PUBLIC RELATIONS THEORIES AND MODELS

Introduction

This topic provides a detailed exploration of foundational theories and
models in Public Relations (PR), offering insights into their application and
relevance in modern practice. Key concepts such as Grunig and Hunt's Four
Models, the Situational Theory of Publics, and the Excellence Theory will be
covered, equipping learners with a theoretical framework to guide strategic
communication.

Audience

The topic is designed for undergraduate students in communication or public
relations, early-career PR professionals, and anyone seeking to deepen their
understanding of PR theories and models.

Length of topic

The topic requires 3 hours of study.

Topic Outcome

By the end of this topic, learners will be able to:
e Explain Grunig and Hunt's Four Models of Public Relations.
e Apply the Situational Theory of Public to analyze audience behavior.
e Discuss the principles and significance of the Excellence Theory in
PR practice.
Technology Requirements:

Learners will need: A computer or mobile device with internet access.



Public Relations Theories and Models Overview

Public Relations (PR) theories provide a vital foundation for understanding
and implementing strategic communication. These theories serve as
frameworks that guide practitioners in shaping relationships between
organizations and their public, ensuring messages are impactful, ethical, and
aligned with organizational goals.

The theories guide strategic decision-making, enabling practitioners to
predict audience behavior, evaluate communication efforts, and enhance
stakeholder relationships. By applying these theoretical models, PR
professionals can create communication strategies that are not only effective

but also socially responsible.

Grunig and Hunt's Four Models of PR
Model 1: Press Agentry/Publicity Model

« Key Characteristics: This model focuses on one-way communication,
with the primary goal of generating positive publicity and media
coverage for the organization. The information disseminated is often
sensationalized or exaggerated to attract attention.

. Advantages: This model can be effective in raising brand awareness
and generating widespread media exposure, particularly for
organizations or individuals seeking public recognition.

« Applications: The Press Agentry/Publicity Model can be useful in the
entertainment industry, sports, or for high-profile personalities seeking
to maintain a positive public image.

Model 2: Public Information Model



Key Characteristics: This model emphasizes the dissemination of
accurate, factual information about the organization to the public. The
communication is still primarily one-way, but with a focus on informing
rather than persuading.

Advantages: The Public Information Model can help build trust and
credibility by providing transparent and objective information to
stakeholders. It is often used in government, nonprofit, and regulated
industries.

Applications: This model is well-suited for organizations that need to
communicate complex or technical information to the public, such as

in the healthcare or scientific sectors.

Model 3: Two-Way Asymmetric Model

Key Characteristics: In this model, the organization engages in two-
way communication with its stakeholders, but the primary goal is to
persuade and influence the public, rather than to achieve mutual
understanding.

Advantages: The Two-Way Asymmetric Model can be effective in
shaping public opinion and influencing stakeholder behaviour,
particularly when the organization has a strong bargaining position or
significant resources to dedicate to communication efforts.
Applications: This model can be useful in crisis management
situations, where the organization needs to proactively manage its

reputation and address potential concerns or criticisms.

Model 4: Two-Way Symmetric Model

Key Characteristics: This model emphasizes mutual understanding

and dialogue between the organization and its stakeholders. The



communication flow is two-way, and the organization is open to
feedback and willing to adjust its policies and practices accordingly.

« Advantages: The Two-Way Symmetric Model can foster stronger
relationships, build trust, and facilitate collaboration between the
organization and its stakeholders. It is often considered the most
ethical and effective approach to public relations.

. Applications: This model is well-suited for organizations that prioritize
social responsibility, sustainability, and long-term stakeholder
engagement, such as in the corporate social responsibility or
community relations domains.

Conclusively, Grunig and Hunt's Four Models of Public Relations provide a
comprehensive framework for understanding the various communication
strategies and approaches organizations can adopt to engage with their
stakeholders. By analyzing the key characteristics, advantages, and
potential applications of each model, organizations can better align their
communication efforts with their overall strategic objectives and enhance

their public perception and stakeholder relationships.

Situational Theory of Publics

The Situational Theory of Publics, developed by James Grunig, is a pivotal
framework in public relations (PR) that helps practitioners understand and
segment audiences based on their engagement with specific issues. This
theory identifies three key variables that influence public behavior: problem
recognition, constraint recognition, and level of involvement (Grunig & Hunt,
1984).



Problem recognition refers to the extent to which individuals become aware
of a situation requiring action. When people recognize a problem, they are
more likely to seek and process information actively. Constraint
recognition involves perceived barriers that prevent individuals from
addressing the problem. High levels of constraint recognition reduce
engagement, while lower levels encourage proactive behavior. The level of
involvement reflects how personally relevant an issue is to an individual,
significantly influencing their motivation to communicate and act (Wilcox et
al., 2013).

Based on these variables, publics are categorized into four types: active
publics (high problem recognition and low constraint recognition), aware
publics (aware of the issue but constrained by barriers), latent publics
(unaware of the issue despite its relevance), and non-publics (no
recognition or involvement).

In professional practice, the Situational Theory of the Public is essential for
crafting tailored communication strategies. For instance, organizations
targeting the active public may focus on providing actionable information,
while efforts to engage the latent public might include raising awareness
through compelling storytelling. By aligning communication efforts with
audience characteristics, PR professionals can improve message relevance,
enhance stakeholder engagement, and achieve organizational objectives
(Heath & Coombs, 2006).

The theory’s emphasis on understanding audience dynamics makes it a
valuable tool for effective and ethical communication, ensuring that

messages resonate with diverse publics in meaningful ways.



Excellence Theory in PR

Excellence Theory offers a comprehensive framework for enhancing
communication and relationship-building in organizations, where trust and
stakeholder engagement are critical to mission success. At its core, the
theory emphasizes two-way symmetrical communication, relationship
management, and strategic planning, which can transform how nonprofits
interact with their diverse stakeholders, including donors, beneficiaries, and
community partners.

Two-Way Symmetrical Communication

Nonprofits can adopt dialogue-driven approaches to engage stakeholders
actively. For instance, by hosting community forums or online surveys, the
organization can gather feedback on program effectiveness. This not only
ensures transparency but also empowers stakeholders by involving them in
decision-making processes.

Relationship Management

Building strong, long-term relationships with stakeholders is central to the
nonprofit's success. Through regular, personalized updates and storytelling
campaigns that highlight the impact of stakeholder contributions, the
organization can foster emotional connections. Recognizing and celebrating
stakeholders’ efforts, such as organizing donor appreciation events,
strengthens loyalty and encourages continued support.

Strategic Planning

Strategic planning ensures that communication efforts align with the
organization’s goals. Developing a communication strategy based on
research, such as identifying stakeholder preferences and media habits,

enhances the relevance and impact of messaging. For example, nonprofits



can use targeted social media campaigns to attract younger donors while
employing traditional newsletters to maintain relationships with older
supporters.

By implementing these principles, nonprofits can effectively manage
stakeholder relationships, enhance trust, and amplify their mission impact.
This approach not only drives immediate outcomes, such as increased
funding and volunteer participation but also establishes the organization as

a credible and community-oriented entity.
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