holders are and for big events that are gonna take up 3 to 4 months of the year, 

the first thing we do would be a closed door session with the stakeholders, just 

to try and work out where they’re going, who they are and where are the people 

and just to rekindle that interpersonal relationships and make sure all the guns 

are pointing in the same direction.” 

Agency D 

 

“Yeah, sometimes the staff would be my contact when I’m needing something 

that will assist m with creating content. And obviously like the boss might not 

have that (information). Some of them are basically people who run the projects 
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on the ground — partners, representatives, people who lead the projects and 

all of that.” 

Agency E 

 

“Yes. My main client. Because I do so much for them, I do a lot of featuring of 

new buildings and then I have to gather the information from the sales rep (sev-

eral other people in the business). Like I’ve just done a story on a beautiful 

office building in Jo’burg and in the story it’s about these particular pavements 

that we used. I’ve learnt my lesson; you send it to at least two people to check. 

The person that I was dealing with was on maternity leave so I sent it to the 

sales manager and said, “Hi there, do me a favour and just run your eyes 

through this and tell it’s correct.” The architect has approved, he (sales man-

ager) gave me the name of the paver, he said this is not that paver, speak to 

Joe Blocks and double check. The architect didn’t know that a different had 

been (involved). So ja, I deal with all sorts of people." 

Agency F 

 

“With some of them yes, with some of them, no.” 

Agency G 

 

5.3.6.2. Creating relevant content for stakeholders 

Participants were asked how they ensure that they are creating the right content for 

their stakeholders and they had varied responses. Some consulted with clients and 

others did research. They responded: 

 

“Research. Like you said when you asked us how do you keep your finger on 

the pulse? That’s the same thing that allows us to have good and relevant con-

tent is because like…for this month, I was writing a content plan for a client and 

it was about saving and finances and she (colleague) said, “oh did you know 

that July is national savings month?” So it’s just research and also we don’t 

work independently of each other. The nice thing about being in a small team 

is that you always know what the other person is doing so you can always 

contribute. We are always bringing our experiences into the workplace.” 

Agency A 
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“You can only test it. One of the nice things about working at an arms distance 

to your client is that whether you’re working with someone who’s managing the 

day to day coms or whether you’re dealing with the CEO or an external share-

holder, investor or a sponsor is that you can just test (the content) before you 

go into the public with it. So it’s the easiest thing in the world, I mean as part of 

your normal formulation of a plan or release, it’s just to test the tone of that 

(content) with somebody else in the organisation (client) and ask, “Is this reso-

nating with you or am I missing the point?”" 

Agency D  

 

“So obviously it’s critical to meet with the clients and understand what their aims 

and objectives are, what are they actually wanting to achieve and then taking 

it a step further and trying to understand who is is your (their) target market and 

they’ll say, “Everyone.” And then after a few more questions, talking about the 

subject, we will actually narrow down who they actually should be speaking to. 

We will ask questions like “Is it a seasonal product, is it available in KZN, is it 

available nationally, can people buy it online?” And then they (client) starts 

thinking, “Who is actually going to be buying our product? Is it the mom, is it 

the dad, it is the tween?” And once you open that conversation then you narrow 

down who they should be talking to and based on that I can actually say, “what 

is your brand personality and how are going to communicate that?” And then 

we look at the channels we are going to use for that.” 

Agency B 

 

“So first of all, that’s why I only use proper trained journalists. So I could ade-

quately write the stuff but I find that it’s better if it’s a business orientated client, 

I would use someone at senior business level or someone who has been a 

bureau chief at a paper to write my business press release. Ditto on the prop-

erty client. So that’s the first thing, the second thing is that you need to be con-

suming national media and international media. You need to see what trends 

are going but a critical thing is that a lot of PR people will write really bad re-

leases and the trick, you need to write your press release in the style in which  

the media like it.” 

Agency C 
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"So usually, the whole process starts with a strategy and a content plan so 

that’s where w nail down the different types of content and obviously whatever 

we might want to achieve through what we are creating so that’s where it starts. 

That’s where we ensure (that were creating the right content). We do check 

and then obviously when we do the report every month we check what’s work-

ing and what might have gotten more attention and what are people engaging 

with the most…so our insights every month help us prepare for  

 

next month.” 

Agency E 

 

“I just do. I’ve been in the business for so long.” 

Agency F 

 

"Well, first of all its educating ourselves, ok? Making sure that we are aware of 

what their objectives are as stakeholders and making sure that we work in a 

win, win situation.” 

Agency G 

 

"We are briefed by client on exactly who we are talking to so we are given exact 

target markets for that specific product and that’s different for each product. 

Then we are discovering new influencers all the time and we would discover 

who the influencer is, research the media or right magazines to talk to and we 

would align that media or influencer with the products specific to the target mar-

ket.” 

Agency H 

 

5.3.6.3. Networking events 

Participants were asked if they attended networking events on behalf of their clients 

and they responded: 

 

“We normally host them. So to be honest with you we don’t (attend networking 

events), we host them.” 

Agency A 
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“No, I don’t." 

Agency B 

 

"I try not to. You know why? As a consultant you only have so many hours that 

you can sell in a day so if you and I are having to go and sit at events just to 

network for all your clients who doesn’t even want to be there, then you can 

never repeat that time, you can’t resell it. So I will do my own sort of networking 

thing whether it’s with other marketing (teams) or the media. If I have set up 

something where we are sponsoring it and we’re there for a reason and there 

is an objective, then yes I would go but I’m not gonna go there just to sit and 

chat.” 

Agency C 

 

"You gotta keep asking, you gotta keep knocking on that door and that’s where 

you have to step out of the routine with your clients and find out, “How are you 

(client)? What is really happening (with the business)?” Not what is happening 

in this particular time with this case, meeting or conference.” 

Agency D 

 

“When I was very busy, I let it slip and now I’m battling because I need to find 

work because I haven’t been networking. The institute of marketing manage-

ment and PRISA used to have functions and I used to attend them, neither of 

those two have functions anymore.” 

Agency F 

 

“Yes, but I hate it. It’s just not in me. A lot of our clients have events so they 

want us to be present and host the events and host the stakeholders that are 

there so wine tastings, business meetings, business presentations…but we 

don’t do a lot of that. It is also through trade organisations, so we do lease 

through those elements. We often find that like for example, let’s say you, you 

will network with the same group of people or same mindset of people… so 

that network is different from another network but have the same mindset or 

wavelength so what we try and do is say to them “Who are you networking with 
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now?” Then, let’s (we) go and find a synergy to that mindset, that knocks that 

mindset out of that. But we always look for complimenting topics.” 

Agency G 

 

“Yes. If media are getting together or if there is an award ceremony, then (we 

would attend). Events or when some of our media is attending (then we’ll go).” 

Agency H 

 

5.3.6.4. Summary of networking findings 

Agencies didn’t have high interactions with their clients. Only one noted that they in-

teracted with stakeholders by spending a lot of time at the clients’ offices to ensure that 

they are in the loop and on board with upcoming projects. Others rarely interacted with 

stakeholders unless they absolutely had to. It was especially in cases where they re-

quired information for a press release or other content they are working on. 

 

Most participants relied on briefs from their clients to tell them who they need to be 

communicating to. They didn’t have a clear strategy on ensuring that they were pro-

ducing the right content for the right stakeholders, however, the underlying method 

they used was research done through consulting with the client, consuming relevant 

information and researching the relevant stakeholders in order to include them in the 

PR strategy. 

 

Most noted that they generally don’t like to attend networking events unless it is linked 

to some kind of overall objective of the client, this doesn’t form a large part of what the 

agencies do.  
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5.4. Main Findings: PR Functions 

The findings below have been categorised according to the functions described in the 

literature review, namely; research, writing, media relations function, advising and 

monitoring. 

 

5.4.1. Research technique findings 

Research ensures PR practitioners are informed at all times on current trends, issues, 

the political climate and news on their clients in order to plan programmes responsive 

to stakeholders and problem situations (Skinner et al., 2010:10). In addition, it helps 

practitioners strategise better, provide clients with informed advice, as well as make 

informed decisions that benefit the organisation or client (Weber Shandwick Seattle, 

2016). 

 

Agencies were asked a set of seven (7) questions related to the research technique, 

although the questions were separate, they were directly linked to the type of research 

practitioners do daily and which aspects they scan the media for. The responses have 

been recorded below: 

 

5.4.1.1. Question: How often would you say you do research on daily basis? 

Is it primary or secondary research, formal or informal research? 

 

“Everyday. It’s both (desktop and in person) because sometimes we will be 

struggling with something and then she says, “Oh, let me post it on this group,” 

and then she’ll post it on the group or shell say, "I’m actually going to see a 

group of people tonight so I’ll ask them the questions.” So it’s always a combi-

nation or we’ll phone or we’ll do it online. I think we’re pretty good with research-

ing and we tackle it on all fronts.” 

Agency A 

 

“I'd say probably like 25% of my time on research. Mainly computer but if I need 

to check something (with clients) then I’ll email or phone but most of it is com-

puter.” 

Agency B 
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“Research would only form a large part of if there is a particular issue or if you 

are on boarding with a client or you’re trying to see what the competitors are 

doing. I mean obviously it’s always good to see what the competitors are do-

ing… but that’s an ongoing thing that you would check out. But if its proper 

proper research, you would really do that when you’re on boarding with a cli-

ent.” 

Agency C 

 

"Your initial point of contact will come from client and the set of information. 

Then probably 50% of the research will be external. It will be originated here 

(at the office), whether it be desktop online research or getting interpersonal 

feedback from people." 

Agency D 

 

“I consume content on all platform every day in order to find if there is some-

thing that I can use for next month’s content. So I’d say everyday I’m online for 

that. I subscribe to blogs that send newsletters every now and again and I con-

sume those so you might not call it research but it is cause I might come across 

something and think, “Oh this is actually good for content next month and then 

I bookmark it.”” 

Agency E 

 

“I’m always researching for a story -  every story, you have to research. I just 

did a story on someone who makes a particular kind of plumbing pipe… (asked 

questions like) “Why would use this particular pipe instead of the traditional 

pipes? Will these save water?” Ok? (It’s) mostly online (research), it’s quicker.” 

Agency F 

 

"All day every day. Both but I think that with the changing world, talking to peo-

ple has died. So trying to get people over the phone is a nightmare. So as much 

as I would like it to be in person, it has definitely dropped. You know when I first 

started, our phones were literally ringing all the time and now…” 

Agency G 
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"In a day I’d say 20 to 30% (of time is spent on research). We start with the 

clients, they brief us and we brainstorm with client, we then go online. And re-

search and internally we research, brainstorm amongst ourselves so. Our re-

search is formal because it comes directly from client and they have done their 

research before they brief us.” 

Agency H 

 

5.4.1.2. Question: Have you ever conducted research with the help of re-

search agencies?  

 

“No, we actually haven’t but we’ve downloaded research results before that 

helped us like if we’re writing an article. For example, the article we were just 

talking about now about finances, she looked at a particular report that was 

published about women and savings and investing and then she used that re-

search result to construct and article.” 

Agency A 

 

“No, they’re not a research agency…They do do research but they’re not an 

official agency where they…you can contact them for niche media lists. They’re 

called Enclyclomedia. So I can say to them, “I have a new client, they are in the 

road repair industry and I need to speak to engineers nationally,” and they will 

send me all the engineers, contacts, publications online, broadcast, nationally. 

So instead of me physically having to go try and find (all the contacts). So that’s 

a big time saver.” 

Agency B 

 

“Yes, I have.” 

Agency C 

 

“No we don’t.” 

Agency D 

 

“Yes, it was o look at what is the perception of the brand in the market place." 

Agency F 
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“We actually working on a project right now with a research company. We have 

(in the past) but once off and at a distance. Here we are involved in the survey 

structure. Do I recommend it for companies? I definitely recommend it.” 

Agency G 

 

“I’ve been involved but not run it myself.” 

Agency H 

 

5.4.1.3. Practitioners were asked to indicate the type of research they un-

dertook in order to understand their client, the issue their client 

wants to address, as well as the target audience relevant to the is-

sue. 

 

 They responded: 

 

“We usually do audits, sometimes we’ll do a social media or digital audit. But I 

think a lot of it is… our clients are very open, they phone us all the time and we 

hear them properly (clearly). We’ll come back and dig deeper and we’ll look, 

online, what are they (client) projecting, what kind of news have been out there 

in them. So I think it’s very much a holistic process with speaking to people and 

doing online research.” 

Agency A 

 

“I think over the years, I’ve kinda learnt… a lot of it is based on what’s worked 

for other clients so…I’m just trying to think of examples so it might put it better 

int context. The business to business guy (client). We had a coffee and he said, 

“So, what is PR actually?” Cause a lot of people don’t understand (PR). So it’s 

a lot of educating and meeting face to face with people (client) …He then said 

to me, “Ok, so do you think I’m PRable?” And my answer to him is always, and 

it’s true…everybody is PRable. You just need to find the right angle and then 

going back to what are your aims, what are your objectives. SO for him for 

example, his goal was, for when he walked into a room, whether it was at a 

networking event, at a business meeting, or whatever - for somebody to say to 

him, “I see you everywhere.” So it wasn’t really a problem but that’s what he 
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wanted. SO then I had to say, “How are we gonna do that?” So then step 1 and 

I’m very fortunate because I sit in on their marketing strategy session for the 

year ahead and we plan their whole marketing plan for the year and we slot PR 

into all of that. And obviously it changes throughout the year but at least you’ve 

got a base to work from. So then we look at things, seasonal things, topical 

things relevant to his business, like when the budget speech came out, we had 

already prepared a press release to go out on his advise to entrepreneurs 

based on what was said in the speech. And that’s relevant and it’s likely to be 

picked up.” 

Agency B 

 

“So obviously you would need to do desktop research, you would need to ob-

viously pull the media information of whoever you think you’re gonna be target-

ing. But it’s very much, you know how mach do the target people earn, what is 

their preferred ways of communicating, are they consuming media, are they 

consuming Instagram versus Twitter, versus Facebook, versus news. Are they 

millennials versus your more experienced people. So you need to look at all of 

that." 

Agency C 

 

“We…given that what you call an employee is often a participant or someone 

who is a member of a team. Very important with somebody who is a potential 

participant or potential client, we try and dig down to those people at a human 

level so a very personal point of contact. It’s really important because it actually 

guides what you’re saying and how you say it. 

 

Social media and point of contact and not just what the people are saying it. 

But how they saying it definitely moulds what we try and say, particularly when 

we’re try and change the tone of the conversation and modify it or redirect it 

and point it in a better direction that meets our needs.” 

Agency D 

 

“So I look at their (client or potential client) current platforms to see what it looks 

like, if they have a website I go to their website and then I search online for 
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anything that would pop up on their brand. And then the next thing would then 

look at their competitors — that would basically be part of it as well to see what 

they’re doing, what type of content their creating, would we then go with the 

same trends of what they’re doing or is there something different that I can 

offer. So that would basically be it. I sit with the client as well and talk to them 

as to what vision do they have, what do they want to see and see if we can’t 

bring that alive for them or we then offer something different based on what 

knowledge we have or whatever research we might have done. 

 

With that (target audience), I think it goes back to looking at the brand and what 

it does and then if it’s doing something that is already out there, we then look 

at what the audience looks like for similar brands. We look at who might be the 

consumers of whatever you (client) might be offering.” 

Agency E 

 

“I prefer to work on a retainer because on a retainer you build all that 

knowledge. If you’re doing a adhoc project (it’s not as easy), it takes quite a lot 

of time (to research). So I go online and then when I’ve done a bit of background 

research then I understand and then I go through to the organisation. 

 

 

(Target audience) Well, it’s normally fairly evident.” 

Agency F 

 

"(Client) I think the first we do is we research the people. We wanna know more 

about the people involved and I’m talking from a client’s perspective. So we 

want to know, “What’s in your (clients) head?” Because the company’s objec-

tive and what your objective is, is sometimes two different things. So you are 

saying one thing because you wanting to receive what the company does but 

you’re not happy with our service because we’re achieving that (company ob-

jectives). Meanwhile you have another thought process in your head, do you 

know what I mean? So it’s understanding who we are dealing with from a cli-

ent’s perspective. I often feel that we as PRs forget about that research about 

who we are dealing with. 
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(Opportunity or problem) Sometimes I think I go too far and the issue is that the 

clients starts troubling we are a part of the business and starts treating us that 

way so we take it too far, we want to be there, we want to be on site, we want 

to learn everything we can, we want to know the full story. I am also one of 

those individuals that believes that when there is a crisis, there is three sides 

to the story, you story, my story and the truth. So we try and figure out those 

three different elements and not just work on what we are told is the truth. 

 

(Target audience) we don’t do that research, ok? But what we do do is that, 

let’s say for example a client will say to us, “that’s my target market.” We will 

then research... I don’t think it’s actually purposeful research but we’ll find out 

that that is actually their target market. And trying to get that client to move from 

here to there (on target audience to another) is not possible, it’s another story, 

it’s another story. Even though the client knows that target B (clients target) is 

their market you want to work towards target A (actual target) so that there is a 

mind-shift in the product perception. So you have to cover both." 

Agency G 

 

“It’s critical. It’s vital that you understand those things. But generally, it would 

start with client, it would start with a brief. We would need to do a little bit to 

understand the target market and we do that internally — and ask people, do 

our own research internally, talk to consumers from that demographic or what-

ever it is we’re looking at.” 

Agency H 
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5.4.1.4. Participants were asked to select the aspects they research. 

The results have been presented below: 

 

 

Figure 5.4: Types of research 

 

Participants don’t generally scan media for client mentions as they rely on the media 

monitoring services to do that on their behalf. The top scan they performed was on 

publicity opportunities followed by social media scans. Participants added: 

 

“(Scanning opportunities) So I subscribe to a thing called… I forgot what it's 

called but basically, every morning it tells me what journalist are looking for. 

We use a lot of online tools. Now that we are talking about it, we actually have 

so much information that we have to take in on a daily basis in order to be able 

to be effective with our clients.  

 

(Scanning competition) I wouldn’t say we would do a complete competitor anal-

ysis but we definitely will go look at what other brands are doing.”  

Agency A 

 

“(Scanning new ideas) I don’t really have to. I think if anything over the last two 

years, the only thing I’ve had to include in my scope is social media. Before 

that, I never really had to do it. And now that's the only things that’s new that 

clients are interested in." 

Agency B 
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"(Scanning social media) For instance if you’re managing your influencers, you 

need to be checking what they are doing. I also find, like this other client that 

I’ve been working with for 12 years, I’ll even have friends going, “hey, did you 

see this celebrity was asking about this particular thing, maybe your client 

wants to get involved?” So I think the continuity of working with a client also 

has its benefits.” 

 

“(Other research) Obviously within the PR portfolio there’s obviously percep-

tions, you know whether you can change the perceptions and that could be 

internal and external. So if your (clients) staff are really really unhappy it’s going 

in and checking why they are unhappy, coming up with a strategy to try and 

turn that around. We sit quite often with the HR team and then going in after-

wards and saying, “How has this changed?” And then the same with external, 

there is also, “how is this particular company performing within the minds of 

other people, within your target market?”” 

Agency C 

 

“(Scanning competition) It’s a small part of it but it’s definitely there. Where 

we’ve got competing benchmark clients in other industries, we definitely keep 

an eye on it (competition). 

 

“(Scanning New ideas) It will often be done in conjunction with the client. I think 

what makes this business successful is being able to come up with something 

a little bit out the box so to come up with an original idea whether it will be a 

statement that has to go into media or a conversation we had with just media 

or just a stunt but it’s always done in collaboration with client. So we’ll come up 

with the main idea and go back to clients. And then if they’re gonna do it then 

they (client) need to support it as well. I think it would fail if it is purely a stunt 

from a PR agency that had no connection with the client. It’s not gonna works 

unless the client actually buys into it and everybody on their side buys into it 

and it looks like…not just a stunt.” 

Agency D 
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“(Scanning social media) So, it helps because the platform actually has their 

own session where they do the insights because the tools that I may have might 

not give me the full information that I want. I use Hootsuite. So with them I feel 

like they miss certain stuff but when you go on Facebook or Twitter, they give 

you a bit more detail.” 

Agency E 

 

(Scanning competition). Yes, and no. so I don’t do it on a daily basis but even 

now and then, we will do it. 

Agency G 

 

“We use Newsclip and Meltwater (to monitor the publicity). We will daily look if 

there is anything (on social media). We’re looking, we scan for client’s compe-

tition. We’re also looking out got new influencers. It’s a big part of what we do. 

There’s always new people, new influencers, we’re scanning influencers. Our 

clients always want to know about new influencers, and what opportunities 

there are…” 

Agency H 

 

5.4.1.5. Summary of research technique findings 

Agencies don’t regularly involve research agencies to do research on their behalf. They 

do general desktop research which is more often than not, informal. Although they will 

sometimes use credible research from reports, there is no clear way of defining 

whether that research is formal or informal. 

 

Agencies mostly state their research process by speaking to their clients and then fol-

lowing this up with desktop research. Most of the research information was sourced 

from client but desktop research allowed them to have other insights their clients didn’t 

necessarily provide such as the correct target market and opportunities. The largest 

amount of research the agencies conducted was on finding opportunities on behalf of 

their clients, however this was achieved through varied methods. No two companies 

had the same approach when it came to research.  
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5.4.2. Writing findings 

An important part of practitioner’s responsibility includes being able to write strategi-

cally and packaging information appropriately. Due to the fact that writing is a general 

function of PR, practitioners were asked to indicate which top five (5) documents they 

prepare on behalf of clients, apart from media releases. The results of this question 

have been presented below. 

 

 

Figure 5.5: Documents prepared by practitioners 

 

5.4.2.1. Summary of writing technique findings 

The top five documents were, in order of highest to lowest; newsletters, social media 

content plans, crisis holding statements, interview briefing documents and lastly, mes-

saging framework. 

 

5.4.3. Media relations function findings 

The media relations function involves; ensuring that the correct information is delivered 

by the correct spokesperson, ensuring that clients are properly briefed on how to deal 

with media (media training) and pitching or sending information to the right media. 

 

Participants were asked eight (7) questions in relation to the information above and the 

findings have been grouped in the following manner: 

 

• Media Training 

• Types of media requests 
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• Pitching process 

 

5.4.3.1. Media training 

The scope of the media relations function is wide; it not only serves to secure publicity 

but requires PR practitioners to offer media training to their organisations. According 

to Doorley and Garcia (2011: 70), external stakeholders perceive anyone from the or-

ganisation who publicly speaks about the organisation as speaking on behalf of the 

organisation. Therefore, it is important for organisations to have a centralised point of 

information to prevent unclear statements from reaching the media and potentially 

cause reputational harm (Doorley and Garcia, 2011:70). As part of media relations, the 

PR practitioners function serves to ensure that all employees are briefed on not speak-

ing to media unless they have been given the proper training and permission to do so 

(Doorley and Garcia, 2011:70). This indicates good organisational practice and safe-

guards the organisation against reputational harm. 

 

When participants were asked if they offered media training to their clients and at which 

level. Most of the agencies did offer training and it was usually offered to top manage-

ment.   

 

Participants responded: 

 

“Yes, It’s usually for top management.” 

Agency A 

 

“Yes, I’ve only actually twice had to facilitate the training process. More often 

than not, I will compile the document and send it to like a coms (communica-

tions) manager (client) and they run with it.” 

Agency B 

 

“We do. We don’t use it that often. It’s only when there is an obvious need for 

it… and its actually something we enjoy doing because there is often a lack of 

skills in that area. So if your client is open to it and we see the need then (we 

do it) … We’ve actually had a situation where it’s not just the client or the clients 

marketing manager or coms staff were dealing with but they often have staff or 
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in our case athletes or players that are quite liable to be exposed to media and 

they have no skills there, they’re terrifying. So we will often do workshops and 

skills training sessions where we can deal with them. One, to tell them about 

how to involve us (PR agency) as professionals in that space and secondly, 

just to give them enough confidence to go off into that space on their own…and 

do themselves justice and their clients brand justice.” 

Agency D 

 

“I’ve suggested it with every one of my clients and every one of them says no. 

They know it all. But yes, they do need it but don’t you know? The boss knows 

it all, he’s a wizard.”  

Agency F 

 

“Yes, we do. We’ve trained junior, middle and senior staff — as in CEOs and 

MDs. If you ask me what I feel that our content is like for media training. I would 

say that it is low and although we’ve had compliments and being asked to come 

back, I think we need to do more work on that.” 

Agency G 

 

“I don’t but I want to. I’m proposing it, especially for crisis communication.” 

Agency H 

 

5.4.3.2. Types of media requests 

Participants were asked to select the top three (3) requests they receive from media 

which have been presented below. The top three request were which share a ranking 

are interview requests, product or service information and fact checking requests. 
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Figure 5.6. Types of requests from media 

 

Participants noted that they have recently been receiving requests from media to draft 

adapted media releases for their publications which they can copy and past without 

having to change it themselves. The most notable responses were: 

 

“Requests for interviews — for contact with individuals — one on one sessions. 

What’s happened over the last…what we’ve seen ever the last eight years in 

particular is that the ability of media to be able to generate original content has 

just crashed and burnt. Thanks to the demise of the Independent Group and 

everyone else tumbling around them. I mean, the way newspapers have folder 

and they're just grossly understaffed at the moment means that face checking, 

originating original stories just doesn’t happen anymore. The amount of original 

content being generated in newspapers is probably only 5% where it used to 

be 90% and we used to differentiate between what we buy on the amount of 

the original content and it’s just not there anymore. We’ll get contact from a 

desk editor saying, “I’m desperate for content, what are you working on? Can I 

rely on you to do this for me and at this time and please make sure it’s got 

images and copy…?” So it kind of shifts the reliance quite heavily on us be-

cause the days of people originating original content and being able to produce 

original content has (ended)… It’s happening more and more online but from a 

print and a magazine point of view, they are becoming more and more reliant 

on us to be able to do it. So we spoon-feed. It's the cut and paste day and age.” 

Agency D 
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“I would say interview requests, commentary requests and opinion editorials, I 

would sort of put on the same level. But I would say that those are…where we 

would like to get more of those kind of enquiries coming through, but we're not 

but we are trying to get more and more of those to come through. The other, is 

a lot of “whats ons” — people wanting to know what is happening in the region. 

So there’s a big request for that. We’re also finding that there are some publi-

cations that requests for our media releases that they can just copy and paste 

so that is not included there — so it media release information. So they’ve re-

ceived it but they want it to be tweaked or something. We will do that for them 

and they it and send it to print.” 

Agency G 

 

5.4.3.3. Pitching process 

After packaging the necessary information, a PR practitioner needs to develop proce-

dures to monitor and facilitate the interaction between an organisation’s employees 

and reporters (Doorley and Garcia, 2011:69). Furthermore, they need to know the pub-

lications, the correct contact person and the type of news they cover to ensure the right 

placement for an organisation (Doorley and Garcia, 2011:69). 

 

Participants were asked to describe their pitching process. The responses varied, how-

ever, most participants noted that it was relationship dependent. In most cases, a pitch 

starts with an email followed up by a phone call. Participants said: 

 

“It depends on the person that we are pitching to. If we know them, we will 

phone them first, if we don't, we will email them first. We always feel that a 

phone call is a bit invasive. So we’ll email and then we’ll phone them like a day 

or two later to say, “Did you get it?”” 

Agency A 

 

“So it was definitely phone calls, uh, followed up by emails and then over the 

last sort of 18 months to two years, a lot of the media landscape has changed 

in terms of…there’s a load more freelance journalists now and I’ve also found 

that for a magazine for example, they used to have one dedicated beauty editor 

and her assistant and an intern, like there was a little team. They’d have the 
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same for fashion, they’d have the same for health… and now you’re doing life-

style which health, beauty, fashion, everything and all in one hand. So it's being 

aware of all those changes. Initially I'd say phone call, and then followed up by 

emails, friendly email reminders or touch base emails that kinda thing.” 

Agency B  

 

“It really depends on who (the media) and what it is. So if it’s a product related 

thing then traditionally it would be email. If it’s uh, it’s more of, uh, a crisis situ-

ation, it would be more email with a follow up phone call to check that every-

thing has gone through and the right person has it. Only if it’s an exclusive, 

would you pick up the phone really. The media just don’t have time to field you 

know, 500 phone calls from PR." 

Agency C  

 

“Depends on the relationship. If there is no relationship, then it would have to 

start with a call. If that relationship isn’t there, the chances of that working are 

quite slim. Once the relationship is there and it’s healthy, uh, it could be a 

WhatsApp note or an email and that’ll start the process. Particularly, I mean 

guys are working shifts as well so you often find that when we do in an office 

day doesn’t correspond with when they’re at their desks so that WhatsApp or 

that email is (necessary)… and then you can just feed them everything and see 

if the fish bites.” 

Agency D 

 

“I think the way that we normally do it… first of all, we only do targeted media, 

so it could be a media list. We will choose certain media to work with. Uh, let’s 

say it’s a national campaign, ok? We will then choose 20 media that we will 

identify that that media release will go to… and maybe that media beat has let’s 

say 100 (media) for arguments sake, we will choose 20 of those 100 that the 

media release will go to. Those are broken into online, influencers, print, broad-

cast. Ok so, we then take that and we will say that we want one person out of 

each of those that we will focus on. So we will then work with that individual 

until we get the story in. If it doesn’t work with that one, we will then have a B,  
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C, D… so first it’s an email and then it’s a communication (phone call).” 

Agency G 

 

“We…so usually, we like to get the new product into the hands of media so we 

usually start with a press drop. So we deliver the product to them (media) and 

let them try it. Then we email out a media release on the same day and gener-

ally don’t have to follow up. That’s on the product side. We do do things like 

news stories where, if there is, for one of our other clients, we would first email 

out the media release and then follow up.” 

Agency H 

 

5.4.3.4. Follow-up question: Do you send information to a specific journal-

ist or just anyone at the publication? 

 

Participants were then asked a follow-up question regarding who they send information 

to. They were asked whether they send information to a journalist they know and hope 

they pass it on or whether they find the right person. They responded: 

 

"We phone the person that we know and ask them to tell us who has filled the 

position now… like who is covering that beat. If we do have close relationships 

with media…the way we conduct ourselves is, you know, were everyone’s 

friend so they are usually quite happy to say you know, “here, let me give you 

so and so’s email address, they’re the head of beauty,” and then, or even cc 

(copy) us into an email where they pass it (information) on to the person in 

beauty. Uh but I think a lot of the time, it’s the content that matters most than 

you know… if you send a person that you don’t know really good content, that’s 

relevant at the moment, they love (it)… because then they don’t have to any 

work or research because they have something right there to publish. We just 

make sure that our content relevant and then it gets published a lot.” 

Agency A 
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“A bit of both. Sometimes I will email them (media) and say, “I have a story and 

this is the angle, who is the right person to speak to?” Or I'll send them some-

thing and say, “Is this something you could maybe assist with or who do you 

suggest I speak to?” So it depends (on what the situation is).” 

Agency B 

 

"You need to send it to the right person. Don’t waste someone else time. So if 

I have…if I’m really close to them I might say you know, “I’ve got this particular 

story and this is who I have on my list, is that correct?” Or whatever… but gen-

erally it’s a matter of picking up the phone and going, “Hi, I’ve got a really great 

story and it’s on environmental or whatever, who is the right person I should be 

talking to?”” 

Agency C 

 

“Ask for the contact. You’ll often find that we work in a specific beat but we’ll 

occasionally be asked to do something outside of it uh… Good example, one 

of our clients that we do mountain biking for is involved forestry and our con-

tacts into the commercial forestry sort of journo market are very skimpy so 

you’ve just gotta go back to your contact and (say), “I don’t know who the hell 

I’m talking to, who would be the right contact?” … and see if they can push it in 

the right direction.” 

Agency D  

 

“The first step is to try and find the right contact. We do have access to various 

databases so we will try and find that. We will try and do our own homework 

but often, it’s very difficult to get to the right people and sometimes when you 

think it’s the right person, it’s not necessarily because in media houses, be-

cause the staff has declined…the job positions have declined quite a bit — you 

find that people are holding two or three different roles which are not neces-

sarily indicated clearly to the receptionist that is answering the phone or de-

tailed on a website or our databases. So we do generally have a contact within 

each media house that we can quite easily pick up the phone and say, “Hey, 

Bob, who do I speak to? Who’s the best person to speak to in that region? Is it 
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so and so,” but we won’t go and cold call and expect them to give us the infor-

mation.” 

Agency G 

 

“I will look…sometimes they (media) say, “Well I’m not the right person, you 

need to speak to so and so” but generally, we will update our media lists and 

we will make sure like, “who do we send this out to?” Cause it’s very different, 

because it might be more of a lifestyle story and we find out who is it that we 

have to send to, so we’ll generally update our media lists.” 

Agency H  

 

5.4.3.5. Follow up question: If the media goes directly to your client, does 

your client go ahead and handle the request or does your client re-

fer media to you? 

 

Participants were asked what happens if media goes directly to client. Generally, their 

responses were that the clients inform them, the most notable responses were: 

 

“I think we have a very close relationship with our clients so for instance if there 

is a drama or maybe something a bit risqué, the first person they will phone is 

us. Even if they (media) do try that (go directly to client), the client always sends 

them back to us.” 

Agency A  

 

“We would insist that client lets us know that one, the contact has been made. 

We would be more than happy to have that bounced in our direction, just of-

floaded to us. As a second alternative, we would at least know about it, we 

would interrogate the process. Make sure that they’ve (media) got all they need 

and if it’s anything that we were worried about…to get sight of it before it gets 

used even if it’s in the formulation stage - you know; they’re still working on it. 

If it’s a contentious thing, we would insist that it comes back to us, rather than 

the client just talking (to media). And then hopefully, you’ve got a good relation-

ship (with media) to just say, “Listen, you want me to just cast an eye on that 
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copy, just to make sure that it's accurate,” so involve yourself in that way long 

before it is uploaded and printed.” 

Agency D 

 

“Again, it’s… some clients will tell us, some clients deal with it directly and then 

tell us about it… and it also depends on the situation. So we have been in all 

of the above on a regular basis. We don’t try to own that relationship. We don’t 

go to our client and say, “If media come to you, you must direct them to us.” 

We also don’t discourage a relationship between the client and the media. Ok 

so if the media want to contact them directly then so be it but we try and be 

three as a tool to both parties so that they actually can’t do without us, they 

need us to be there but we don’t stop that relationship.” 

Agency G 

 

5.4.3.6. Summary of media relations function findings 

Most practitioners offer media training to their clients, but it does not form a large per-

centage of the work they do. 50% of participants said they do not offer media training 

and the other 50% did — usually to top management. 

 

The top three requests which practitioners received from the media are; interview re-

quests, product or service information and fact checking requests. A key finding was 

that agencies are having to adapt media releases to suit certain publications. This is 

mainly because of the changing media landscape. Journalists no longer have the time 

to edit stories they receive from the media as a result, agencies edit the information on 

their behalf to ensure that they are able to secure the publicity. 

 

There is no one way to pitch to media, however all agencies note that it was all de-

pendent on the relationship. In most cases, a pitch starts with an email followed up by 

a phone call until publicity is secured. In cases where the media has directly asked the 

client for information, participants noted that they have fairly good relationships with 

their clients so in most cases, their clients inform them so that they are aware and can 

intervene if necessary.  

 

 



 

 

 

114 

5.4.4. Organising and advising findings  

The PR techniques and functions described in the literature review (chapter 2) would 

not be successful without a substantial amount of organising and advising, which prac-

titioners do on a daily basis. Advising clients is done to understand the client’s organi-

sational needs, the goals they want to achieve and the messages and objectives the 

organisation seeks to communicate (Skinner et al., 2010:10). This often requires col-

laborating with management or clients in the problem-solving process (Skinner et al., 

2010:10). 

 

Practitioners were asked a set of five (5) questions regarding the kind of relationship 

they have with their clients and who generally takes the lead between them and their 

clients.  The responses varied but generally, the agencies try to facilitate close rela-

tionships with their clients so that they are able to represent them as well as possible. 

They responded: 

 

“And then with our other clients, for example with Opum, we started out being 

introduced to them by their marketing agency and now we are on one-on-one 

basis with them so we are now their official PR partner. We have the brand 

manager on WhatsApp. She doesn’t go through the marketing team to speak 

to us, we now  have our own PR status meetings with the brand manager. And 

It’s mainly because we are always available, we kind of perfectionists so if 

something needs to be done, we don’t say, “Ok We’ll do it tomorrow, or the next 

day,” so people see that and they see that we are effective and we are on the 

ball so instead of going to a marketing manager that takes a whole week to 

reply to an email, they’ll quickly give us a call and we’ll sort the issue our or 

whatever.  

 

So we always complain because our clients know that we can turn things 

around so quickly that they rely on that. So for example, a month ago, we had 

a training event for one of our clients for 16 people and our clients told us, like 

literally like now, “I need 16 gifts for tomorrow.” Customised so not like you must 

go buy it at Checkers or whatever, because they know that we are so resource-

ful, they trust us with that. We are, we have a lot of networks, we know almost 

anyone that can do anything. You need a make-up artist, we have one, we 
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know everyone. For one of our clients, we manage all of their national PR man-

agers and they need a lot of hand holding. (Our relationship) is professional but 

we are always respectful and kind and compassionate. We try and keep it quite 

close.” 

Agency A 

 

“It’s mostly right in the beginning. I think we’ve got a really good relationship, 

very good relationship. If you think about it, it’s their image that they are putting 

in your hands. So you kind of want to have a close relationship with your clients. 

But having said that, there are one or two clients where I deal with a depart-

ment, the marketing departments. So, although its (for) a big brand, I’m dealing 

with apart of the wheel. So, that’s a bit different where I still send them monthly 

updates and monthly reports but I might only meet them four times a year face 

to face. And then the other clients, I literally meet, every month face to face so 

it depends what the client wants really, I don’t want to be a pushy, and in your 

face. Generally, they take the lead from me for PR.” 

Agency B 

 

“It’s always a collaboration. The client has, you know, obviously hired you for a 

reason so you need to be giving them good strategic input, otherwise they can 

just hire a junior to do what you’re doing. You do need to need to take the lead 

but you need to listen to the client.” 

Agency C 

 

“We go out of our way to encourage really close interpersonal relationships. It 

goes back to that level of trust in your ability, so if they are confident enough in 

your ability, you need to be able to counter them and then redirect them in 

another way. But if you’ve got a client who’s got a coms professional in there 

and they take a different view, you often just have to go with what their ideas 

are if you can recognise that they know what they’re talking about. If we think 

that it’s really detrimental to them, hopefully the relationship is strong enough 

that you can be able to guide them and challenge them and redirect them, we’ll 

do it.” 

Agency D 



 

 

 

116 

Some allow me to just go ahead and do it and then some people will want me 

to give my opinion and then they also add theirs. Sometimes it has to run them 

(client) to check what we’ve done.  

Agency E 

 

“I would like to advise some more but of course, they are not interested. I spend 

a lot of time making sure they are happy. I must be clairvoyant, I must know 

what’s going on so I dig around, phone around. “Hi, what’s happening, have 

you got anything new?” Two of my other clients, they tell me (what to do) be-

cause I don’t know, I don’t deal with their organisation.” 

Agency F 

 

“You know some clients, they want us to do, they will tell us, “I want you to do 

A, B and C.” And we’ll say, “But that’s not right.” So we’ll advise them that, 

“You're not gonna get the return on doing it that way.” They will still do it that 

way, they won’t get the return on it and then we’ll do it our way and we get the 

return. So it works differently on each client.” 

Agency G 

 

It depends how many years they’ve been there. So some of my clients, they’ve 

been there many year and I don’t need to advise them. Then there are others 

that a new brand manager and we have to start right from the beginning and 

coach and teach. The relationship is very important, I foster the relationship, 

we go to lunch, we get to know each other. It is all about the relationship. The 

close you are with your client, the more they share, the more open they are, 

the better their briefs are, the more they’ll include you. You’ve gotta be included 

as much as you can be to understand what’s going on and get a better under-

standing. I’d say they take the lead from me.  

Agency H 

 

5.4.4.1. Summary of organising and advising findings 

Participants generally facilitate close relationships with their clients, however most 

noted that the longer the relationship, the less time they spend on advising them. The 

relationships with clients are challenging in that the client will sometimes want the 
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agencies to just do what they say without taking into consideration the PR implications. 

So there is sometimes an expectation from clients for PR agencies to act upon instruc-

tion instead of collaborating efforts to reach certain goals.  

 

5.4.5. Monitoring findings 

Monitoring mainly deals with tracking publicity on behalf of clients. This is done by 

tracking all coverage an organisation has received and creating a numerical report 

which gives the client a representation of the publications which covered their news, 

the number of times the client was mentioned and whether the news had a positive or 

negative sentiment. Participants were asked how they package their reports and which 

elements are important to their clients. They responded: 

 

“We use Newsclip and market IQ. AVE is still a big deal to most clients, espe-

cially those that have not moved on to the digital way of things. For Opum, they 

don’t care whether it was negative or positive because when we look at… We 

look at it in two parts. So we can report on a media relations campaign that we 

executed so for example, we’ve just done a thing on networking for Opum, so 

we report on that and all that matter is how many times was the story published 

and what is the value collectively. So it’s case by case but overall if we’re put-

ting together a publicity report, we can either be putting together a media rela-

tions report of something that we executed or an isolated project that is cur-

rently happening or we are just looking at the month of June - how was the 

brand exposed. And they are not looking at whether it was sad or not sad, 

they're interested in so, they focus on sports, CSI and academics. So they want 

to see, are journalists more interested in our sports, or our academics. Then 

from that, I do a media audit and we tried to find out why journalists are not 

writing about our academics then we found out that they think that academics 

are inferior so it doesn’t matter. So then we start addressing that.” 

Agency A 

 

We use PEAR (to track publicity). So I physically do all my monthly reports and 

they are very basic, very straight forward. I find that clients don’t want long 

detail of waffle and graphs and pie charts… cause at one stage I thought, let 

me try look all cleaver and professional and try and do all this fancy stuff and 
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they weren’t actually interested in it. They literally just want to know…so at the 

end of every month, clients get PR activities done for them that month, cover-

age overview, so all the coverage that they have received. So if it’s print, you 

attached the actual clipping of the coverage, the page, if it’s online, we give 

them the link and if its’s any audio, we send them the audio clip as well. And 

then obviously with those, comes an AVE figure, advertising value equivalent, 

so what they would’ve paid for the space which is very, very important. In terms 

of measurability for them they want to know, “So I’ve paid you R5000 but you’ve 

actually generated R100000 worth of free coverage.” So it’s nice for them to 

able to measure. And then in my report as well, I’ll also say, what’s coming up, 

what we plan to tackle for the following month. So short and sweet. 

Agency B 

 

"It depends on the client’s budget because for every hour that I spend, they get 

billed for that so if they want me to spend time doing a daily (coverage) report, 

then they get billed for that. You know I work with two global clients and there 

we have to report daily, monthly, weekly, quarterly and they’ve got a specific 

formula in which they do it.” 

Agency C 

 

Some of them (clients) are reluctant to actually pay for monitoring even though 

monitoring is becoming more and more affordable now. So we would love for 

a client to commit to paying full scale monitoring, full spectrum including social 

(media) that we can keep an eye on but a lot of them don’t so… It’s easier to 

monitor the digital conversation and the social media conversation, you can get 

those stats very easily but the reach outside of that is actually difficult, you ac-

tually can’t do it accurately and you can’t promise your client accurate, tangible, 

financial figures to ta away from that event if they don’t do media monitoring. 

 

I think there’s such a… there’s a real… monitoring is an issue because there is 

a frustration with how people are attaching value to monitoring. There are really 

some unscrupulous guys that are going around trotting out numbers that are 

just… pie in the sky, they’re rubbish. So if I hear another social media person 

saying they’ve got a reach of 88million and “got you R30million for the R1000 
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you gave me…” It trashes the business. And what we normally do is that out 

monitoring on socials, we don’t attach any values to that because nobody ac-

tually knows who to trust, so we’ll give you a concrete value on something in 

broadcast, or on radio, print, you know something that has gone into a maga-

zine but when it comes to valuing social, and reaches and things like live 

stream, which is replacing TV. It’s so hard to put value on those kind of tings. 

So we’ll give you values, well give you metrics about how many people have 

seen it but… until somebody is doing it responsibly, we don’t put a value on it. 

Agency D 

 

Tracking is basically pulled from what the platform gives me, so Instagram, 

Facebook and Twitter, they have that whole system of tracking everything so I 

go back there and check. And then when I package it, it’s basically all done on 

Powerpoint with graphs and tables and all of that. (I look at) followers, reach, 

impressions, engagements, comments, likes, shares, pictures of which post did 

well and why. 

Agency E 

 

“You can’t possibly do it on your own. Each client has their own requirement. 

Clients generally get the clip. Not everybody in the client’s office gets the clip. 

If it’s a client that is not getting a clip, I get them all. I forward it to the client 

when it comes in. So if it’s a print article I’ll download the print article, I’ll send 

the clip and attach the clip so that they can (see it). Two clients, every Thursday 

afternoon I do a report which I send to them on a Friday morning.” 

Agency F 

 

"We get the media monitoring on a daily basis but we supply a comprehensive 

report but the fifth of every month, monthly." 

Agency G 

 

“It’s becoming way more important. The return on investment is everything. You 

have to prove there’s auditing now so they have to audit spend. So reports are 

crucial, what they have spent on a media pack or your time, you have to show  
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return on investment.” 

Agency H 

 

5.4.5.1. Question: Which variables do you look at when reporting coverage 

for your clients? 

Participants were asked to indicate which variable they look at when putting together 

publicity reports. The results have been tallied in the table below, from highest to low-

est. 

 

All agencies said their reports included publication and media type, followed by publi-

cation date. Others included other elements as seen below, however the language of 

the coverage did not matter - none of the agencies include this in their coverage re-

ports. 

 

 

Figure 5.7: Variables included in publicity reports 

 

Participants also added: 

We would give a review. Like what is our feedback on the exposure, like what 

it has achieved for their business. 

Agency A  

 

“So we’ve actually started doing this with Opum where we analyse the types of 

coverage. So we had this many pieces of coverage, print for example…of that, 

how many were positive, how many were neutral, how many were negative. 
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And then you get a better idea as to the actual rand value and it’s not skewed. 

And also, online coverage and how that’s going.”  

Agency B 

 

“So if it’s been say a full page article or a front page then you obviously highlight 

those. You have obviously looked at the Barcelona Principles right? So, you’ll 

know that the PR industry is moving away from just putting in the AVE and they 

are actually focusing in on a whole load of other factors. So I’m quite strict when 

it come to that (AVE). I got to them and say it’s a measurement, it’s not the only 

measurement. And as you will know, PRISA are very against the AVE rule.  

There is no way that any monitoring team has been able to accurately give you 

an AVE from online.” 

Agency C 

 

“Our view on social media … attaching figures to social media is a little different 

because it’s such a controversial thing at the moment. So what we’ll do is ac-

tually, we’ll invariably pitch…first part of the report the client would’ve seen, is 

the strategy going into it, we’ll a strategy assessment, we’ll give them an accu-

rate breakdown of everything that was done into (sent) media — whether it was 

syndicated, whether it was done personalised. We’ll give them a selection of 

clips that we think reflects the tone of conversation which is important. So that’s 

a subjective thing, there’s no values attached to it. But the sentiment and the 

tone of the conversation is really important to us. And then in terms of analytics, 

we will ideally present Redbook AVEs of print and broadcast and we will give 

them detailed analytics on social media and we will give them analytics in terms 

of website traffic, reach in terms of sms’s and email. 

 

The weighting of the AVE is such a contentious issue but unfortunately a lot of 

the people we deal with, see the emotional value of the event, but their board 

doesn’t. So when they're pitching a review of what they’ve done back to the 

board, unless they can actually attach numbers. We’ve got a couple of people 

say listen, “Can't we crank in an AVE PR weighting here so that it looks better 

to my board?” And you’ve gotta say no.” 

Agency D 
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“We also split the AVE. We still report on AVE because it’s a point where people 

at the clients understand. We split AVE into what was earned, paid and men-

tioned. That’s the first split that we do, then the second split we do is what did 

we contribute to that. So let’s say you have R10000 AVE in a month and we 

would then go analyse that R10000. What we say to the client is that if we did 

not touch it in any form, that it just happened, that is not our AVE. It is only the 

stuff that we have touched somewhere on the journey fort to get to publication 

that we would then claim as our AVE. And we get monitored on that AVE, That’s 

what our KPI is there for.” 

Agency G 

 

“AVE is not so important, they wanna see reach on social media, they wanna 

see reach and engagements. They do like to see the AVE but its about quality. 

What type of quality and exposure…Like we might have had five clips but one 

of them was a full page where the coverage was prominent, it’s quality and then 

reach. 

 

We would (also include) a review (on the publicity). Like what is our feedback 

on the exposure, like what it has achieved for their business.” 

Agency H 

 

5.4.5.2. Summary of monitoring findings 

Practitioners generally present clients with coverage reports on a monthly basis and 

they usually include a clip or snapshot of the coverage as it appeared in a publication, 

online or an audio clip. All participants included the name of the publication, date and 

type of media platform in their reports. They noted that AVE is still important to clients 

because it is a way for them to measure return on investment. A key finding is that the 

practitioners are trying to move their clients away from focusing on AVE but rather on 

the quality of the coverage. This was mostly tied to ethical issues pertaining to how the 

AVE values are actually obtained. 

 

Three out of the eight agencies involved in the study said they used the results ob-

tained from the reports to adapt their overall client strategies depending on the kind of 

content media was interested in. 
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Monitoring social media was also a key finding. Seven out of the eight agencies in-

volved in the study included some kind of social media report which looked at meas-

uring the tone of the conversation online.  
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5.5. Main Findings: Current Trends 

The literature review addressed various current trends, however, to streamline the find-

ings, the researcher focused on, department collaborations, environmental scanning, 

overall client reports and general trends that were reported on by various professional 

bodies and publications. Participants were asked 14 questions in relation to the topics 

above and the responses have been captured below under the titles; department col-

laborations, environmental scanning, overall client report and general trends. 

 

5.5.1. Department collaborations 

Practitioners were asked if they collaborate with other communication departments and 

on what kind of projects. They responded: 

 

“Yes, it’s campaigns. We collaborate on campaigns. You can’t execute a cam-

paign on one tactic or on one marketing tool because at the end of the day, PR 

ends up being called a marketing tool as well. So when I worked in corporate, 

I wasn’t called the PR department, we were called the marketing department. 

And in the marketing department, there was PR and digital and promotions. So 

I think even now, it’s very seldom that PR lead a campaign unless it’s a purely 

media relations campaign.” 

Agency A 

 

“Yes, It’s really just the social media I outsource to.” 

Agency B 

 

"Yes, so with each particular client, I will work very closely with their advertising 

agency or their digital agency because it’s critical that there is one message 

going out to the consumer. So you need to be working seamlessly and basically 

as partners with each client. But generally we’ll try and support each other and 

have each other’s backs. And if a client mentions something to me, whether it’s 

negative or positive, I’ll give them a heads up. The more you can work together 

for the benefit of the client, the better.” 

Agency C 
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“It’s a challenge where we’ve got a couple of agencies attached to a client. So 

we work with some clients where we are exclusively in a media/PR capacity 

and they’ve got traditional ad agency, they’ve got a digital design agency and 

they’ve got a social media monitoring agency. And the challenge is just to go 

to the CEO and say you’re actually wasting our time unless you can pull all 

these components together. Unless your single message is being presented 

across all of those platforms then it’s actually potentially a destructive thing. 

What’s happening more and more is that people are actually offloading work to 

ad agencies or specialist agencies are aggressively coming back to client and 

taking a portion of the work away. So, we like to present an umbrella function 

where we can get a single message across traditional channels and social me-

dia and digital…. When you lose a slice of that action to an external agency, 

the coms become very difficult.” 

Agency D 

 

"It does stick to marketing and communications cause they kinda have all the 

details. Sometimes it is the sales department.” 

Agency E 

 

“Not often.” 

Agency F 

 

“All the time. Yes, we do. We love collaborating so they more we can do (col-

laborations), the more we can achieve." 

Agency G 

 

“Yes, lots and lots. Digital agencies, media agencies — so there is an agency 

that creates content first of all for media — so that creating print ads, that cre-

ating digital videos. There’s more than one. Then there is an agency that then 

will take that and then plan it into the media schedule for digital site. So there 

is a digital agency that’ll actually take that content and then they place it onto 

Facebook, or website or Instagram. Then there is an agency that puts paid 

media behind that. So it's spend and the media agency is where the spend 

comes in — it’s like paid media.  
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We are lost in translation - I’m sometimes doing something (and) they don’t 

know about it. Then they do that and it’s different to what I’m doing and it’s 

really challenging. We’re trying to get better at collaboration. The agencies are 

Jo’burg, Cape Town, Durban, so we all over the place so we try and Skype now 

to make it more streamlined." 

Agency H 

 

5.5.2. Environmental scanning 

Dozier (1986:4), describes environmental scanning as the gathering of information 

about publics, reactions of publics toward an organisation and public opinion towards 

issues important to the organisation. Practitioners are also advised to scan social me-

dia as it provides opportunities for dialogue between brands and consumers which 

makes PR more valuable to clients (PRSA, 2018). Furthermore, it provides PR practi-

tioners with a seat at the decision-making table. Practitioners were asked five (5) ques-

tions regarding their environmental scanning processes. They responded: 

 

“On the ground, we don’t normally. I think it’s Poise that would have that when 

they have them in-store activations, then they have people doing those. At 

Opum, they have in-house research team that does either focus groups and 

things like that so maybe it will be after an event to find out, you know, “Did it 

work? Did you like it? Would you do it again?” So there is an actual head of 

research at Opum that handles that and then they would give us the results." 

Agency A 

 

"Yeah but not often. I’d probably say like 10% of my time. Generally, I get feed-

back from clients but it’s difficult to (say) because I’ve got such a mixed bag of 

clients. So it’s feedback from client or else I wouldn’t know. 

 

So XX Security… they are very fortunate because they have a team internally 

and they get all of the stats. So they look at their own physical stats, area by 

area, community policing forums, neighbourhood watches, etc. And they have 

all of that together and from that pie, you can kind of say, “Oh, this is an area 



 

 

 

127 

that we need to be focusing on.” So it’s not something that I have to physically 

do. I’m involved in the process of analysing all the data that’s already provided.” 

Agency B 

 

“Ja, but that’s very much more informal unless the client is paying me to do it. 

Cause remember every other industry that you are monitoring, although that it 

the ideal, sometimes they’re on really shoestring budgets and don’t have the 

budget to do that so then it needs to be more of an informal thing. So for in-

stance, I will always look out for what competitors are doing. 

 

And generally with social media, you can kind of pick it up. You’ve gotta be 

aware that you can’t go with the extreme kind of people. I mean I just tell the 

client to ignore what I call the outliers.” 

Agency C 

 

“Most of it is online, most of it is digital. So it will be social media or looking at 

conversations that go on in commentary to pieces that are being published 

online. We spend a lot of time a lot of time reading blogs and online articles 

which is a great way of measuring response and sentiment to articles because 

most of them give you can opportunity…if you get something published on 

News24 or something there is always a lot of banter. We’re awake to it (per-

ception) all of the time. What normally happens is if we’ve got 2,3,4,5,6 people 

working on a project there’s invariably in the morning a coffee and biscuit ses-

sion where all we do is talk about in nonspecific terms about what we’re working 

with and that is all what you see, hear, perspective of what we (hear).” 

Agency D 

 

“We look at it so like it’s usually with the smaller brands. You have to constantly 

be on the loop about whatever tools they’re introducing. New methods of doing 

something, new ideas, new concepts.” 

Agency E 
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“I don’t but there’s a company that does it, PMR… (I know what the public thinks 

of my clients) fairly well because you know if you’re not getting publicity (that 

something is not right). I am aware because it’s important to know." 

Agency F 

 

“Yes, it’s really done through the media relations that we have and what the 

perception is of the product. And what we do is, we base that journalists or 

editor’s perception on their readers. You know, we could be talking to publica-

tion ABC - they have 35 000 readers. What do those (readers, what do they 

wanna know about? And that will then set the indication for us going forward. 

 

I think we could be better at it. You know, we work across so many diverse 

products, we can’t know everything about everything. So we try, like when a 

client comes on board or there is a new project, we do try and educate our-

selves as much as possible from time of quoting. So that when they are ready, 

we are aware as much as we can be.” 

Agency G 

 

“Yeah, we do. It’s not major though, I would say. It’s generally always favoura-

ble. People love the brand. So generally people always say, “I absolutely love 

the brand.” Until there is something negative and they say, “I’m boycotting.”" 

Agency H 

 

5.5.3. Overall client reports 

According to PRSA (2018), the most successful PR people will monitor communication 

results in real-time and revise strategies when necessary. In addition, successful prac-

titioners will present reports which incorporate stakeholder’s overall impression of an 

organisation. Participants were asked three (3) questions regarding their overall cam-

paign reports and how they measure campaign success. They responded: 

 

“We always, always set objectives at the beginning and after the campaign we 

always go back to the objectives and compare the outcome and what was ex-

pected.  
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Some of them, like Poise, if you get them into Isolezwe, you’re done. Whereas 

at Opum it’s more. So each client has a different thing." 

Agency A 

 

"It’ so difficult (to answer) because then you need to look at it campaign by 

campaign. At the end of the day, whatever the client’s aims and objectives are, 

that’s what I want to achieve. So if it is, like for Aba, they really wanted to push 

their mother and baby range because nobody knew about it. It was always on 

the bottom shelf at the back and gathering dust. And then to have a buyer six 

months’ later phone and say,” I’ve seen you in all these publications, I want to 

stock your product,” was like (amazing). I also have a guarantee and it is on 

my website that if a client doesn’t get at least double return on investment, I will 

give them their money back.” 

 

*Aba is a fictitious name created to protect the agencies client. 

Agency B 

 

"So if it’s a crisis situation it’s how much have you been able to contain in the 

news…it’s how much of media have used your report versus going and finding 

out their own work. So for example, recently with the crisis I had last week, 

we’ve only had two negative stories and we’ve had about (a total) of 12 articles. 

And when I say negative, the one was actually balance and the other one, 

they’re a junior journalist and I kinda actually had to say to them, “Guys, you’re 

gonna have to issue an apology because you have put allegations in here that 

you didn’t ask questions about.” But generally, I literally pick up the phone and 

the editor. So it’s obviously the perception that you’ve created in the industry. 

And then obviously, then have people gone into store. I mean this is a critical 

thing. If it’s product related, have people gone into the store and said, “Hey, I 

saw this in cosmo (cosmopolitan magazine), please can I get it?” So those are 

tangible business results." 

Agency C 

 

“Without falling back on AVEs. We place so much value on the goodwill that 

you attach to a brand or a client. So I would rather do three pieces where the 
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tone of the conversation was non-negotiably positive than get 20 pieces out 

there that actually are not doing anything to the tone. We’re lucky because we 

work with cyclical projects so in as much as that first meeting is always one of 

just locking ourselves in a room with a client and working out what makes them 

tick, We’ll invariably close it with a meant where we will be blunt about what 

worked well and what worked badly and where there are avenues to discuss 

ways of doing things differently. That is an important part of the process. We 

normally write a sort of SWAT analysis at the end of it all to try and work out 

what worked well or what certainly needs to be pried up from our side or client’s 

side. And then we normally have a sit down session where we table that and 

go through them all and actively look for commentary, or disagreement or de-

bate over what we did and what we could do better.” 

Agency D 

 

"It depends. Quite often we will have a debrief meeting with the people (in-

volved) and then we discuss, “What do you think worked well? What don’t you 

think worked well?” So it’s mainly a debrief.  

 

“I use it (AVE) but I give it justice. So I’ll give you an example, if there is a five-

page article and my client is only mentioned in one column, on one page…In 

my head (I) say, this is probably worth 10% (of the AVE) and then I adjust the 

value. I know they (clients) also look at where they get their publicity and I tell 

them. At the beginning of every year, I get a brief (from client) to say, “ok this 

is who we’re aiming at for this year.” So they were very environmentally focused 

a couple of years ago and they said, “We’re not talking environmental anymore 

(this year). It’s not that we don’t believe in it…we’ve spoken about it enough. 

We need to be talking about something new. So these are the people we need 

to be talking to.” So they want to talk to government. So you adjust your mes-

saging (according to client’s brief).” 

Agency F 

 

“It’s if the client is happy at the end of the day. You know for us, it's very im-

portant that the client is happy so to determine what their objective is and make 
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sure that we are reaching what those objectives are. So in each case its differ-

ent you know. How do I monitor it? It might be on footfall; it might be on 

AVE…we do keep a track of it on an ongoing basis. My three biggest cli-

ents…they are 100% AVE." 

Agency G 

 

“We would’ve set objectives. So we set objectives and (measure ourselves 

against those). So we’ll just have a review, say where things went wrong and 

how we can make do it differently and better. If it’s a brand new launch, like an 

amazing new product and you get five clips, it’s not gonna work. They want 

quantity. But then sometimes, if it’s an old historic product then maybe a few 

quality clips are better.” 

Agency H 

 

5.5.4. General trends 

In line with the 2018 Global Communications Report, practitioners were asked 4 ques-

tions regarding general trends in the PR industry. The responses have been tallied and 

recorded below. 

 

5.5.4.1. Question: How do you expect the PR industry to change in the next 

5 years? 

Participants were asked to indicate the change they expect to see in the PR industry 

over the next 5 years and they said: 

 

 

Figure 5.8: Expected change in the PR industry 
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5.5.4.2. Follow up question: How prepared are you to adapt to this level of 

change? 

 

 

Figure 5.9: Level of preparedness to adapt to change 

 

Participants added: 

“We adapt every day. The amount of changes we do within a week even to our 

own processes to keep up with new technologies, new communication tactics, 

you know. We are always finding new tools and new tactics to keep up.” 

Agency A 

 

“There is a lot more reliance of the media for paid for content. And there’s also 

a lot more requirement from them… so previously we would be able to send 

them press releases and they would get published, now they're going, “Unless 

you are advertising with us, we will not give you editorial.” So the job is getting 

tougher and tougher, so you have to streamline who you are targeting for stuff. 

And obviously, it’s becoming a lot more online driven. I think I have a lot to learn 

and the digital world is just changing constantly so you kind of need to be con-

stantly ups skilling yourself so we’ve got a lot of work to do because a lot of 

work is moving into the digital agencies as well.” 

Agency C 

 

“You know you try and update all the time. In the beginning — most of my 

clients are in manufacturing so they’re not trendy, so social media was some-

thing they took on very slowly. In fact, I still think they are too slow. Because if 

you’re building a new house (for example), you go onto Instagram and you look 
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at those things, you look at the latest magazine and thing, “wow, doesn’t that 

look great.” And a lot of them, they’re not (social media savvy), whereas the 

fashion people, the food people (are savvy).” 

Agency F 

 

“Because I don’t think PR is going to be a PR position anymore. I think it’s going 

to move and I think the PR companies need to realise that they need to become 

a tool to the media house. So they need to realise that their role and responsi-

bility of getting the news out is going to become a lot larger. That old relation-

ship of journalists versus PRs is not going to be around anymore. As much as 

the journalists want to keep saying that, they’re becoming more and more reli-

ant on PR to be feeding them that news. Because what is happening in the 

publications is that people are leaving and they’re not being replaced so the job 

falls on somebody else. Time is not with us at the moment. So not only are the 

platforms changing, the tools and the way we communicate is also changing." 

Agency G 

 

Most participants noted that they expect drastic changes to occur in the PR industry, 

however, their level of preparedness didn’t match the level of change they expect to 

see. The most notable comments were regarding changes in the media landscape. 

The digital media landscape was an element practitioners noted as challenging to deal 

with even though they made efforts to keep up. It changed so rapidly that a considered 

effort is required to ensure that practitioners are always informed about digital media 

changes. Practitioners also noted that there is a heavy reliance from media for PR 

practitioners to produce ready to print content, therefore shifting a responsibility which 

was usually fulfilled by journalists to PR practitioners.  

 

5.5.4.3. Question: What do you think will drive change in the PR industry? 

The Global Communications Report (2018:7-8) found the changing media landscape, 

technological innovations, great access to data, disruption of traditional business mod-

els and political climate are the biggest factors that will drive change in the PR industry. 

The report also listed strategic planning, leadership, written communications, social 

media and multimedia content development as the most important skills PR practition-

ers need to have over the next five years. Practitioners were asked to indicate factors 
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that will drive change in the industry as well as PR skills they regard as important. Their 

responses have been presented below. 

 

 

Figure 5.10: Factors that will drive change in the PR industry 
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Agency A 
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ably don’t have also of people mention that. So in the year where recently we’ve 
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tively. Because what I see as a threat is the way that our business is being 
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small players that are coming to the market, everybody wants their slice but 

what they doing is that they are fragmenting the way businesses go about doing 

this business. So to me, the minute we can cost effectively converge all that 

communication — that to me is a challenge. I think the days of a single media 

or PR agency just controlling the tone of the conversation are gone because 

it’s now so stratified that the communication is so multi-layered." 

Agency D 

 

5.5.4.4. Follow up question: What do you think are the most important PR 

skills to have at the moment? 

 

 

Figure 5.11: Most important PR skills 
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people that come through…” Would you like to do a collab?” And I ask, “Ok, 

what do you have in mind?” And you get this picture of this sexy looking person, 

female…funny enough I haven’t had any males coming through (contacting 

me) saying, “I have 55000 Facebook followers and I can get your product into 

all 55000 people and it only costs you five arms and 10 legs.” I don’t know.” 

Agency F 

“Ok, when I employ people and what I’m look for, which you don’t have here is 

attitude. Attitude is a big thing in PR and it's a skill that not everybody has. And 

when I say attitude, what I mean is that, you need to be open to learning some-

thing new every day because that is how fast our industry is changing. You 

need to be able to have the attitude to adapt to different kinds of people, differ-

ent levels of people, different everything of people. And I often find that people 

go into PR for the wrong reasons. They think it’s the limelight position, and 

they’re gonna get to dress up every day and look pretty and all of that. And 

that’s not there. So you need to have the right attitude to come into the PR 

business. Also, every day is different, you don’t have the same day. So what 

we today…you can plan as much as you want for tomorrow, it’s not gonna 

happen because things change so quickly. So, attitude.”  

Agency G 

 

Practitioners noted that the changing media landscape, technological innovations, 

tightening budgets, disruption of traditional business models and competition from 

other communication teams were the top five factors that drive change in the PR in-

dustry. This finding has some similarities to the changes recorded in the Global Com-

munications Report but greater access to data and the political climate were not nec-

essarily huge considerations for the agencies which took part in the study. 

 

The agencies which took part in this study noted strategic planning, content develop-

ment, written communications, media relations and influencer marketing as key skills 

for PR practitioners. The finding in this study shares some similarities with the Global 

Communications Report but the agencies which took part do not view leadership and 

social media as important skills to have at the moment. However, social media and 



 

 

 

137 

influencer marketing are somewhat linked so it can be said that the only major differ-

ence is that the agencies did not list leadership as a necessary skill in PR at the mo-

ment. 

 

5.5.4.5. Question: Do you think the PR industry is regarded as legitimate or 

illegitimate and why? 

All participants responded that they believe the industry is now regarded as legitimate. 

Their reasons for this response have been recorded below: 

 

"I think now, especially since I started my own company, I hear and we see 

more and more people saying I need PR. I mean this morning we were tagged 

by a musician who’s been trying to get us to sign him for a year and we keep 

saying no because people realise that, and I’ve always said, you can buy into 

something you don’t know. So marketing says the coffee costs R18, PR tells 

you that the coffee came from Jamaica and it took 20 years to make, and the 

people that made it are…But also for free, you don’t have to pay anyone to tell 

you that. So you know when they say that people buy people? You buy people 

not because met you and I like your shirt and your jeans… You buy into people 

because you actually get to know who they are and you feel draw to them. And 

PR makes you feel like that. Like once you get to know someone’s story, we 

feel like event time we write about Point and the impact on the community and 

how they are investing in South African women - that’s gonna make me but 

Poise. It’s not gonna be Bona (magazine) and seeing a picture with the price. 

That’s not gonna work. 

 

So people, this generation that we’re moving into now, is more emotional. Peo-

ple are becoming… it’s either they’re angry, or they’re really happy or they’re 

depressed and PR feeds into that. We don’t listen to brand any more, we wanna 

listen to people. So especially with our influencer marketing is a great example 

of how badly we need PR. It’s because, Joe Soap (example) has 5000 followers 

and that’s only a little bit but everyone trusts Joe’s opinion. So if Joe Soap says, 

“I always cook with Poise, it’s delicious.” Best believe those people are going 

to go get the recipe with Poise and try it. But they’re not gonna go get Poise if 

they go online and there is a little side ad (advert), they don’t care about that.  
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So I think marketing companies are maybe playing a role of PR as well because 

they are also trying to…even the ads that are playing now, they have more of 

a human element.” 

Agency A 

 

“Legitimate. I think it’s changed because there are a lot more PR people out 

there and a lot of people are understanding it more and seeing the value.” 

Agency B 

 

“Legitimate. Other than your outliers like Bell Pottinger.” 

Agency C 

 

“Legitimate.” 

Agency E 

 

“Yes, (It’s legitimate) It’s no longer cocktail parties and dolly birds.”  

Agency F 

 

"Yes, (it is legitimate) I think a lot of people don’t understand what PR is and I 

think with the changing platform of our roles in the communication world, we 

are not doing enough to educate people. We need to spend more time educat-

ing and communicating and I wish we’d do more of that kind of thing.”  

Agency G 

 

“I think there’s such future for PR. I think it’s regarded as legitimate. I think it's 

going to continue to be important, especially with what’s happening with influ-

encers and digital. It’s credible and authentic. I think there is so much fake news 

out there, so the more that we can build our communication for our clients and 

their brands and make it more authentic and real and communicate it in the 

right way - I think there is such a need for that.” 

Agency H 
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5.5.4.6. Question: Do you think PR should be merged with marketing? 

Why? 

The Global Communications report (2018:9) cited that 50% of PR practitioners at agen-

cies believe that senior management will push for PR to be merged with marketing 

within the next five years. The responses to this question were almost all a definite no. 

Participants noted that the relationship between marketing and PR should be close but 

the two should not be merged. Practitioners were asked if they think PR should be 

merged with marking and they responded: 

 

“No, we don’t shout at people, it’s not a one-way communication of buying ad-

vertising space. It’s a personal and emotional journey doing a PR campaign 

that’s getting people to trust you and to… kind of emphasise the similarities 

between them (and consumers). So I think if you had to mix marketing and PR 

it would…You would lose that human element of the PR. I know of a particular 

marketing manager and I was complaining about her saying, “She’s so mean.” 

I mean, I can’t imagine her ever doing PR because, you know, you have to 

grovel sometimes, you have to phone a journalist like 5 times. You have to be 

nice, but also thick skinned. It’s a massaging thing that you do. And a lot of 

marking people are sales people.” 

Agency A 

 

“Don’t think they should be merged because it is a very different skillset, but I 

think, going back to me having been in the ad industry as well. We always 

explain to people, that it’s like a pie. So you’ve got PR, you’ve got marketing, 

you’ve got social media and I explain all the pieces of the pie and how they 

work together. They are all separate but they do overlap. And they help each 

other at the end of the day.” 

Agency B 

 

“No. They need to work in tandem because PR also needs to work, for instance, 

with the human resources team for internal things. They need to work directly 

with the CEO for other specific group things. The marketing is very much driven 

interns of where there is a product that they need to push, things like that. The 

can work very comfortably hand in hand and if it is not possible to report to the 
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CEO then they can definitely report to marketing but to merge them, it starts to 

get bit (complicated). The skillset is very very different so the marketing person 

needs to be a lot more savvy in terms of numbers versus PR which is more 

about the awareness and that sort of thing.” 

Agency C 

 

“I don’t because what normally happens is your traditional marketing is… we 

are a bolt on to that and the risk you run is that there’s not gonna be a congru-

ence between what your PR external bolt on it doing and what your marketing 

is doing. I think it makes an awful lot of sense to bolt on external PR expertise 

particularly when it come to the digital side of marketing. But the challenge is 

always going to be, are you on the same page as that marking team. So that’s 

why we often as a matter of choice will have a conversation directly with CEO, 

senior management or director level. Which means that you’ve got a fast track 

into what is actually happening with the company and where the company and 

the brand is going. We often find marketing departments quite frustrating. I think 

the kind of soul that ends up in marketing department doesn’t have a lot of the 

attributes that we are looking for from PR people. So there’s often a disconnect 

between us and the marketing team and the challenge is to make sure that 

we’re always on the same page.” 

Agency D 

 

“No… cause I feel like it’s two separate things like… for me I’d look at PR as 

not you just selling me anything and marketing is just selling. So I would literally 

separate it like if I had to do PR for me, I would just be building my brand for 

me, I wouldn’t be selling anything. My PR might be successful without you 

working with me but because you know me then I’ve successfully done that. 

Yet if I was marketing myself, I need you to become a client.” 

Agency E 

 

“No, cause they’re different. It’s (PR) one of the tools of marketing.” 

Agency F 
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“It is a yes and no answer because it depends on the project. There's some 

situations where you’re working on an objective that needs to be reached where 

you need to have the marking brain with the PR brain. Do I think that they 

should be merged? My answer would be yes because I was in a marketing 

position for so long and I’ve changed into a PR role but I think what our com-

pany does is reputation management and it includes both of them. So we are 

already merged but our focus is different. So in our agency, our main role is 

communication. In another agency, it could be marketing but they offer PR. So 

we often subcontract to a marketing company as their PR division.” 

Agency G 

 

"There is such a need for all elements of marketing to work together. Not to be 

merged, as in it’s gotta be a standalone but they gotta be more collaboration. 

The pieces have to all tied together. Not merged as in PR must disappear, it 

must still exist but must exist more strongly within the other pieces of (the) mar-

keting mix." 

Agency H 

 

5.5.4.7. Question: Who do you report to? 

The Global Communications Report (2018:10) found that 26% of PR practitioners in 

agencies were reporting directly to the CEO, 35% to the corporate communication de-

partment, while 21% were reporting to the marketing department at their clients’ or-

ganisations. Participants were unable to answer this question definitively. This was 

mainly because it varied across all their clients — some reported to both top manage-

ment and the marketing department, while others reported only to the marketing de-

partment. For others it was dependent on the information or period they are working 

under. Their responses have been recorded below: 

 

“More marketing. With our biggest clients, it’s top management but they're a 

huge client and I’ve formed a good relationship with top management but I think 

on most of the other cases it would be the marketing heads.”  

Agency A 
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“Mmm A mixed bag — so from the owner right down to the coms guys who 

dealt with the marketing department. It’s kind of a 50/50 split between market-

ing and top management.” 

Agency B 

 

"It’s either the MD or head of marketing.” 

Agency C 

 

"75% into CEO and GM level. The rest is marketing or similar… I think we try 

and de-structure it as much as possible. I mean we’d like to cultivate a relation-

ship with your GMs and you CEOs where we can approach them at any time 

or day and that’s the way we operate. We’re an incredibly informal business 

and we wanna have the same structure going into it so even when we’re deal-

ing with big corporates, uh, we’d like to try and facilitate (a relationship) …  It’s 

also, I mean by virtue of how we work, it’s really easy to keep someone in the 

loop so that if you know you’ve had contact from a marketing or a coms person 

just to then cc (copy) all the correspondence to make sure that all your execu-

tive level people are involved and ja, and it’s exciting when they get involved 

and intervene and contribute.”  

Agency D 

 

"I work with small teams and startups so it’s mostly CEO level. It’s just with one 

client where I deal with the marketing department." 

Agency E 

 

“I report to the marketing guys. Even though I have access to the top guys, I’ve 

worked so long with my clients but I would be very careful not to upset the 

marketing guy. But when I need information I go to the marketing person be-

cause I don’t expect the CEO to spend time on, “What colour is it?”” 

Agency F 

 

“It’s very different. Once client I can tell you… we deal with two marketing man-

agers, two communications people and then two CEOs/MDs… so it’s very 

across the board.” 
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Agency G 

 

"On a daily basis, it’s brand managers and on a monthly basis to quarterly ba-

sis, its marketing manager and I’d say quarterly basis its director level." 

Agency H 

 

5.5.5. Summary of current trends findings 

Participants reported that they mostly collaborated with marketing, social media and 

digital agencies. The key finding was that it is challenging coordinating communication 

across various teams as information is not coming from one central point. 

 

Environmental scanning doesn’t necessarily form a large part of what the PR agencies 

do. Most of the scanning is done by the client who then feeds the information back to 

the PR team. The PR teams only do general scanning; however, it is not necessarily 

a formal process. 

 

Overall campaign success is measured by looking at the objectives set in the beginning 

for each client. Agencies then use the relationships they have built with media to en-

sure they achieve the objective which are regularly related to being featured in certain 

publications, a target AVE figure or consumer participation. Following each campaign, 

most agencies will have a session with their clients where they analyse what worked 

best and how they can improve for the next campaign. 

 

Most practitioners reported that they expect the industry to change drastically. They 

attributed this drastic change to the changing media landscape as well as the digital 

shift, especially with social media. 

 

The top 5 changes agencies expect to see in the PR industry are; the changing media 

landscape, technological innovations, tightening budget, disruption of traditional busi-

ness model and competition. The agencies regard; strategic planning, written commu-

nication, content development, media relations, social media and multimedia as the 

most important PR skills to have at the moment. 
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All agencies believe the PR industry is regarded as legitimate and attribute this to the 

increasing understanding of PR and demand for PR services. Agencies also noted that 

PR should not be merged with marketing, however the two fields need to work closely 

together.  

 

The reporting structure was unclear and dependent on each individual agency and 

their clients; however, the split was between a marketing head or senior management. 
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6. CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

“… recommendations may arise from constraints imposed on your study or your in-

sights regarding questions or confirmation of your findings. A conclusion pulls together 

all your main points of the study and provides a complete idea of your research,” Rob-

erts (2010:181-182). 

 

6.1. Introduction 

This chapter concludes the study titled, an investigation of techniques and functions 

used by PR practitioners at agencies in Durban. It firstly recaps the research questions 

and then draws conclusions and recommendations from the previous chapter accord-

ing to the respective question and in line with the techniques, functions and current 

trends. The chapter concludes with key areas for improvement.  

 

The research conclusions and recommendations have been presented in line with the 

questions below: 

 

RQ1: Which PR techniques and functions are PR practitioners employing today? 

RQ2: How are PR practitioners currently applying traditional techniques and functions? 

RQ3: How has the application of PR techniques and functions evolved in comparison 

to how they were meant to be used? 

RQ4: Which new techniques and functions have PR practitioners adopted? 

RQ5: What are the current trends contributing to the state of the PR industry? 

 

6.2. Conclusion: RQ1 

Below are conclusions based on the research question one (1):  

 

RQ1: Which PR techniques and functions are PR practitioners employing today? 

 

Over the years, various scholars have shaped relevant PR techniques and functions 

which are now considered crucial elements which assist PR practitioners perform their 

duties. These were extensively discussed in chapter two of this thesis. The techniques 

are; media relations technique, corporate image, promotional activities, issues man-

agement, crisis communication and networking. The functions are; research, writing, 
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media relations function, organising and advising, and monitoring. While most of these 

techniques and functions are still employed today, the findings suggest that issues 

management and the corporate image PR techniques are not being applied effectively. 

This is due to practitioners not clearly distinguishing between issues management and 

crisis communication. Also, the corporate image technique is not necessarily an ele-

ment practitioners are considering when performing their duties. It is unclear whether 

they are aware that all their activities need to be geared at improving their clients' cor-

porate image. Media relations, research and monitoring are the most widely applied 

techniques and functions. In most cases, these techniques and functions are applied 

daily, therefore making them the most used overall. 

 

6.3. Conclusion: RQ2 and RQ3 

Below are conclusions and recommendations based on research question two (2) and 

three (3): 

 

RQ2: How are PR practitioners currently applying traditional techniques and functions? 

RQ3: How has the application of PR techniques and functions evolved in comparison 

to how they were meant to be used? 

 

6.3.1. PR techniques 

Below are conclusions and recommendation based on the PR techniques, namely; 

media relations technique, corporate image, promotional activities, issues manage-

ment, crisis communication and networking. 

 

6.3.1.1. Media relations technique 

Durban agencies generally have good relationships with the media but there is a lack 

of proactivity when it comes to getting ahead of potential issues. Most agencies waited 

for media to contact them regarding certain issues, which means they were reacting to 

news around them as opposed to taking control of the message. This meant that they 

were mostly catching up with the media and not using their contacts effectively to stay 

informed. Therefore, as much as they had close relationships with media, they were 

not using these relationships to assist their clients. 
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6.3.1.2. Corporate image 

Participants didn’t report a universal way of maintaining a positive image of their clients 

— this varied agency to agency. Monitoring of publicity and social media platforms 

played a major role in how the agencies measured the public’s opinion towards their 

clients. Practitioners need to relook their strategies and include actual plans on main-

taining the corporate image of their clients. At the moment, it seems as though the 

corporate image is dealt with from a client’s point and the PR agencies only get in-

volved once there are negative perceptions. Therefore, the corporate image technique 

is not currently being effectively managed and requires a clear strategy to showcase 

PRs involvement in maintaining a positive corporate image on behalf of their clients.  

 

6.3.1.3. Promotional activities 

PR practitioners arrange a variety of events, however, the top most arranged events 

fall in the conference category or the service or product launch category. PR practi-

tioners are mostly involved in managing the event by coordinating all the communica-

tion with the various teams involved and ensuring that all elements required for the 

promotional activity are sourced. In cases that the agencies are not managing an entire 

event, they will ensure that the media relations and social media are effectively man-

aged. Creating awareness and media exposure are important elements to secure 

when arranging an event and it was mostly how agencies measured success. It is 

unclear if any of the PR agency’s management of promotional activities prompted con-

sumers to act in a certain way, however, it can be said that their general management 

of events is good. 

 

6.3.1.4. Issues management 

Durban agencies are not adequately preparing themselves and their clients to deal 

with issues. 50% of the participants only deal with issues when they come up and do 

not have plans in place to use should an issue come up. Although 50% of the agencies 

noted that they do anticipate possible issues in collaboration with clients, they did not 

have a standard document they could refer to should they face an issue — this was 

only done once the issue occurred. 

 

This lack of preparedness could negatively impact clients and is not a sign of good 

public relations. If agencies have plans in place, they are able to prevent issues from 
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becoming crises. Agencies can benefit from being proactive rather than reactive and 

therefore need to have strategies in place to carefully anticipate issues on behalf of all 

their clients. 

 

6.3.1.5. Crisis communication 

Agencies generally dealt with crises effectively by referring to the crisis plans which 

they have put in place and ensuring that their clients are well prepared to answer ques-

tions from the media. Although agencies have crisis plans in place, there are some 

elements of crisis communication which they are not applying effectively. A lot of the 

focus is on ensuring that two stakeholders, particularly the media and the client are 

satisfied. There was little mention of ensuring that employees are also informed during 

a crisis. One can conclude that agencies in Durban are dealing with crises effectively, 

however, can improve it by ensuring that all stakeholders, especially employees, are 

kept informed during a crisis. This function should not be left to clients to handle; it 

should be done in collaboration with the PR teams. Taking part in holistic crisis com-

munication, including drafting and delivering messages to all stakeholders of an organ-

isation, can increase PRs value to top management. 

 

6.3.1.6. Networking 

Durban practitioners generally did not maintain relationships or network with their cli-

ent’s stakeholders. They mostly relied on information from their clients to tell them who 

they need to communicate to but put little to no effort in building or maintaining those 

relationships. Their main goal was to create and maintain networks with media. This is 

poor management from PR as tapping into their client’s stakeholders can provide them 

with insights they may not have. Therefore, PR practitioners need to make an effort to 

build wider networks that stretch beyond media and into consumers, employees and 

even investors. This will allow them to create better content and better strategies be-

cause they will have more information from a wide range of groups. Researching and 

building networks can be the responsibility of one person in the agency who can then 

find out information that will help the agencies represent their clients better. 

 

6.3.2. PR functions 

Below are conclusions and recommendation based on the PR functions, namely; re-

search, writing, media relations function, organising and advising, and monitoring.  
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6.3.2.1. Research 

Research is a daily part of practitioners activities. Most of it is done informally and 

without the involvement of research agencies. Practitioners have a huge reliance on 

clients to find out information and there is no clear way of determining whether the 

desktop research they conduct is formal or informal. Therefore, practitioners can im-

prove their research methods as there is no certainty whether their decisions are 

backed by credible research. 

  

6.3.2.2. Writing 

Practitioners generally do a large amount for writing daily. The top five documents 

which practitioners are currently preparing, in order of highest to lowest are; newslet-

ters, social media content plans, crisis holding statements, interview briefing docu-

ments and lastly, messaging framework. 

 

6.3.2.3. Media relations function 

Durban practitioners are for the most part fulfilling their media relations function well. 

A key finding was that a lot of work has shifted from journalists to PR practitioners. 

Practitioners are creating content for media that requires little to no editing and the 

publications are printing it as is. This signals that the media landscape has changed 

and is demanding more skills from the PR practitioner to be able to create news stories 

as opposed to drafting media releases. This can be regarded as a trend that will con-

tinue to change the industry and may require practitioners to know more about drafting 

journalistic content.   

 

 

6.3.2.4. Organising and advising 

The key conclusion here is that the longer the relationship between the agencies and 

a client was, the less they needed to advise them. This is to be expected as newer 

clients require more nurturing while a relationship is being built. Over time, the clients 

learn to trust the agencies and therefore trust their processes. The relationship with 

clients is challenging in that some clients want the agencies to do what they say without 

considering the PR implications. So there is often an expectation from clients for PR 
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agencies to act upon instruction. This is not necessarily a negative sign but signals 

that PR still does not necessarily have a seat at the decision-making table. 

 

6.3.2.5. Monitoring 

Agencies in Durban regularly monitor publicity on behalf of their clients and mostly 

send reports on a monthly basis. Social media monitoring has become a huge part of 

what they do. Agencies noted that AVE is still important to clients because it is a way 

for them to measure return on investment. A key finding is that the practitioners are 

trying to move their clients away from focusing on AVE but rather on the quality of the 

coverage. This was mostly tied to ethical issues pertaining to how the AVE values are 

actually obtained. Only one agency referred to the Barcelona Principles which signals 

that practitioners may not be educating themselves enough on monitoring practices in 

order to educate their clients. Only three of the agencies reported that their reports 

helped them create better strategies and make better decisions for their clients. This 

may be due to the fact that the PR agencies are relatively small and may not be ana-

lysing the publicity reports effectively. 

 

6.4. Conclusion: RQ4 

Below are conclusions based on the research question four (4): 

 

RQ4: Which new techniques and functions have PR practitioners adopted? 

 

There was no evidence that suggested that there are new techniques that practitioners 

are applying, but rather, the available techniques and function have been adapted and 

are generally being used in their original form. A crucial element which is currently 

affecting the agencies is the changes within digital media, especially dealing with in-

fluencers. Although digital media is not necessarily a current PR technique or function, 

it may soon become one as it evolves. 

 

6.5. Conclusion: RQ5 

Below are conclusions and recommendations based on research question five (5): 

 

RQ5: What are the current trends contributing to the state of the PR industry?  
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6.5.1. Current trends 

Below are conclusions and recommendation based on the current trends in the PR 

industry which have been segmented into department collaborations, environmental 

scanning, overall client reports and general trends.  

 

6.5.1.1. Department collaborations 

PR teams coordinate with various teams regularly but noted that communication is 

challenging. This signifies that more and more agencies may need to look into broad-

ening their offering to include multiple services (digital, social media, design) under 

one roof. 

 

6.5.1.2. Environmental scanning 

PR teams are not adequately scanning their client’s industries. This is concerning be-

cause if PR is going to provide valuable input to their clients, scanning and research 

need to form a large part of what they do. This can help cement their credibility in the 

eyes of corporate organisations. 

 

6.5.1.3. Overall client reports 

AVE continues to form a large part of how clients measure whether PR is successful 

or not. It is the responsibility of PR practitioners to educate their clients on the available 

methods to measure success. They need to inform clients that AVE is just one tool and 

not the only tool.  

 

6.5.1.4. General trends 

Agencies expect drastic changes in the industry and the top 5 factors they expect to 

drive change in the PR industry are; the changing media landscape, technological in-

novations, tightening budgets, disruption of traditional business models and competi-

tion. This is almost in line with the Global Communications Report (2018:7-8) which 

found that the changing media landscape, technological innovations, great access to 

data, disruption of traditional business models and political climate, are factors which 

will drive change in the PR industry. The difference here is that Durban agencies don’t 

view the political climate and greater access to data as huge factors that will drive 

change. 
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The agencies regard; strategic planning, written communication, content development, 

media relations, social media and multimedia as the most important PR skills to have 

at the moment. The underlying theme here is that writing will continue to be an im-

portant skill for future practitioners to hone. 

 

All agencies believe the PR industry is regarded as legitimate and attribute this to the 

increasing understanding of PR and demand for PR services. Agencies also noted that 

PR should not be merged with marketing, however, the two fields need to work closely 

together.  

 

The reporting structure was unclear and dependent on each agency and its clients, 

however, the split was between a marketing head or senior management. 

 

6.6. Key areas for improvement 

• The PR role is changing. Journalists require more from PR practitioners in terms of 

creating adapted stories. This will continue as the media landscape changes over 

the years. PR practitioners need to be ready to play a bigger role and create jour-

nalistic content. 

• Agencies are generally not as proactive as they should be. They have a heavy 

reliance on the organisations they represent to spearhead techniques and functions 

such as issues management, crisis communication and networking. PR agencies 

need to play an active role in these to showcase their value to organisations. 

• Influencer marketing is something that needs to be addressed as changes occur-

ring in the digital media space are demanding that PR practitioners change the way 

they perform their duties. Evidence suggests that influencers will continue to form 

an integral part of digital media, therefore, PR practitioners need to find tactics that 

suit both the influencers needs and their client’s needs. 

• Practitioners believe that PR is regarded as legitimate, however, most noted that it 

is still regarded as a marketing tool. A shift is required in this regard as this signifies 

that PR may not necessarily be seen as a standalone industry by corporate organ-

isations. 

• PR practitioners in Durban are reporting to both senior management and marketing 

teams equally. It will be interesting to see how this changes over the years but it is 



 

 

 

153 

important for practitioners to continue striving to gain access to the decision-making 

table. This can mostly be achieved by ensuring that practitioners are reporting to 

senior management. Elements such as adequate environmental scanning and re-

search, are vital to helping this process along because they will assist PR in proving 

their value to senior management. 
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APPENDIX B 

 

Interview schedule 

 

General Information 

Full Name:  

Position:_______________________ Company________________________ 

Number of employees:  

 

1. Tell me about your company? 

2. Briefly tell me about what you do in your position as Executive/Manager/Direc-

tor? 

3. How many clients are you currently serving? 

4. How many of them are on retainer? 

5. How many of them are project based? 

6. What is the longest retainer you’ve held? 

7. Which type of clients do you have? Name the fields  

  

Public Relations Techniques 

 

Media Relations 

1. How often do you speak to media in a week? 

Not often  Somewhat often  Often  

2.  
 

2. What are the top three media requests you receive? 

Interview requests  Commentary requests  

Product / Service information  Product requests   

Fact checking  Opinon editorials  

Other: 

3.  
 



 

 

 

168 

3. What percentage of your work is earned media? 

4. Describe your relationship with the media? 

5. How do you sustain good relationships with media?  

6. Do you form relationships with media outside of work in order to build stronger 

relations with them? 

7. How do you ensure that you are always on the pulse when it comes to news 

that the media may be looking for? Breakdown your process of doing this. 

8. Do you ever get “the scoop” from the media? In other words have you had an 

instance where you found out about a crisis through a media contact prior to 

your client knowing? 

9. Which of the following documents do you usually prepare on behalf of your cli-

ents? Choose five 

Handbooks  Crisis holding statements  

Newsletters  Messaging framework  

Journals  Media training  

Annual reports  Interview briefing documents  

Social media content plans    

Other: 

10.  
 

10. What is your pitching process / how do you pitch to media? Eg, email first, call 

first 

11. Do you send information to a specific journalist or just anyone at the publica-

tion? 

12. If you have good relationship with a particular journalist but they don’t cover 

the information you want to send out at the time do you: 

a) send it to them and trust them to pass it to the relevant person? 

b) ask them to refer you to someone else? 

c) find the right person and send it to them regardless of the relationship? 

13. If media goes directly to your client, does your client go ahead and handle the 

request or does your client refer media to you? 

14.  Do you offer media training to your clients? 
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15.  At which level do your clients spokespeople sit? 

Top 

(CEO/GM/COO) 

 Mid (managers)  Low (techni-

cians) 

 

16.  
 

Corporate Image 

1. Which person or department does your agency usually report to? 

CEO - top management   

Marketing department  

Corporate communications department or 

similar 

 

Other: 

2.  
 

2. How would you say you uphold a positive impression of your clients? 

3. What kind of activities do you do to maintain a good image of your clients?  

Media training  Social media monitoring  

Staff training  Media monitoring  

Advice on branding    

Other: 

4.  
 

4. How do you do manage negative perceptions about your clients? 

5. Absa recently had a rebrand but it wasn’t well received by media. Have you 

ever had to deal with something that? 

6. If your client encounters extremely poor publicity — something like the Ford 

crisis — and the negative publicity is spinning out of control, how do you sal-

vage what’s left of your clients image after reputational harm? 

7. Which tools do you use to counteract bad publicity (social media, issue a 

statement, etc)?  
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Social media  Crisis holding statement  

Media release  Press conference  

Other: 

8.  
Promotional Activities 

1. Do you arrange events on behalf of your clients? 

2. What kind of events do you arrange on behalf of your clients? *Tick appropri-

ate 

Conferences  Product / service launches  

Store Promotions  Activations  

Other: 

3.  
 

3. Do you usually handle the entire event or just some aspects?  

4. If you’re not arranging the entire event, which aspects of it do you manage? 

*Tick appropriate 

Social media  Media liaison (on and offsite)  

Inviting media to the event  Content (speeches, agendas, 

etc) 

 

Spokespeople (on or 

offsite) 

 MC management, speak-

ers/presenters 

 

Budgets for advertising    

Other: 

5.  
 

5. What is the underlying purpose of the events you arrange?  

Consumer buy in  

Increase loyalty  

Increase number of consumers  
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6.  
 

Issues management 

1. How do you anticipate issues on behalf of your clients before they arise? 

2. Do you include plans for possible negative reactions when implementing news 

campaigns or PR plans? 
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Crisis Management 

1. Have you ever had to deal with a crisis which threatened the existence of a 

your clients organisation? 

2. If so, what was your process in handling the crisis? 

3. Do you act as a spokesperson on behalf of your clients? 

4. If not, how do you prepare your clients to face the media during a crisis? 

5. At which level do your clients spokespeople sit? 

Top - 

CEO/GM/C

OO 

 Mid - man-

agers 

 Low - techni-

cians 

 

6.  
 

6. Besides planning messaging for the media, do you ever plan messaging for 

employees or investors? Or is this taken care of by your clients? 

 

Networking and stakeholder relationships 

1. How do you make sure that you are creating relevant content for your clients 

stakeholders? 

2. Do you interact with your clients stakeholders? If so, what is the level of inter-

action (low/high) and with whom (employees, investors)? 

3. How often do you review your clients stakeholders? I’m asking because in or-

der to create relevant content, you need to be aware of who you are communi-

cating to.  

4. Do you attend networking events on behalf of your clients? If so, what kind of 

events? 

5. How do you establish or build new networks with consumers or investors? 
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Public Relations Functions 

Research 

1. How often would you say you do research on a daily basis? 

2. Which one do you do more of?  Primary or secondary research? 

3. Do you do formal or informal research more?  

4. Have you ever conducted research with the help of research agencies? 

5. Basic PR research look into three aspects, namely client or organisation re-

quiring the research, opportunity or problem to be addressed and lastly the 

target audience. Before applying a PR programme, do you research: 

a) Client or organisation —  understanding the nature of the business, 

knowing its mission, goals, priorities and problems, understanding the 

employees, knowing the financial status and lastly, understanding the 

importance of corporate image and its impact on an organisation 

b) Opportunities or problems your program is trying to address? Oppor-

tunity or problem research seeks to unearth why an organisation 

should run a particular programme at a certain time 

c) Target Audience 

6. Do you? 

Scanning media for client men-

tions 

 

Scanning media for publicity op-

portunities 

 

Scanning social media for possible 

issues/crisis 

 

Researching client’s competition  

Research new ideas to present to 

your clients as tactics 

 

Other:  

7.  
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Advising 

1. How much time do you spend on advising your clients? 

Not often  Somewhat often  Often  

2.  
 

2. How would you describe your relationship with your clients? 

3. Do your clients take the lead from you when it comes to PR, is it a collabora-

tion, or do you often act upon instruction? 

4. Are there any documents you provide your clients before an interview or any 

other interaction with the media? 

5. Which aspects does this document usually include? 

Information about 

the publication 

 Talking points  

Information about 

the interviewer 

 Information about 

the publication 

 

Other 

6.  
 

Reporting and media monitoring 

1. How do you track publicity on behalf of your clients?  

2. Which monitoring service do you use? 

3. How do you package the publicity report for your clients? 

4. How often do you present client with coverage reports? 

Daily  Weekly  Monthly  End of project  

5.  
 

5. Which variables do you look at when reporting coverage for your clients? 

Publication  Article summary  

Publication date  Positive / Negative sentiment  

Byline  Language  
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Spokesperson / brand men-

tioned 

 Category (part of the busi-

ness it affects) 

 

Title of article   Media type (radio, tv, news-

paper) 

 

Other: 

6.  
 

6. Are there any other techniques or functions that you are using today that are 

not mentioned above? 
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Current PR trends 

 

Department collaborations 

1. Do you collaborate with other communication teams? 

2. If yes, which ones and on what kind of projects? 

 

Environmental scanning 

1. Do you usually scan your clients industry? 

2. Do you perform environmental scans to gather information about stakeholders 

and their reactions towards your organisation? 

3. How well do you know the perception about your clients amongst their stake-

holders?  

4. Are you aware of the publics opinion towards issues that are important to your 

client? eg, fish company vs water pollution 

5. Do you handle social media on behalf of your clients? 

Yes  

No  

6.  
 

Overall client reports 

1. How does your client measure the overall success of a campaign? 

2. Does your client consider advertising value equivalent (AVE) as a big part of 

measurement? 

3. Does your client value the quality of the publicity over the quantity? 

 

General trends 

1. How do you expect the PR industry to change in the next 5 years? 

Somewhat  Considerable  

Moderate  Drastic  

2.  
 

2. Are you prepared to adapt to this level of change? 
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Not very much  Considerably  

Somewhat  Very  

3.  
 

3. What do you think will drive change in the PR industry? Choose five 

Changing media landscape  Shifting demographics  

Technological innovations  Tightening budgets  

Greater access to data  Competition (e.g. marketing) 

 

 

Disruption of traditional business models  More diverse workforce   

Political climate  Talent shortage  

Economy  Industry regulations  

Other 

4.  
 

2. What do you think are the most important PR skills to have at the moment? 

Choose five 

Strategic planning  Content development  

Leadership  Data and analytics  

 Social media  Crisis management  

Written communications  Verbal communications  

Multimedia  Employee communications  

Research  Business literacy  

Media relations  Influencer marketing  

Ethics  Counseling  



 

 

 

178 

Real-time marketing  Advertising  

Media buying    

Other 

3.  
3. Do you think PR is regarded as a legitimate or illegitimate industry? Why? 

4. Do you think PR should be merged with marketing? Why? 

 

ENDS  
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APPENDIX D 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Consent letter for the collection of research data 

 

Tsholofelo Dumakude is registered for the M Tech (PR) degree at CPUT 

(209149655). The thesis is titled, An investigation of techniques and functions used 

by PR practitioners at agencies in Durban, and aims to track current trends in the PR 

industry using Durban as a case study. The specific research objectives (RO) to be 

met are: 

 

RO1: To provide evidence of the current state of the PR industry through tracking the 

application of PR techniques and functions 

RO2: To identify and explain the PR techniques used by practitioners in agencies 

RO3: To explore and describe the PR functions carried out by practitioners in agencies 

 

The supervisor for this research is: 

Professor Nirvana Bechan 

Email: BechanN@cput.ac.za 

 

In order to meet the requirements of the university’s Higher Degrees Committee 

(HDC) the student must get consent to collect data from organisations which they 

have identified as potential sources of data. In this case the student will need to inter-

view your employees (PR executives, managers and directors) to gather data.  

 

The student will ask you and your employees a set of questions regarding public rela-

tions practices. Please note that the final research will not mention the name of your 

company, your employees or your clients.  
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Your employees are under no obligation to take part in the research however, each 

employee who decides to take part will be required to sign a separate consent form.  

If you agree to this, you are requested to complete the form below (an electronic 

version will be made available to you if you so desire) and print it on your organisa-

tion’s letterhead. 

 

For further clarification on this matter please contact either the supervisor(s) identi-

fied above, or the Faculty Research Ethics Committee  secretary (Ms V Naidoo) at 

021 469 1012 or naidoove@cput.ac.za. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

Nirvana Bechan 

12 November 2018 

  

mailto:naidoove@cput.ac.za
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<<On company letterhead>> 

 

I <<insert name>>, in my capacity as <<insert position in company) at <<insert com-

pany name>> give consent in principle to allow Tsholofelo Dumakude, a student at 

the Cape Peninsula University of Technology, to collect data in this company as part 

of his/her M Tech (PR) research. The student has explained to me the nature of 

his/her research and the nature of the data to be collected. 

 

This consent in no way commits any individual staff member to participate in the re-

search, and it is expected that the student will get explicit consent from any partici-

pants. I reserve the right to withdraw this permission at some future time. 

 

In addition, the company’s name may or may not be used as indicated below. (Tick 

as appropriate. 

 

 Thesis Conference paper Journal article Research poster 

Yes     

No     

 
 

 

 

 

 

_____________________       ________________ 

<<Insert name>>        <<insert date>>  
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