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A study was vndertaken to determine if men and women
in,public relatibns jobs differed on the.extent to which they
performed each Zit four.roles. Based upcn the conceptual models'-found
in a xide range of literature en consulting, the foar roles used in, .

the study were: (1) expert prescriber, i which the practiticner
operates as the authority cn beth public releticns problems and, their
soluticns: (2) communication techniciar,, in which the practitioner
provides the brganizatien or client with the specialized skills
needed to Carry out public relations pvgrams: 43) ccmmunication
faciaitater, in wbich the practiticner acts as a snsitive
mge-betyeen cr information broker:-and (U) problem-solving process
facilitatcr in which the practiticrel, as a,.stember of the management,
team, collaborates with others throughout ty'e organization tc define s

And solye prctlems. A sample cf 45E-members of.the Public0Re1ations
Society cf Awerica (72/ mem and 28% women) completed a, 2B=itet survey-
form about the,roles they paayed. The findings showed that pen and
women Aiffered significantly an the four roles-measured. Women tended.
to Ile in the.limited role of communication technician, while males
tended to play a combination of the three roles. (41)

11

* Reproductions supplied by EDRS are thp best that can be madb *

from.t.he original document.
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In 1968, Rea W. Smith wrote "Women in Public Relations: What They Have
A

Achieved," citing many successful female practitioners11 Twerve years, later her

'choices appear to have withstcTod the teit of time. For example, Behy Ann Pla.nk,

now assistant vice president of Illinois Bell Telephone Company, Chicago, in 1973

became the *only womcin to serve as national president of the Public Relations

ociety of America.

Smith identified-Dr. Doroihy Gregg, then at Unitecl States Steel Corporation,

as an example of the women holing "top positions where one would expect to find

.
a man." Dr. Gregg has since become corporate vice president of cdmmUnications

at Celahese Corporation, New York, and is president of the Foundation for Public

Relations Research and Education.

Rea Smith herself is a success story amc:mg women in public relations. At

the time she wrote the article, she was assistant to PRSA's executive.director. She

went on to becOme executive vice president of PRSA and is now executive director

of the Foundation for Pulalic Relptions Research and Education.

These'are only three of many women of achievement in public releitions,

who illustrate the accuracy of Smith's 1968 prophesy that "this record is prologOe'
ie

to what yo'ung womertccfn expect from a public re)ations career. " .^ A

Membership changes in the major professional society, PRSA, also indic.ate

the,,kroads women ha.ve 'wide into this traditionally-male bastion of profession°

endeavor. At the time Smith wrote her article, only one ii?-jciaiiiet6 members

Was female. The ! ratio was Re -in 04galy.,sesien in 1975 when Sondra
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concluded that "the walls of the traditional 'man's world' have not tumb

in he article, "Status of Wpmen in Public Relaion/

yet.

ey reported tistics

.

rs. , also

tions of

showin great. differences in salaries for male and female practition

.reported survey findings of "the preference-for male employees, the r

. .. ,. .

opportunity to 'women s interest' areas of ossignrnent,.and starting s
...

substantially lower than salaries for men who have had equal preparation."

The latest figures available' from RSA- show that one of every four members'

is a woman (27 percent). EnroLlments in public relatipns sequences nationwide

in 1979 suggest what the futurle hords: 67 percent of all stude'nts were women13

While the,PRSA membership increases and the many success stories of

women in public relations indicate progress, a national survey of PRSA members

during the summer of 1979 yielded e`vidence that women in "public relations play

different roles than their male counterparts. ,

Public Relations Roles

The role -concepts measured were first concekved and used b.y Broom and

Smith in a test of how differel4t roleiketiaviors affect client/employer views of

the practitioner and cif iask accomplishment:4 Based upon the conceptual models

four4444tea wide range of literature,on conulting, the four roles used in this study
w.

were:
N./ .4-

Expert prescriber. In this role,-the practitioner operates as the authority

on both public relations problems ahd their solutions. The client, or management!
. 2; (-

. (/`
, .

*often content to leave public relatiorp in the hanck of the "expert" and to assume

Oa

a relatively paqiye role. The prodtitioner researchel and defes ie problem,

Tevelops the program and takes major respo-rdbility for its implementatilon.

o
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Communication techniCian. Practitioners operating in this role provide
t:r

their organization or client the specialized skills needed to carry out public

relations programs. 'As their job descriptions indicate, these practitioners are

a.

typically hired on the basis of their communication and journalistic skitls--

writing, editing and working with the media. Rather than being part,of the

management team, practitioners in this role are primarily concerned with preparing

and producing communication materials for the public relations effort.
. .

Communication facilitator. This role casts the practitioner as a spinsitive
r ,...-

"go-between" or information broker. The practil ner serves as a IN,ison-, interpreter
r

and-mediator between the organization and its publics. The emphasis in on

maintaining a continuous flow of two-way communication. Another majoi- concern
.

is.with removing barriers to the exchange of information to keep the channels

of communication Open.

1

4 Problem-solving process facilitator. Xs members of the management team,

practitioners operating in this role collaborate wP.ith others throughout the organization

define and solve'problems., -The public relations practitioner helps guide other

managers and the organizafion through arational problem-solving process that may

involve all pbrts of the organization in -the public relations plan9ing and

programming process. Likewise, the prdctitioner maintains a high level of

MCI emerlt invol yew, in implementing all phases of th.e' program .

An individual practitioner likely plays some or, all of these roles to' e

-
varying degrees, but role tesearch shows that oyer time a dominant pattern of

behavior emerges ai role incUmbents go about their day-to-day work and dealings .

with others in the work situation.5

6.
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The objectives of thk study were (1) to determine if men and wonrn in

public rel'ations differ orf'the extent to which they play each of the fo4 roles, ,

and (2) to determine if men and women differ with respe:ct,to- their doOkant

public ielations roles.

Methods

A systematic sample of 815 public relations pratitioners was drawn from

4

the then curient PRSA membership list (every tenth name, after a 'random start,

selected from the.computer-generated mailing labels for domestic memt:ers).

Ofsthe 480 returns,1458 questionnaires contained complete respon4ses to the role

items (56 percent of the original sample). Eight respondents did not indicate

their sex; leaving a sample containing.almost the same percentages of males and

femcbles as the PRSA membership-72 percent males'and 28 percent feMales.

The iiems- used to measure the four roles were 'developed in collaboration

6
with and pretested On practitioners,41 Madison, Wisconsin. The items were

further refined after a workshop administration of the questionnaire at the 1978

Midwest Public RelationsConferrce in Madison. Another pretest with a national 56

sample of PRSA members yif4cled only minor wording 'changes in the 28 role items

included in the July, 1979, mailing fo PRSA members.

Seven items were used to nieasure each of the roles. Reliability coefficient alphas

for the rare 'measures ranged from .79 to .93--expert prescriber, .93; communication

technician-, .84; communication facilitator, .79; and problem-solving process

facifitator, .90.

.e

a. 6
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Findings

Role differences. As expected, the 458 respondents indicated that they

played all four roles to varying degrees. ine expert pTescriber rote topped the

ratings for the total sample, followed by probAm-solving process facilitator in

a distant second. Communication technician and communication facilitator

virtually tied for third and fourth:

Wo en in'the'sample were younger and had fewer years of full-tiMe

p ic relations experience than male respondents. To control for these two

alternative explanations for differences

role means were computed by entering

covariates in the multiple classification

Table 1 indicate significant differences

roles.

'

'found in the roles played;adjusted

age and years of experience:as

analyses.
7

.The adjusted means in

between men and women on all four

Table 1. Public aelations Roles of Men and Women, Controlling for
' Age and Yeags of 54erience

Grand

Roles Means'
(n=458)

Adjusted Means

F*
Significance

of F
Male
(n=323)

Feniale
(n=123)

Expert' Prescriber 5.41 5.53 5.11 '19.06 .000

Communication 4.69 4.58 4.98 12.94 .000\
Technician

Comrbunicailan- 4.68
rfaciMitatick

4.74 4.52 7.95 .005

Problem-Solving '.4.96 5.06 #4!70 15.98
: Facilitator

;
r *Multiple Classification Analysis with age and years of

experience n public relations as c6variates.
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Whereas both rated the.expe'rt prescriber role highest, women rated

ctimmunrcation technician a.close second. Men rated communication technician
-

fourth. Men put the problem-solving process facilitator All'Z'Secondi: women rated

this role third. Communication process facilitatorthird for men--rated fourth on

the women's role profile. Mean ratings for women Were lower than those for men

on all but the communication technician role.

Further analysk showed that those who gave themselves high scores on the

communication technician role also tended to rate themselves relatively low on the

other three r&es (see Table 2). The communication technician role did not correlate

highly with any of the other roles, suggesting that this role is somewhat independent

of the otheri. On the other hand, high correlations among expert prescriber,
x.

communication process facilitator and problem-solving prOcess facilitator measures
IP

suggest that they tend to be played by the same people.

Table 2. CorrelationssAmong Rokes

/

Expert Communication, Commbnication
Prescriber Teclinician Facilitatoy,

Communication Technician .18 ,..

Communi4ition Facilitator .73 ,24 ,

Problem-Solving Facilitator .84 12 .78

Even though the measures representedifour conceptually different roles, these

data show`that.public relations practitionlers see themselves in only two role models:

some see themseliees playing almost exclusively the communication technician role,

while others play-recombination-of the other three, roles.

.

DOminant roles. The dominant role for each practitioner was determined by
Nci

comparing the mem scores for the four sets of role measures. Eight r ndents.did

<

not indicate their sex and 33 stored two,..or three roles equally., leavtig 417 who
411 00

:9
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rated themselves as playing one role to a greater extent than the other three.

Fifty-eight percent of the men saw themselves primarily in the expert

prescriber role, while only 34 percent of the wamen.scored this role as dominant.
40

Fifty-one percent of the women reported the communication technician as their

dominant role. By contrast, oniy 21 percent of the men rated the communrcation

technician role as their dominant role. The differences in these two roles accou

or the significant difference in the distributions of dominant roles for men'and

women in Table 3. .

Table 3. Dominant Roles by Sex

Men (n=300) Women (n=117)

Expert Prescriber 58% 34%
Communication Technician 21 51

Communication Facilitator 5 4

Problem-Sol ving Facil itator 16 11

(x 8.f.=3, o> .001)

Summary and Discussion

The dat9 show that men and women in public relations differ significantly

4.

on the extent to which_ they play the four roles measured in,this study. The"(

difference iii role profiles for men and women was not accounid for by the
a

differences in age and years of experience. These findings also -iriditate that

practitioners tend to operate in either the

a role that combines thp expert prescriber,
It -"AI

solving process facilitator roles.

communicatiOn technician role, or in

(
communication facilitator and probtem-

About half of the wren see themselves operating primarily in the communicatioii

technician role, while more than half of the 'men report the eXpert prescriber role as

their dominant role. It appears that even augh both men and woMen.are hired.
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initkilly for their communication and\journalistic skills, women tend to stay

a.

in the communication technician role to a greater extent than their male

counterparts. Four out of every five men in PRI& have expanded their

roles to that,of Rublic relat(ons experts and facil ;teat of communication
ovf

and,problem-solving. On the other hand, only half of the women participate ,

in these management-level public relations counseling and problem-sollig functions

as part of their primary roles.
a

Important questions remain about why men and women play different

roles in-public relations. Differences in professional orientations do not explain

the role differences: a recent study found that female practitioners scored higher

than male proctitione'rs on the McLeod-Hawley measures of prOfessioncIlization.8

Is it something.ábout the employment situations, something about the practitioners

themselves, or aspects of both that account for theiCale differences? The

explartiOns wiltopt emerge from polemic argument, but may be found
#1. t't4 a

,through;mtematic. study. S.

Even though this study did not answer these qUestions, it helps define

the situation more objeCtively and provides a benchmark' for measuring changes

hi the Ivies public relations men and vsoinen play during the 1980's.

'4.46

Jr
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