Executive Summary

Thinking Big/Staying Small:

This report is the culmination of our four-yeardstiabout the ways that small
organizations, both for-profit and nonprofit, contitheir communications functions. Although
most businesses in the United States are smali,9ifpercent having fewer than 20 employees,
until this study no one had measured their metimbd®mmunications and their public relations
practices. This is critical because of the growingortance of the small organizations in the
economy of the United States and other nations.olit@ome of our study is a body of findings
that stretches beyond the original three questianposited in our research proposal. While we
report baseline data, we also provide analysisitid lon the theoretical work by other scholars.
Ultimately, we felt that the most important contriion we could make was in finding a way to
describe how small organizations look at and tlib&ut communications, especially since
communications professionals increasingly find teelves working with these small
organizations. One of our goals, therefore, wgzdwide information that would help these

professionals understand the way their prospectieats think and talk about public relations.

Overall study design & research protocol
In our Sept. 20, 2000, letter of agreement withlttternational Association of Business
Communicators (IABC) Research Foundation, we sadwyuld answer the following three

research questions:

a. At what point in an organization's growth ditesed a formal communications
function and/or the assistance of a communicafwofessional as opposed to a loose set
of communications vehicles or policies defined byp+tommunicators?

b.What communications functions can be outsouate@rious stages in an organization's
development?

c. Are the communications skill requirements in kenarganizations different for start-
ups, nonprofits or different industries?
Because our study was intended to establish a fdiomj we elected to concentrate
initially on a limited geographic area by lookingbaisinesses, associations, government agencies
and nonprofits in and around Austin, Texas. In toldito purely practical considerations (two of
the researchers live and work in Austin), we falisfin presented the perfect laboratory for our
purposes. Entrepreneurial activity flourishes i@ &ustin region, creating a fertile environment

for innovation and small business and nonprofiaorgation growth. Not only is Austin the state

Executive Summary/ Page 1



capital and home to more than 400 nonprofits aagetiassociations, but it also has government
agencies at all levels of jurisdiction: federahtet county, city and district.

Although our project, with a budget one-thirtielie tsize, cannot hope to replicate the
Excellencestudy for the IABC more than a decade ago (Grut®§2 and Dozier, Grunig &
Grunig, 1995), we used definitions developed in admark study, wherever possible, so that
our findings would be useful when viewed in lightlwat project. To that end, we divided the

universe of small organizations into four groups:

= for-profit enterprises
» nonprofits
» trade associations
* government agencies.
Our research protocol was conducted in severas steg@ applied multiple research designs,
applying both quantitative and qualitative techmigjincluding focus groups, survey research,

focused interviews and Q-methodology.

Focus GroupsErom a series of five focus groups, we were abledrn how to talk to small
organizations about communications and publiciceiatand the best language and definitions to
use. For instance, we found that their conceptghait constitutes "public relations” are much
broader and more sophisticated than simply "meslaions." We had assumed, incorrectly as it
turned out, that because they probably had lititdgssional training in public relations, small
business owner-operators would see public relafioits most publicly visible terms: that is, in
terms of news releases and news coverage. Suchovése case. Although they didn't always use
the same jargon, it soon became apparent to ughfiaideas about the breadth of activities under
the umbrella term of “public relations” would rivéidat of some of the most sophisticated
academics in the field. We saw this same patterongnthe nonprofits that participated in our

study.

Surveys:The next step in our study was collection of gitatite data using survey
research. From a series of mail surveys, augmdmtedtruncated on-line version, we were able
to measure with some precision the incidents asglincies of certain communications
activities, as well as the training and uses sorglanizations make of contract professionals.

We were guided in our final design and selectioquestions by three things. First, we
wrote questions to directly address the issuesutlened in our research proposal and agreement

with the IABC. Second, we wanted, to the exterdstiae, to collect data that could be read in
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conjunction with thé€excellencestudy. Finally, because so little has been deesldp this area,

we felt this formative project should concentrateestablishing a basic frame of reference as to
how the small organization communicates and hosetliespondents approach the public
relations function. For purposes of data analysescombined the results of identical questions
from surveys in the two modes of administrationaiirand on-line). Two-thirds of all

respondents were for-profit enterprises and 82gpericad 20 or fewer employees. Indeed, half
the respondents had five or fewer employees. Tremmamber of employees for the sample was
12. This skew, with most of the businesses faliimthe smallest size categories, is generally

consistent with that reported for for-profits by td.S. Small Business Administration.

Depth Interviews & Q-methodologyVe also conducted in-depth interviews with small

business owners and public relations experts lebihdi find that these interviews were giving us
information that either illuminated or expandedt tivhich we already had collected. Instead of
continuing the interviews, we substituted a diffeéreata collection method, Q-methodology, to
assess the points of view of small business oworard public relations. This methodology
“provides researchers a systematic and rigorousiytitative means for examining human
subjectivity” (McKeown & Thomas, 1988, p. 7). Suttigare given a set of statements, usually 40
or so, and asked to arrange, or sort, them usprgaetermined pattern that approximates a
flattened normal curve. Because the technique regjsubjects to make subtle distinctions by
sorting statements into a forced distribution, tkeisearch tool helps subjects articulate their

subjective understanding about, or feelings towtrel concept under study.

Diagnostic ToolFinally, we wanted to find a way to make teecellenceorinciples

more practical and accessible for small and largaruzations alike. The owner or manager of an
organization, regardless of size, who is interestedeasuring his or her performance against
these generic principles &icellencewould be hard pressed to do so. That is becaese th
principles often are couched in academic langubgedan be difficult to interpret and apply. To
improve the usefulness of the principles, we cot@gkethem into a 10-question diagnostic "test”
and administered it in a second on-line survey éontwers of the IABC. The result was a
diagnostic tool that can be used by organizatiorieehchmark their communications
performance. We used statistical analysis of teesees to determine what factors, including

size, might be predictors &Xxcellence.

How small is a “small” organization?
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An important question facing us at the beginninghaf project was, “Just what
constitutes a ‘small’ organization?” Conceptualiye knew that we were looking for
organizations in which the chief executive direggrformed most, if not all, of the functions that
might, in a larger organization, be performed byanagement team. These functions include
human resources, budgeting and accounting, riskagenent, market research, product
development, communications, statutory compliammesdrategic planning, to name a few.
Usually this can be accomplished by measuringitteeaf the organization’s workforce.

Although many government agencies and researcledireech small organization as one
with 100 or fewer employees, we felt this criterton large for purposes of our study. Instead,
we elected to concentrate chiefly on micro-orgaivrs, those with 19 or fewer employees. This
definition encompasses four out of five employerthe nation. We reasoned that this criterion
would be large enough to capture businesses amghiaagions with identifiable communications
needs, but not so large as to include those wittnsive management structures such as those
surveyed in th&xcellencestudy. We believe this cutoff identifies a funciéb difference
between those organizations in tecellencestudy and those we studied, whether they are
associations, government agencies or nonprofitdhisnparadigm, the much-talked-about value
of assuring that the communications function hgdace at the table,” is replaced with one
where the communications function is at least alergentry on the PDA of the chief executive

of the small organization.

What the literature tells us

While the small organization sector faces conctrasare distinct from those in larger
organizations, our review of books, journals, peigals and Internet sources found that little has
been published about the communications functieffigrts and needs of the small organization.

What has been published often falls into one ade¢hypes of information:

» Generic advice about communications tactics.
» Proactive advice relating to particular types afasrizations, such as small
public libraries and museums.
» Reactive advice relating to particular types oflfmsh such as activist groups.
Small organizations can learn basic tactical skdlich as how to write a news release,

use public relations to supplement marketing edforteven do simple research, by accessing
dozens of on-line sources, reading any of a numbadvice columns or buying publicity kits
and how-to books. Proactive advice often focusespaeific types of organizations and what

they can do to improve visibility. Much of whatrsadily available to the small business also can
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be easily accessed on-line. In connection withghigy we identified and reviewed 29 on-line
resources for small businesses, many of which &féerinformation or advice. Many more
resources exist. The Web sites we reviewed provsgéul guidance to those wanting to learn
how to develop marketing plans, write effective saeleases, stage press conferences, promote
and advertise products and services and handlernastservice. However, a close review shows
that most of them stop short of providing the frarmek for strategic communications
management practices and offer only rudimentaryrtieal solutions to complex organizational
communications issues. It was clear from our reuieat the body of literature about public
relations for the small organization, both pringedl electronic, with only a few exceptions is

long on advice and short on empirical evidencethedry.

Findings

Although some of our findings have previously begported (Evatt, Ruiz & Triplett,
2002; Evatt, Triplett & Ruiz, 2003; and Lee & Ey&t003, 2005) this is the first complete
reporting of findings over the full scope of owdy. Rather than simply report each of our five
studies separately, this report draws data frorosacour separate inquiries to help us answer
each of seven research questions. This list adtopres incorporates but expands on the three

guestions that were anticipated in our originatigtdesign.

A. How do small organizationsthink about communications and public relations?

Since small organizations, whether they are fofipmonprofit, associations or
government agencies, differ from their large corpags, a natural question is whether or not
they also differ in the way they view public retats. We tried to answer this question in each of
our three major data gathering efforts: focus gsp@pstudy and survey. What these data indicate
is that the top management of small operationsrgéipeshare a view that is both holistic and
integrated, yet seem to have distinct perspectitesn it comes to the way they integrate
relationships into their operations. This is esgicinoticeable when you talk to the smallest
types of organizations. Public relations and comigations are rarely thought of or talked about
as a separate function apart from the missionebtiganization. Rather, these functions are often
integral and indistinguishable from business funtdi

One of the longest and most animated discussioabriost every focus group we held
centered on how best to define the term publidiceia. While we had expected that these small

organizations would likely mirror the large corprand business-world terminology about
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public relations, we were surprised to find thaittlefinitions were often closer to those of
academicians than their counterparts who run lapggations. They viewed public relations as
holistic and inclusive of all communications fumets. More often than not they used the terms
“public relations” and “communications” interchamdpty. It became clear to us early on in this
project that to speak to these organizations abablic relations in a limited or narrow way
would be a mistake.

These differences, which first emerged during oeug groups, were also evident from
our survey results. This research suggests thalt snganizations think of public relations as
much more than just media relations. They seeuhetion as both proactive and reactive. Even
though they include public relations in such busseinctions as branding, ultimately they see it
as much more, encompassing a sense of the organiasta social citizen.

Multiple worldviews about public relations and commications surfaced again when we
collected a third type of data using Q-methodoldgpm these data we found that the small
organization appears to emphasize relationshiglimgjlover publicity-seeking activities. For
them, public relations is integral to the overalsimess plan. As we stated when first reporting
these findings elsewhere, “This integrated viewublic relations within the context of the small
business would be the envy of many public relatignragtitioners who find themselves struggling
inside large corporate structures just to demotgsthee value of their function” (Evatt, Triplett &
Ruiz, 2003, p. 99). These data suggest that thertheee distinct perspectives among small
organizations about the value of relationship bngdn the organization: as an objective in and
of itself, as a strategic function or as a puraltital undertaking.

From several methods of data collection and arglyg concluded that while those
responsible for communications in small organizagjdike their colleagues in larger
organizations, approach public relations from aerarof perspectives, the key ingredient for the
small organization is found in the concept of “tielaships.” These findings strongly suggest that
individuals offering services to small organizagpespecially public relations consulting, would
do well to eschew the “how to” instruction for mame communications production activities

and instead concentrate on the “how to” of relatiop development and maintenance.

B. How do small organizations practice public relations and communications day-to-day
and how do they define their publics?

In addition to trying to understand what smallanizations think about public relations

and the meaning of communications to their orgditimas operations, we collected data to better
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understand what they actually do, their activided communications practices. As part of this
effort we also sought to understand how they dedime identify their publics.

Those who took part in the focus group for owners @EOs of micro-organizations
tended to be expansive in what they included iir the of public relations activities. They
mentioned activities such as publicity and promotirough news articles and feature stories,
crisis communications, customer relationships (Wlune referred to as “buyer empathy”),
personal contact (meeting and greeting), brandglgtionship management, Web sites and word
of mouth networking.

Participants in the focus group for nonprofits énadle associations demonstrated a
strong command of the traditional techniques antidgof public relations. While these
participants said they found some technology usefuticularly e-mail, greater emphasis was on
personal contacts and old-fashioned “face timeg Kay to “getting the message out” often was
a matter of strategic partnerships. They recognizatiso much competition for the attention of
the public by so many community groups made difféation of their message or vision
especially important so that the public accurapsisceives who and what they are. Building
partnerships was particularly important for thassmall nonprofit groups and trade associations.

Although an interesting picture emerged from thmufogroups about small organization
practices of public relations, we also wanted titecb specific information and attempt to
guantify some of the activities they mentionedr that reason we included questions on both the
mail and the on-line surveys to get a better uideding of the practices of small organizations.
After giving respondents a list of common practiagsasked them to pick from a list the

statement that best described the way they hatldéegdarticular activity:

(1) We now perform this activity or function using ise staff.

(2) We now outsource this function or activity.

(3) We don't do this and don't plan to.

(4) We might do this someday and if we did, we woultsource.

(5) We might do this someday and if we did, we wouldtdo-house.

For-profit organizations were less likely than thenprofit counterparts to perform the

functions we studied. A majority did, however, slagt they currently write and disseminate
news releases, plan communications strategies auith things as feature stories, advice
columns or speeches, plan and conduct specialswggign and place advertisements, create or
maintain a Web site and write/design booklets, lwoes and the like. They were least likely to
publish newsletters, lobby government or conduntaigns. A majority of nonprofits reported

doing all of these things, usually in significantligher numbers than for-profits. These data
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suggest that the range of potential activitieddomprofits is much more dynamic and subject to
change, while the communications activities of otbrganizations (nonprofits, government and
associations) are more stable, at least for thesgsithat were the subject of this inquiry.

For all the promise of technology, small organizasi see their personal touch as their
strength, and believe that a too-heavy relianctohnnology can spoil that advantage. While small
organizations seem to recognize the need for téognahey warn against the potential for its
getting in the way of client relations.

Although small organizations employ a variety ofrzounications tools and practices in
their day-to-day communications, their strategésltto focus heavily on the use of personal and
direct forms of communications, as opposed to masdia or large gatherings, to communicate
messages. Small business organizations seem tdtereye on the bottom line by using
communications in internal and strategic managemeatted often at publics that expand
business or improve visibility. We were once agdaipressed by not only the very personal
nature of the communications in these small orgdiums, but by their tendency to focus more on

relationship building than publicity seeking.

C. What are the communications skill levels of small organizations and when, how and why
do they outsource?

One of the key components of the letter of agredriat launched our research initiative
was the need to understand the skill levels of songhnizations and their need for and use of
outside expertise. We looked at the level of compet small organizations believe they already
have to perform certain public relations and comications activities. We also looked at when
and why they might choose to hire outside expertegetp with some of these functions.
Although we drew some insights from our qualitatilza in the form of focus group comments,
to address this question we relied most heavilpumsurvey.

The most compelling finding from the focus grouprivavas that small organizations are
practicing public relations based more on instarad personal feelings than on formal training.
Although small budgets tended to limit the abititycontract with outside help, those who
attended the focus group for small nonprofits nered several motivations that might prompt

the need to hire consultants or outside help, lé®as:

* When there is insufficient time to do what needbéalone on a project vital to
an organization’s future (such as fundraising).

* When it would be more efficient to hire an expéert to become proficient at
the task yourself.

* When you need an objective or dispassionate peigpec
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* When you need a fresh look.

* When you detect nagging problems that persist witltear solutions.

* When you need to improve visibility.

* When you don't have time to endure a learning cane the situation needs
you to have someone on board quickly who can kigitound running.

» When the task is limited or time specific rathearttbongoing or a permanent
part of operations.

One other finding from our focus group discussibears mention as well. For the sake
of consistency we tried to give our respondentsrnomframes of reference when they talked
about outsourcing. We tried to steer the discuswward those activities they actually paid
another organization to perform for them. We foumalyever, that for the smallest of
organizations, this often was an inappropriatdrdiibn. It is common for small businesses to
barter their services with each other so that thesourcing” might take the form of in-kind
exchange of value. A similar issue came out in eosations with the nonprofits and associations
who often drew on the expertise of members andntetrs to perform specialized
communications functions on behalf of the orgamatWhen practitioners try to market
communications services to small organizationggefioee, it is important to keep these frames of
reference clearly in mind.

In our survey questionnaire we identified 15 cdadissthat an organization would likely
need to use in executing and supervising a publations program. The skills selected for study
are the type that are taught as a core curricutumany university public relations education
programs and, as such, can be assumed to be ret@rans a broad spectrum of organizations.
Respondents expressed the greatest confidenceiiratiilities to manage a crisis, put on a
special event, give speeches and write. They espdethe lowest level of perceived competence
in the areas that have a political or public polieertone, such as lobbying or negotiating with
activist groups. The other skills tend to neghim mid, or modest, range of reported competence.
Most of the skills that we measured revealed nieihces between reported competencies of
for-profits and nonprofits. There are five excepiphowever. For-profits reported a higher level
of comfort in their ability to manage a crisis asammunicate with employees, while nonprofits
expressed more confidence in their ability to gesp coverage, to lobby and to negotiate with
activist groups.

We also asked subjects which of these tasks theydwikely outsource. One of the more
interesting results from our analysis of these dgtan first blush, counterintuitive. On pure
instinct, one would think that the smaller the arigation, the more it would seek outside help.

Data suggest otherwise. In many cases the orgamzsanost likely to outsource are those that
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fall in the mid-range size (11 to 20 employeeshiples of outsourced work include research
and specialized writing, such as feature storiéss finding is in line with our research that
indicates that organizations begin to change iir firecesses and procedures when they reach
about 20 employees in size. Perhaps the answkese findings is that micro-organizations are
so small that they can't foresee the need for |preialized kinds of activities. Once an
organization reaches between 11 and 20 employdesgins to feel the need to do more.
However, at this stage the organization is stdl $mall to do everything in-house. For these
organizations, outsourcing is a viable solutionc®an organization exceeds 20 employees --
when it coincidentally also is more likely to haastaff communicator -- it apparently is willing
to keep more functions in-house. This could explelry, for certain functions, organizations in
the 11-to 20-size category are the ones most lilkkehow an interest in outsourcing.

Not surprisingly, the level of perceived competeimeeases as the organizations grow
in size. The more confident an organization iggrability to perform a function, logic would
suggest, the less likely it would be to spend mdoeyutsource it. Respondents said they are
most likely to outsource those functions that reggpecialized training — such as Web site
creation and public opinion research — and lesgdylito ask for outside help for tasks involving
writing and developing publications. Often smaljamizations preferred to hire communications
specialists, rather than generalists, since théydi want to devote the time it would take to
educate a communications generalist on the spacigliage and needs of their field. This
suggests another area of importance for commuaoitatiofessionals who seek small
organizations as clients, since generalists ased#gctive than specialists to these small

organizations.

D. How formal do communications oper ations of small organizations need to be and when
do they begin to take on formality?

It was clear that our focus group participants pizén a great deal of thought to the need
for communications formality, both external anceimial. While no one in the group for CEOs of
small businesses talked about formal communicatitenss, the concepts were never far from
their minds and often they said that "communicagias the foundation for a successful business.

Our survey data suggests that, in practice, thélanthe organization is the more likely it
is to have its internal and external communicatimmgtions rest on the shoulders of the CEO or
other ultimate decision-maker (such as owner, geggior chair). The change seems come when
the organization has grown to about 20 employepgoUhat point, three out of four

organizations assign communications duties to 6 CAfter an organization reaches 20
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employees, the numbers begin to shift. By the am@rganization has more than 50 employees,
it is twice as likely to have someone other than@iO or owner designated as the primary
communicator.

There is a second way to look at when, in the gnaftan organization, a formal
communications function emerges in the life cydlammorganization. That way is to consider
perception: do organizations themselves sensecagase in complexity as they grow in size? To
measure perceptions on a variety of topics, respuisdvere asked to indicate on a 10-point scale
how well a series of statements described them.dDtiee statements said: "Our
business/organization communications gets moredbamd structured as we get bigger." The
larger organizations were more likely to see théwesean this statement. This suggests that the
emergence of formal communications did indeed owagtlr growth but, of course, was only
detected by those who had actually traveled thed.ro

Our on-line survey that served as a diagnosticafdSxcellencealso sheds some light on
the need for growth in communications as an orgdiaiz grows. Since these data were collected
from organizations at all size levels, these figdihave a general, rather than only a small
organization, application. When we categorizedstina of theExcellencanean score into three
levels ofExcellencqlow, medium and high), the results suggest ammpnh ratio of
communicators to staff. Those organizations thadmed the highedExcellencesum scores had
an average of 12 communication employees per 1@loyees.

Growth naturally seems to breed formality, whiclium requires the greater levels of
training and expertise that a professional practéi brings to the organization. A distinction
among some small organizations that is importagbtwsider, however, is a tendency to want to

remain small and, thereby, to resist the very fditgnthat comes with growth.

E. Who does the communicating and how prepared arethey todo it?

One of the important issues in this research wadeatatify the individuals within the
organization with the primary responsibility formmunications. Because tBxcellencestudy
dealt with large organizations, those researchatsated separate responses from the primary
communicator and from the CEO of organizations. Wyever, made the distinction between
the primary communicator and CEO only in our fogusups. It quickly became apparent to us
that for small organizations, often the primary commicator and the CEO are one in the same.
Our survey research confirmed this assumption &umovided information about the training

of those individuals.
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The group of entrepreneurs in our focus groups towekry personal approach to their
communications. They did not differentiate betwdewmselves and their company or business.
The more formal structures one would expect frdarger organization were generally missing
in these tiny operations. It was clear from theseussions that sometimes the organization
becomes associated with its leadership in a persanaso that, in the eyes of the public, that
person becomes the public face of the organizalimessence, the organization and the
individual are one.

The dialogue among for-profit micro-enterprisesia focus groups demonstrated a clear
coalescence of person and product: their imagkeedf company was quite personal, and most
had difficulty separating their personality, ethio®l style from their businesses. While it may be
a signature of excellence in the large organizatioseparate advertising from public relations,
this type of demarcation makes no sense when tl@ i€B&lso the marketing manager and the
public relations chief. For micro-business CEOs elmeéf communicators alike, the key
ingredient of public relations is personal contacough phone calls, meetings, e-mails and the
like.

Government agency representatives said that eweglhagency mission statements
don't always reflect public relations as a goatften takes 80- to-95 percent of their time. To
further understand and better quantify what wenlediin the focus groups, we included several
guestions on our mail and on-line surveys to idgtie person who serves as the organization’s
primary communicator, that person’s training andcadion, and that person’s responsibilities.
About one in four respondents spent the majorifyg&rcent or more) of their time each month in
a communications activity.

We also collected demographic data to help ustediscribe who in the organization
has primary responsibility for communications fuois. Unlike large organizations that often
have one or more individuals whose job is devotetusively to communications, our focus
groups told us that the owner or CEO of a smalirtass often takes on this function as one of
many daily duties. These data indicate that 72cBgmet of the top decision-makers in respondent
organizations are also the primary communicatofy GQrt percent have a full-time professional
in communications, and all of these work for noffipirganizations. The primary
communicators for those organizations that respomaléhe survey were predominately male
(57.6 percent) and Caucasian (82 percent). Theytaigled to be well educated, with almost half
(46.7 percent) reporting at least some graduateatc®nly 29 percent, however, had taken at

least one college level course in public relationsommunications and only 21 percent had
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attended at least one career development or tgag@minar in public relations, communications
or a related field in the previous two years.

The bottom line is that small organizations unagerdtand appreciate the benefits of
public relations even though they may not have &rimaining or education in the field. Often
they learn skills and techniques on the job. Télep see public relations as an extension of
themselves. The small organizations participatmtne study displayed a genuine curiosity about
the world of public relations. While they didn’txdys use textbook terminology for their
activities, it was clear that they well understawnany of the principles of good public relations.
Indeed, some even said that effective public @faticreates problems by further stressing the
limited resources and capabilities of these verglsarganizations because often it resulted in

growth, additional contacts and expectations abentices.

F. How do small organizations view the media and manage mediain a crisis?

As part of our research we tried to determine bowall organizations view the media
and manage media in crisis situations. As we replogtrrlier, small operators generally do not
put the media very high on their list of importamdeen it comes to public relations. The findings
were among the most surprising in our study beceweskad assumed that small organizations
would likely equate media and press work with puibdilations. Instead, media relations
generally plays only a small role in the communarzs strategies employed by many small
organizations.

In the focus groups, participants talked freelywtzovariety of communications
activities, but only one or two used the idea aftéoing strong relationships with the media
interchangeably with their ideas of what constgytablic relations. For the types of
organizations we studied (businesses, nonprofigeignment agencies and trade associations),
the focus groups indicated that relationships witdia, while perceived to be a part of the job,
were more often reactive rather than proactiveroéirawing on instinct rather than formal
planning in a crisis. Most focus group particigasdid they felt media relations involved
reacting to calls from media interested in “cont®y.” One participant noted that it was
worthwhile to build long-term media relationshigsthat if something negative happened, the
agency has some “social capital” built up. Sonwifogroup participants seemed to be concerned
that media attention could be detrimental to tbperations.

Interestingly, the primary communicators for snaadtl micro-businesses said they felt
that if handled properly even negative media atbertould be turned into a positive effect. This

group also sees opportunity for a higher companfilprin negative media, and those who
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expressed an opinion seemed more eager to getftrenation out as quickly as possible to undo
the damage (unlike the CEO group, which was montiaas about releasing negative news).
There was ambiguity among the CEOs on whetherwmild voluntarily release negative
information. When they talked about what would r&p they were confronted with negative
information, most of the micro-business CEOs sla@y twould try to handle the problem
internally before going public and releasing negatiews. These CEOs tended to give great
weight to the importance of personal involvement social responsibility, saying that if
confronted with a crisis they would personally e to solve it. While none of the
participants in the focus group for nonprofits aradie associations had faced crises, they all
seemed conscious of their vulnerability and exm@s®ncern about how their organization
might find itself pulled into negative publicity.

The more formal structures and written crisis comitations plans one expects to see in
a sophisticated public relations organization wggeerally not found in these tiny operations.
None of the focus group participants said theydadsis plan, and most acknowledged that they
would probably be unprepared for a crisis. In spftthe absence of a plan, the respondents hit on
many of the core principles that should be apgledl crisis: readiness and rapid response,
honesty, concern for the public welfare and spegkiith a single voice.

An understanding of what makes news (news valgesjpecially important when the
organization is trying to generate coverage. Algtosome in the focus groups reported negative
experiences with media relations, most understbedmportance of developing long-term
relationships, and all seemed to exude a confidahoet their ability to do just that. Access and
strategic placement of information emerged in ta$ groups as two keys in good media
relations.

Our survey indicated that a majority of respond€@spercent) said they currently write
releases and/or hold news conferences, but ourddatat permit us to measure the frequency
(weekly, monthly, etc.) with which they perform sumedia-related activities. When asked to
rate their organization’s skill level on a ten-padcale, respondents reported only a modest
ability to get their organization’s name into thedra and to understand what journalists would
consider newsworthy (news values). They felt Idds & their ability to “keep bad publicity out
of the media.” The level of comfort with each oésle tasks improves as an organization matures.
Younger organizations (five years or fewer) comsidly reported a significantly lower level of
perceived competence than who had been in opeffatignore than 20 years. In spite of this,
only about 18 percent said they would prefer tesoutce tasks such as writing and disseminating

news releases and holding news conferences.
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G. Can the Excellence principles and other public relations theories be applied to small
organizations, or are new definitions needed?

Much of what we did to answer the other questitias ftorm the basis of this study was
descriptive in nature. We, however, wanted to thkse data one step further by identifying and
testing ways of measuring and understanding thégugbations practices of small organizations
within the broader intellectual context of theondagrediction. Given our developing
understanding of the communications activitiesqraned by small organizations and the way
they think about public relations, the next logigakstion was, “How do these activities and
perceptions fit into the generally accepted normeamnodels or ideals of public relations?” We
looked at four models of public relations practecel ten generic principles Bikcellence

Grunig and Hunt (1984) first posited the four madaf public relations practice 20 years
ago. Although other scholars have since suggest#itians to, or changes in, the four models of
practice, they generally remain recognized in iieedture as being a useful framework through
which to discuss the ways that public relationgrecticed. We also comparé&gtcellence
theories developed in the landmark study for therhational Association of Business
Communicators (Grunig, 1992).

Our data collection relating to the four modelgpdctice did not produce useful results,
likely because of the way in which we trimmed thiestionnaire for sake of parsimony. A factor
analysis produced a two-factor solution with théalales grouping generally under
"communications" and "research" instead of underetkpected four models of practice.
Although it is likely that these findings are tresult of a too-spare definition of the variablés t
possibility that the generic practice models singidynot apply to small organizations could not
be ruled out.

Although not one of our research questipas se the backdrop for this inquiry is the set
of characteristics that Dozier, Grunig and Grudig9b) concluded constitute communications
Excellencdan organizations. As we said earlier, the origiBatellencestudy had a high
concentration of larger organizations. About héalfh@ respondents were corporations with a
mean number of employees of more than 14,000. d$teof the sample was made up of
government agencies, trade associations and naingrgénizations. Not only was the sample for
that study skewed to larger organizations, butahguage in the questionnaires betrayed a
similar prejudice. For instance, the principle falterms of a "dominant coalition," or core
management team. One of the principleExdellencés for the public relations "department” to

be headed by a manager rather than a techniciaarllmany of the precepts that constitute the
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Excellencescale are based on certain unspoken assumptibagrinciples assume that the
organization is large and complex enough to hapadments and that the primary
communicator is someone other than the CEO.

For purposes of parsimony and ease of administratiour initial mail and on-line
surveys we phrased a question around each of thesggeneric principles. We first looked at the
ten variables individually. For the small organiaas, the principles that most often applied
related to the practice of symmetrical communicsdjdooth internally and externally; to
diversity; and to the inclusion of the primary coomitator as part of the management team. Not
surprisingly, given the comments from our focusug®y the principles that were least applicable
to these respondents were the principles requaisgparate department for public relations;
professional training for the primary communicatamg a bright-line distinction between
marketing and public relations.

Although these variables are interesting when vikimdividually, it is also instructive
for analytical purposes to view them in the aggregé/e produced a single sum score (ranging
from "0" to "10") for each respondent by aggregatiesponses for the 10 principles. These data
suggest that small organization respondents tentetsure their performance as falling within
the upper middle of the range, neither extremed mor extremely low. Overall these data seem
to confirm that even for the small organizatiorat thnswered our survey many of the generic
principles ofExcellencecould be applied. It is important, however, togta@are in the way the
gueries are posed since some of the language gktieric principles, when they talk about
departments and dominant coalitions, can be noitsgrns the small organization.

Since analysis of our initial survey using the difigal 10-question scale was highly
suggestive, we used it as the basis to refinegndgtic tool that we envision as useful for
organizations of all sizes that want to benchmhaekrtlevel ofExcellenceacross time or by
industry. In our simplified test, the organizatisrthe unit of measurement rather than the
individual or the department of communications.tdst our premise about the ability to quantify
Excellencen the parsimonious way, we teamed with anotheolscland mounted a second on-
line survey, this time for members of the IABC ofliee & Evatt, 2003, 2005). As with the
analysis of our initial survey, we looked at vatesbthat might be seen as predictors of
Excellence These data further validated earlier findingstahibe positive relationship of
Excellenceo variables such as pressure by activist grompsber of years of operation and
number of persons in the public relations departmen

Because our focus groups and survey data confithedhe very smallest organizations

are unlikely to have significant numbers of persardevoted to public relations, we developed a
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new and more useful variable: ratio of public rielas practitioners to overall size of workforce.
We found a significant correlation between the sffaxcellencescores for our respondents and
this ratio. We feel this approach is ultimately moseful when measuririgxcellenceacross
organizations of widely disparate size and doesrolude those on the lowest end of the
continuum. This suggests that whid&cellencecan be achieved in the smallest of organizations,
as they grow in size and complexity they can ondyntainExcellenceby incorporating a

commensurate growth in communications staff.

Summary

Our study has plowed new ground by focusing ongels ignored sector in
communication research: the small organization. @rtke most important findings that emerged
from our study is the central role played by theethxecutive of the small organization. The
success of the organization’s public relationsrofests in the communications skills and
perseverance of that single individual. Anothenteehat emerged over and over again in our
inquiry was that the key component of public relas for the small organization often is the role
of building relationships rather than getting paityi.

We also found that small organizations are prawjigiublic relations based more on
instinct and personal feeling than on formal tragniManaging a communications function is just
one of many duties of the person in charge of thallsorganization, and often that person has
only a modest amount of training in communicatiand public relations. Clearly, those who run
the small organization are forced to be generalitser than specialists; they are required to do
many things well, which means integrating decisjgmactice and policy organically. This
application of the personal to the communicatiamgfion is in keeping with observations by
those who have studied other aspects of the mareggiractices of small organizations.

One of the contributions of our work has been tasiea way to pose and analyze core
data that could serve as a foundation to trackusigtrstand the practices of public relations in
organizations of all sizes. This is particularlyerfor theExcellencediagnostic tool. Our tool,
with a potential perfect score of 100, converts plax normative theory to an easily understood

and administered test that can be used to benchmeaitrmance.
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