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A Taxonomy of Work in Public Relations



Identifying Work Categories. 

The in-person interviews and focus groups elicited a great deal of information about the kinds of work that public relations professionals do. In our initial interviews, we described work activities as broad categories of work, and tasks as the smaller steps needed to complete a work activity. We asked practitioners about the major work activities that they perform. A lengthy list was generated. In later interviews, we asked practitioners to describe a recent project they worked on and to tell us the work activities required by the project. After conducting several interviews, our initial list of work activities and tasks was nine pages long. We also asked practitioners about the knowledge skills and abilities needed to perform their jobs and complete the work activities. 

Our next step was to parse the list: to eliminate duplications, separate KSAs from work activities, and separate work activities from tasks. We succeeded in reducing this list to three pages. 

Categorizing Work Activities. After we understood the work that public relations professionals do, the next challenge was to categorize it. This was a very difficult task. We discovered, after working with several iterations of the work activities list, that there was considerable overlap among items. Writing press releases, conducting research, and evaluating results were described as major work activities; yet these same work activities were also described as necessary components for the completion of other PR work activities. For example, media relations, a major work activity for many practitioners, was a component of other work activities such as crisis management, community relations, and special events. We discovered that, unlike other professions, the work of people in public relations does not easily fall into discrete categories. For example, accountants do tax, consulting or auditing. Nurses treat patients, administer tests, and assist in the operating room. Public relations professionals do a variety of things that are not so neatly categorized. 

We considered several ways to categorize the work, including categorizing by function, audience, and specialty. After conferring with the expert panel, we decided to categorize work by function. 

A Taxonomy of Work. We developed a taxonomy that classified work in public relations into tasks, work activities and work categories. For example, media relations, crisis management, and special events are work categories. 

Work activities that fall under the media relations category include research and fact- finding, developing a media strategy, identifying audiences, developing messages for each audience, creating media lists, producing media kits, etc. 

To complete each work activity various tasks have to be performed. For example creating the media list requires a public relations practitioner to identify relevant media outlets, identify key people at each outlet, enter information into a database, etc. 

We divided work in public relations into 12 major categories, dozens of work activities, and hundreds of tasks. The 12 work categories are shown in Table 1. More detailed information is in Appendix E. 

Table 1
Work Categories 

Account / client management
Strategic planning
PR program planning
Project management
Media relations
Relations with special audiences

Issues management
Crisis management
Internal relations 
Special events, conferences & meetings
Community relations
Managing the business

We developed the taxonomy by reviewing the notes of all the interviews and mini-focus groups we'd conducted to ensure that we didn't miss any frequently mentioned or important work categories. We presented the tentative taxonomy to participants in mini- focus groups and asked how well the work categories we had developed matched their own views. While participants rearranged categories somewhat and added to the list of work activities subsumed under each category, they didn't come up with new categories. 
They mainly just added detail. 

During the development of the taxonomy, we sought continuous input from the expert panel on how to describe public relations work. The expert panel made some minor adjustments, but everyone felt comfortable with the list. To taxonomy then went to the UAB Practice Analysis Committee who offered several suggestions. The taxonomy was then returned for final approval to the expert panel. 

Focus Group Input. After we developed the final work list, we conducted four focus groups to make sure that the taxonomy was easily understandable, and that it did not omit any important areas of work. Focus groups were conducted in New York City and San Jose, California. Participants worked in both corporate and agency settings. Some participants worked for major companies such as Xerox, Chase Manhattan, and Cisco Systems. Others worked in smaller companies or were sole practitioners. 

Focus group participants first were asked to describe several projects they participated in and the work activities they performed to complete the projects. This exercise turned up the same work activities that we discovered in the interviews and mini focus groups. Next, we gave focus group participants the taxonomy and asked their opinion about the completeness and relevance of the work categories. The list was deemed comprehensive and resonated well with participants. They made only minor revisions. 

Quantitative verification. The self-administered questionnaire asked respondents several questions about the work categories. One question asked if any major work categories were missing from the list. Of the 1,147 respondents only about 50 suggested new categories. Most of their suggestions dealt with Internet-related issues that according to our taxonomy would be considered as KSAs or work activities subsumed under the work categories. Based on this response, we are satisfied that the work categories capture the major components of the work of public relations professionals in 2000. 

 
Knowledge, Skills and Abilities for Public Relations Work 

In the in-depth interviews and the mini focus groups, we asked about the knowledge, skills and abilities (KSAs) that are necessary for work in public relations. Practitioners mentioned the same KSAs repeatedly. The most frequently mentioned KSAs are shown below. A complete list of KSAs is in Appendix F. 

· Creativity 

· Persuasiveness 

· Problem-solving skills 

· Knowledge of technology/computer skills 

  Resourcefulness 

  Motivational skills 

  Being energetic/ enthusiastic 

  Communication skills (writing, speaking, etc.) 

The KSAs that practitioners deemed necessary for work in public relations are similar to the KSAs that are required for work in other professions. What is unique about public relations is how these skills and abilities are integrated and applied. 

In addition, public relations professionals need to know industry-specific information. This, of course, varies by the industry they work in. 

Several individuals said that public relations professionals should be knowledgeable about media and the ways to get messages out, e.g., videos, publications, posters, ads, etc. They should know the media market and develop relationships with reporters, etc. They stressed the importance of personal characteristics and abilities like creativity, intuition, and enthusiasm. As one respondent told us, "It's not about doing particular work items - it's about understanding how various public relationships are formed, nurtured and broken." The value and strength of a public relations professional appears to lie in the ability to apply a broad variety of skills and talents to the needs of clients. 
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