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PR Ethics:
A balancing act

By Chris Liu,
FPartner & E‘.Ilr'rj{;.&ruinﬂ: Officer,
Greater China Kelehum

midst an increasingly complex web of stakeholder

refations, fast-changing social media dynamics and
treacherous political landscapes, the practice of public
relations today can often be dogged by tricky ethical dilemmas
Should we not say we've paid a umiversity professor to speak
in front of media in favor of our company's/client's products,
for fear of undermining credibility? Should we post edits direct
to a Wikipedia eniry that contains incomect or damaging references
of our company or client? Or use a pseudonym account 1o
defend inflammatory posts on Facebook?

Determining whether something is ethical or not is often beyond
the realm of legal reasoning. It regquires intuitive considerations
of credibility finely balanced against the letter of the law. What we
do nol only has to be fully compliant with the letter and spirit
of communications guidelings and regulations, but also has to
craate ftrust with target audiences by mesting and exceading
expectations for ethical standards and practices.

In the political and public affairs arena, 2012 has already
praven to ba a particularly sensitive year with regards to ethics.
The highly-charged paolitical debates and rhetoric that surround
elections can often compromise truthful and proper communica-
tions, both in content and tone (as proven by some of the Chiel
Execulive election candidates and Iheir campaigners!) The
financial industry in Hong Kong can present many dire
ethical traps for practitioners unfamiliar with financial disclosure
and insider trading rules. And for the increasing integration with
mainland market—with its still vastly ditferent media and stake-
holder landscape, Hong Kong's marketing communications
professionals need to be mindful of the evolving sub-culture
of practices that can present inadvertent challenges, like the
thin line between advertorial and editorial. While cheque-book
journalism is understood as totally unacceptable, there has
seemed in recent years 0 be guises of sponsored editorials
that need to be handled with care to avold muddling editorial
credibility.

To help practitioners with a few useful principles, the following
are key guidelines thal leading professional firns and industry
organizations have highlighted:

s Be Truthful: ensure all communication materials are true
to the best of one’s knowledge and work the best fo avoid
communicating any information falsely or inaccurately, even
inadvertently;

* Be Transparent: disclose your identity and which company
or client(s) you work for whan approaching the madia or
audience you are communicaling with, including the full
beneficial relationship you have with the company [ client(s)
or the products / services you represent. The issue of
disclosure seems to be the most tricky in the realm of
sccialmedia and online marketing elhics and requires the mosl
aitention (recent typical cases include Nike becoming the
first company lo be banned with its Twitter campaign in the
UK (hitp:/fwww.guardian.co.uk/ media/2012/jun/20/nike-
twitter-campaign-banned), and Facebook altering policy for
its “like” button in face of lawsuit amidst its advertising push
(http:/fwww. nytimes.com/2012/06/22technology/lo-settle-
suit-facebook-alters-policies-for-like-button.html)

N
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Practice and Ethics 1&*3#-#
* Be Responsible: act in a responsible and professional
manner especially when communicating on Intemet channels
or social media, as you are not just operating on your own
but representing your company or organization and its
related clients and third parties. Considar and review

carefully before you post something onto the Internet.

= Confidentiality: while we may be circumspect with
formal communication materials like a press release or
areport, the casual and instant manner we communicate
in a social network site could often loosen our guards on
confidentiality. Hence the need to be extra careful with
onling communication in protecting privileged information
regarding ourselves, our company { arganization or the
clients we represent.

= Fact-checking: marketing claims for products and services
must be carefully checked and validated, criticism and
commentaries must be backed-up with evidence; always
ensure you have the proper clearance before using
copyrighted items (e.g. clippings, quotes, imagas).

* Respect and Play by the Rules: observe carelully terms of
services of the respective media, especially social media
channels, including not spamming databases, showing
respect o other users in the way you communicate or
interact with them, e.g. on Wikipedia, do not edit page
content directly but always use the "Discussion” or “Talk"
pages to present your case for why an edit should be
made, or approach the original page author direct to dis-
cuss your case for changes.

There's a wealth of resources both onling and offline on PR
ethics and best practices. Here're some useful ones (in-
cluding marked * that this article has referenced):

- *Council of Public Relations Firms of Hong Kong: http://
www.cprihk.org/ffiles/ethics. pdf;

- "Word of Mouth Marketing Association (WOMMA) Code
of Ethics: hitp:/fwomma.org/ethics/code/

- "Ketchum: Ketchum Disclosure Guidelines, Ketchum Blog
and Social Media Policy & Guidelines (contact Chris Liu
or Simeon Mellalieu, general manager at Ketchum Hong
Kong)

- The Global Alliance for Public Relations and Communica-
tions Management: http.//www.globalalliancepr.org/web-
sitefsecurepage/ethical-pr-reports

- Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (Data Privacy Informa-
tion):http:/fwww.apec.org/Home/Groups/Committee-on-
Trade-and-Investment/Electronic-Commaerce-Steering-
Group)

- Office of the Privacy Commissioner of Hong Kong:
http:ffwww. pcpd.org.hk

- Little Red Book — hitp:/iwww littleredbook.cn/
- Mashable - http://mashable.com/
- Hao Hao Report - hitp:lwww hachaoreport.com/ 5
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