	Universal Accreditation Board

The Practice Analysis of the Public Relations Profession

	[image: image1.jpg]





	
	[image: image2]


	[image: image3]
	[image: image4]
	[image: image5]
	[image: image6]
	[image: image7]
	[image: image8]

	[image: image9]
	[image: image10]
	The APR Exam



Advantages and Disadvantages of Certification in Public Relations 

Interviews and focus groups addressed the advantages and disadvantages of certification. Participants mentioned several primary advantages of taking the APR exam:

· Personal growth. 

· The opportunity to learn more, to gain knowledge while preparing for the test 

· Becoming accredited shows that a person is ambitious, has initiative, and cares about his or her career. 

· Passing the APR gives credibility to a public relations practitioner. Clients assume they are getting the best in the field. 

· Earning the APR can be seen as "continuing education." 

· Requiring accreditation could be a way to keep "dilettantes" out of the profession 

· it would prevent "just anyone" from entering the PR profession and from claiming that they are a public relations professional. 

With few exceptions, participants cited more disadvantages than advantages to accreditation. One of the major themes was that there is no incentive to take the APR exam - it does not affect hiring, promotion or compensation. Employers do not require accreditation or reward persons for having it. The fact that there is a hot job market for experienced public relations professionals contributes to the problem: employers will hire anyone who can do the job. Furthermore, many of the people we interviewed simply didn't buy-off on the exam - they don't agree that it is a valuable credential. They also say that the APR it is not recognized or valued by persons outside the public relations field - "nobody outside the industry knows anything about it." Many believe that this is due to a failure to promote the exam and to get people to believe that accreditation is important. A number of people said they think that accreditation would be a good idea if it meant something, but it doesn't. 

Other frequently mentioned disadvantages of taking the APR exam include:

· It takes a lot of time to study for and pass the APR exam. It is mostly wasted time because people are studying things they'll never use again, because they won't be using the material they've studied on the job. Many thought studying for the APR is "a waste of time." 

· Taking the APR is costly. 

· The test doesn't show what you can do on the job. 

Limitations of Testing. A number of people believe that you can't test for what public relations people do - a test can't measure qualities like charm, talent, creativity, enthusiasm, intuition, etc. This indicates that some practitioners sense that the KSAs for working in public relations tend to be personal characteristics and intangibles rather than a measurable body of knowledge that is specific to public relations and that reflects education in this or a related field. Furthermore, most respondents strongly believe that it's experience that matters - who you've worked with, which media you have a relationship with, where you've placed stories, etc. - and not book learning. They overwhelmingly emphasized the value of experience as opposed to education, certification or other credentials. As one focus group participant put it, "who would you prefer, somebody who just passed the APR exam or somebody who got their client on the Today Show and on the front page of the Wall Street Journal?" For these reasons, several respondents suggested that the APR would mean more at the entry level than for more senior practitioners, because it shows some basic mastery. After people have worked in public relations for a few years, they are judged on their track record. 

 
Focus of APR Exam 

Examination Content. Practitioners were asked what the focus of the exam should be, and how the exam could be improved. Virtually everyone recommended that the APR exam primarily focus on testing on-the-job experiences. To pass, a practitioner should show that he or she could think strategically and know how to handle "real-life," i.e., job- related situations. The APR should test "practical" public relations and everyday skills, rather than book learning. 

While some people who had taken the test didn't think it should include questions about the history of public relations and communication theory, others believe that these topics show respect for the profession and lay the groundwork for the work that people do. Generally, however, most agreed that the test focused too much on memorization and too little on application. None of the test takers liked the materials or the textbook that they used in the study course. They felt they weren't very useful for the test or relevant to the practice of public relations. 

A number of persons suggested that the test should include scenarios or case studies of situations that they would actually experience on the job. The scenarios would be in major categories of public relations work. For example, they could discuss how they would handle a crisis, or plan and implement a special event. These types of exercises would require strategic thinking and, given the paramount importance of writing ability, also would test their ability to write clearly. 

Other suggestions for improving the APR exam include:

· Raise the standards. Make the APR more difficult to pass, so that getting certified means something. 

· Require persons who are accredited to get continuing education. They would need to take classes or attend training in order to maintain their certification, and possibly would need to be re-certified after a certain amount of time had elapsed. 

Public Education. Finally, respondents emphasized the need for the UAB to do a much better job of educating the public about what public relations is, and about the value and meaning of the APR. Some people see no benefits to having the APR, because employers look at experience and accomplishments, not accreditation. If they want to encourage people to get certified, then they need to get people inside and outside the public relations industry to recognize and respect the APR designation. 
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