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Instilling our
future PR practitioners ¢
with ethical values

wo students came to my office

last Friday to seek advice. They
looked a bit hesitated but mostly
confused. They had just completed
their mid-term test and were working
on their term project. Their angst
was not, however, on their academic
results. They were wondering if they
had made a right choice in selecting
the discipline of Public Relations. To
them, working in the PR profession
did not offer them the similar status
enjoyed by accountants, actuaries
or lawyers. Furthermore, they felt
that the practice of PR was not
ethical.

When an organization or a celebrity
is in trouble, among their many
first actions is to seek PR advice.
Why don’t they do the right thing
at the beginning, instead of
‘whitewashing” their image when
their wrongdoing is discovered?
The students were puzzled. Even
corporate  social  responsibility
activities are for bolstering purpose
and the PR practitioners are trying
to present the company in the best
light possible.

As one of the jobs of PR practitioners
is to build media relations, many
of them choose to offer members
of news media free meals, free
admission tickets to extravagant
parties and even free overseas
trips. It is an attempt, the students
argued, to “bribe” the media to
“speak” favourably or at least, not as
harsh when the company is facing
problems. This practice has been
extended to social media when
many famous bloggers and popular
stars are invited to participate in
events and activities organized
by the company. Some of these
“‘influentials” are even paid with
“travel” allowance.

My students’ concern, of course,
is nothing new. There are no
prescribed standards of educational
preparation, no mandatory period
of apprenticeship and no laws that
govern admission to the profession.
Al these, however, should not
preclude PR from gaining respect
and enjoying the same professional
recognition if the practitioners are
competent in carrying out their
duties, aspire to continue their
professional development and
have a strong stand on ethics. They
should not see themselves as a
“hired gun” or a technician doing
only what is assigned by their clients
or employers. They need to play a
role of ethics advisor, counseling on
the ethical aspect of the company’s
behaviour.

As all PR practitioners are holding
the following values, they don’t need
a licence for their job:
Be honest at all times
Convey a sense of business ethics
based on their own standards
and those of the society
Make all necessary disclosures in
sponsorship
Respect the integrity and position
of their opponents and audiences.
Develop trust by acting as a
trustworthy information source
Present all sides of an issue
Strive for a balance between
loyalty to the organization and
duty to the public
Won't sacrifice long-term
objectives for short-term gains

University serves as a change
agent and we, as educators, have
the responsibility to instill the above
values in our future practitioners. We
need to work closely with professional
bodies to foster an ethical culture in
the whole profession. Universities
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should devote more time and effort
in research on ethics in the field. We
should partner with the industry by
providing more trainings, seminars
and workshops on ethics for the
practitioners and engage them as
student mentors, guest lecturers, and
internship facilitators. We are all very
busy, but for our next generations,
we have to make some sacrifice.

It has come a long way for the
practitioners in Marketing to claim
it a reputable profession since
the late Professor Richard Farmer
published in 1967 his renowned
article in Journal of Marketing titled
“Do you want your daughter to marry
a marketing man?”. We surely do not
want a “nay” answer to the question
“‘do you want your son to marry
a PR lady?”. As such, we should
advocate the importance of ethics
in the profession. Practitioners, let’s
take the advice from Jon Harris, SVP
of global communications, Sara Lee,
(p. 81, Wilcox & Cameron, Public
Relations, 2012): “You are your own
reputation. Never go against your
beliefs, ethics, or morals. Trust is
something that is easy to lose and
almost impossible to gain back.” .

K. F Lau, senior lecturer and
programme leader of BA (Honours)
in Marketing and Public Relations of
PolyU SPEED. In 2013/14 academic
year, the programme admitted 244
full-time and 38 part-time students.
It will take students two years to
complete their top-up degree if they
go for full-time mode and four years
if they do it part-time. &5
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