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\ | A COMPARISON OF ROLES PLAYED BY MEN AND WOMEN IN PUBLIC RELATIONS .

. | co . . In 1968, Rea W. Smith wrote "Women in Public Relations: What They Have
: ‘ T, v

L

Achfeved," citing many successful female pracfitioners.] "Twel'_\;'e yedrs,lcfer her
. ‘choices appear to have withstood the test of time. For exomple, Befy Ann Plank,
' now assistant vice president of Illmols Bell Telephone Company, Chlcogo, in 1973

became the 'on{)f womdn to serve as national president of the Public Relations

“

- ' . §ocnety of America. .
] .
Smith |denh fied Dr. Dorofhy Gregg, then at United States Steel Corporahon,

N\ as an example of the women holing fop positions where one would expecr to find
~aman." Dr. Gregg has since become corporate vice president of communications

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

. > LY
) Relations Research and Education. '

-

[ 4

Rea Smith hersel f is success story among women in p;:blic r_elafio.ns.. At
R the time shﬂe wrote the arficle,cshe was assistant to PRSA'S executive. director. She
e ) went on to become execbtive.vice president of PRSA and is now executive director
of Ifwe Foundation for Pu..;lplic. Relations ‘Research and -Education. & ‘ :
These'a‘;e only three of many women of achievement in ‘.pL;B“C relations, -
) Y ‘ :

who illustrate the accuracy of Smith's 1968 prophesy that "this record is prologte’
‘to what young womei¥ can expect from a public reations career. "
Membership changes in the major professional society, PRSA, ulse indicate

® . . o A
fh'e)*madg women have made info this traditionally-male bastion of professiona ! g

o S
P - e
endeavor. At the time Smith wrofe her article, only one We’h members

was female. _The' ratio was o;za m g@*&é‘?@ﬁ‘ fn 1975 when Sondra Gorne J T

4\' t

. c ot ‘\\L.A‘ . “ - . -~
3‘ . . L L4 [ - .
. . . . . . B
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" concluded that "the walls of the traditional 'man's world' have not fum%e yéf_',,,“z

K . In heyarticle, "Statys of Women in Public Relc?ibney reported gatistics

/ .

. . ‘ . N . ) * *
showing great. differences in salaries for male and female practitiongrs. ik also

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

., \ . . . )
opportunity fo 'women's interest' areas of assignment, and starting s
\' . " - ' - . - ) \ . °
o substantially lower than salaries for men who have had equal preparation. .
s S . ,
_ The latest figures available from PRSA show that one of every four membeg‘

. i - [] ° - e
is a woman (27 pefcenf). Enrollments in public relatipns sequences nationwide ‘

-

-« -

in 1979 suggest what the futufle holds: 67 percent of all. students were women!3

While the PRSA membership increases and the many success stories of

wormen in public relations indicate prégress, a national survey of PRSA members
- during the summer of 1979 yielded evidence that women in public relations play

- s

' different roles than their male counterparts. ,
4

-

Publjc Relations Roles Lo
j R | .
The role concepts measured were first conceived and used by Broom and .

Smith in a test of how differer/;_f rgld'@ﬁavioré affect client/employer views of

4

P

the practitioner and of task accomplishment.” Based upon the conceptual models

N )
-

L : . | i thie
found4n'a wide range of literature on consulting, the four roles used in this study® -

) > rr;“-a"‘"f _ St )
. | \.‘;.._‘:_...\«_."_‘g.}‘" ware: | . Y . ] ‘~ - | . _.
. ﬁ},}‘jﬁi - s - - | . _ . . .
L Expert prescriber, I this role,.the practitioner operates as the authority
) ) . X - . ™) . , -
i on both public relations problrems and their solutions. The client, or manggement,
.‘\ N y . . L3 ) ) ) " ’ ) )
» -&often content to leave public relations in the hands of the "expert" and to assume
a relatively. passive role. The practitioner researched and defines the problem,

gevelops the program and. takes major respo;\su?bilify for its implemeﬁfnﬁon.

» ’ ‘
! # . - . * ~ ) . R 7 ‘ * N
‘ . . . ’ I s : . . ~
2 * . - . ' ié T . - ' : ’ 4 - . ' v
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. ‘ Communication technician. Practitioners operating in this role provide
¢ - (S -
¢ . their organization or client the specialized skills needed to carry out public
) . * ! -
felations programs. 'As their job descriptions indicate, these practitioners are

r typically hired on the basis of their communication ;:qd- journalistic skills—-

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

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

and producing communication materials for the public relations effort.

Communication facilitator. This role casts the practitioner as a sansitive

. ~
-~ - r
go-between or information broker. The pracht;\{'er serves as a Ig‘lson' unterprefer
Q
and mediator between the organization and its pubhcs. The emph&sns in on

maintaining a contmuous flow of two-way communicatio_n. Another maioi' concern

. " isswith removing barriérs to the exchange of information to keep the channels
e \ . \
P , of communication open. » , ) .

\ . N ’ ' e ) ) \ < . )

* Problem-solving ?rocess facilitator. As members of the management team,
ra .

v . ' » . .
practitioners aperating in this role collaborate with others throughout the organization
: * ) T . -

N

‘\ ‘fgd‘efine and solve‘problems.‘ ‘The public relations practitioner helps guide other

A} [ \

managers and the orgamzoflon fhrough a rational pmblem-solwng process that mdy

.
~
A

involve all pbrfs of the orgamzohon in Hwe public relations plcm}lng and

1

programming process. Likewise, the practitioner moinfains_c high level of

- * >

. . . .
manggement 'invol-vesngé\in implémenting all phases of .the program. >

An individual practitioner likely plays some or. all of these roles o~ ,

- o 2l

- < f

vérying degrees, but role tesearch shows that over time a dominant pattern of
behavior emerges as role incombents go about their day-to-day work and dealings .

3

-

.', g “with others in the wbrk'sifuaﬁon.s
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The objectives of this'study were (1) to’determine if men and wormen in Ty
- : \\ ;

' publlc reh:hons differ orf the extent fci‘wh:ch they play. ecch of the fo# roles,, ~

and (2) to defen‘nme if men and women differ with respe'cf to” their dom&:mt
’
«-r

public ielations roles. ‘ - .

n

Methods

aN

ol .
- A )
A . A systematic sample of 815 public relations prc‘x.tzritionem was drawn from

the then current PRSA membership list (e;f'ery tenth name, after a random start,

selected from the ‘computer-generated mailing labels for domestic members) .
Of the 480 returns, 458 questionnaires contained complete responses to the role

items (56 péré:enf of the original sample). Eight respondents did not indicate

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

females as the PRSA membership--72 percent males and 28 percént females.

: The items used to-measure the four meles were developed in cotlaboration

. O ‘ . ., u~ ’ . . . é . .
with and pretested on practitioners.ih Madison, Wisconsin.” The items were

¢

further refined after a work;hop administration of the questionnaire at the 1978

L]

Midwest Public RelationsConfergnce in Madison. Another pretest with a national *

sumple of PRSA members yieLded only minor wotding ‘changes in the 28 role items

*

: lncluded in the. July, 1979 mailing fo PRSA members.
' ¢

Seven |tems were used to measure eoch of fhe roles. Reliability coefficient alphas

r”

for the role measures ranged from .79 to .93-—experf prescriber, .93; communication ‘

-
~

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

facifitator, .90. - ' | .

—
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L] r

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

played all four roles to varying degrees. The expert prescriber role topped the
o
ratings for the total sample, followed by pr’pb}gm-solving process facilitator in

' f‘) . . . ) ) ; [ ] [ ]
a distant second.( Communication technician and communication facil jtator -

virtually tied for third and fourth, - *

: \"by/en in"the 'sample were younger and had fewer years of fuli-time
pubiic relations experience than male respondents. To control for these two

)

~\ alternative explanations for differences found in the roles played, adjusted

.

L T

role means were computed by entering age and years of experience’ as

X : ,
O' l. ) - * fro 03 7 . .
covariates in the mult;ple; classification analyses.” .The adjusted means in

Table 1 indicate significant differences between men and women on all four

roles. v

a

Table 1. Public Reluhons Roles of Men and Women, Controlling for
V ) Age and Yeags of &!perlence

L]

Grand Adjusted Means
* Roles Means’ Male - ‘Female Significance
: (n=458) : (n=323) (n=123) F* of F
Expert Prescriber - 5.41 5.83, 5,11 19.06 - .000
_ Communication “4.69  4.58 498  12.94  .000
- Technician S ‘ - :
Communlcchpr.r 4.68 4.74 4,52 - 7.95 ' T 005
(.Eaciluta@: &
Problem-Solving “«4.96  5.06 '4f70  15.98 .000
Facilitator . ' )
" ~ *Mu|hp|e Classificatjon Anolysls with age and years of
- ' experlence in public relations as covariates.

- )
ﬂ . . -

7

S . . .

»
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Whereas both rated the.e;xpe’rf prescriber role highest, women rated

communication technician a.close second. Men rated communication technician

3

.- A L
fourth. Men put the problem-solving process facilitator roY@second: women rated"

M . ™~ V N :
this folg third. Communication process facilitator--third for men-~rated fourth on | 4

)

R i . . ’
the women's role profile. Mean ratings for women were lower than those for men
. . .

N . '

. on all but the communication technician role. ’

- \Furl‘her analysis showed that those who gave themselves high scores on the

: PN _ L “ -
» T communication technician role also tended to rate themselves relatively low on fh; '
. : : L

" other three roles (see Table 2). The communication technician role did not correlate

4

N ' _ ~
highly with any of the other roles, suggesting that this role is somewhat independent
of_l'he. Pfher%. On the othér hand, high correlations among expert prescriber,

\ communication process facilitator and problem-solving process facilitator measures
. : P

suggest that they tend to be played by the same people. :
g | o L

' v . : A i

Table 2. Correlations Among Roles -

_ | . Expert Communication, Communicdation
oo , v . Prescriber Techhician * Facdlitatos

. Communication Technician .18 * " ,
Communiﬂ;ation Facilitator 73 24 .

,A N Problem-Solving Facilitator .84  ° {]-2 : .78

) N \
! : ; ,
LI Even though the measures represented, four conceptually different roles, these
. . ' | R "
-+ data show that public relations practitioners see themselves in only two role models:

‘o

- -

.. B _ .
. . some see themselves playing almost exclusively the communication technician role,

f

i o~ aneaT e ?—"f‘ ‘-v_..-
while others play a®combination-of the other three, roles.

s N - .
{ » ) - . b R . / é’ .
. Dominant roles. The dominant role for each practitioner-was determined by
™ T V . .

" comparing th$ mean scores for the four sets of role measures. Eight r ndents did

< N - « ! . ) !
not indicate their sex and 33 s¢ored Mo\or three roles equall-y;, leaving 417 who

- 8 4 .

- : .
~ )

.._’,
4
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! .

rated themselves as playing one role to a greater gxtent than the other three .
- . T

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

prescriber role, while only 34 percent of the women'scored this role as dominant. - -
* . ® N .

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

i ¢
.

dominant role. By contrast, only 21 percent of the men rated the communication

technician role os their dominant role. The differences in these two roles accou@"
‘ v Q . . . * . ’. .
- -/for the significant difference in the distributions of dominant roles for men and :

¢

, women in Table 3. S .

-2
Table 3. Dominant Roles by Sex

. l : Men (h=300) Women (n=117)
; ' Expert Prescriber - 58% 34% *
Communication Technician . . 21 ©o. 51
Commmunication Facilitator 5 s 4
~ Problem-~Solving Facilitator 16 11
y

o —

(222367, 4.£.=3, p> .001)

-
-

-« ’ Summary aond Discussion .. i

: 1 The datq show that men and women in public relations differ significantly

'd

‘'on the extent to which they play the four roles measured in #his study. They”
. ! ! .

-~

R : . .
’ - difference ii role profiles for men and women was not accounted for by the

. ' _differenées in age dnd years of experience. These findings also inditate that

-

practitioners tend to operate in either the communication technician role, or in -

~

. - > L4 . Ll K] ' “
a role thdt combines the expert prescriber,” commusication facilitator and probfem-
[} -X ] . .

solving process facilitator roles. B N .

About half of the wc‘men see themsel ves operating primarily in the communication
‘ . .’ ) . -
technician role; while more than half of the men report the expert prescriber role as

L

o ' thejr dominant role. It appears that even @ ugh both men and women.are hired’




.
L

r g

‘fhroughqystemahc study. -

- : .
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-
-

initially for their communication and, journalistic skills, women tend to stay

)

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

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

roles to that-of public relafEms experts and facil itafo’g of c?_mm'unication
: <
and,problem-solving. On the other hand, only half of the women participate .

£

in these management-level publlc relations counseling and problem-solxrg functions

" -

as part of fhell' primary roles.

¢

-

Important questions remain about why men and women play different

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

3 . _‘J‘

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

8

than male practitioners on the McLeod-Hawley measures of professionglization.
P Y P Q

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

. ) . . — . .
themselves, or aspects of both that account for the role differences? The

explcganons will_not emerge from polemic argument, but may be found
‘. . s ’ . ‘

~ -
*

Even though this study did not answer fhese queshons, it helps define

the sntuahon more objectively and provndes a benchmark’ for measuring chunggs

-~

in i'he roles publlc relations men and women pluy during the 1980's.

~

' A
*
7
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