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On social change, agency, and public interest: what can
science communication learn from public relations?
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This essay explores the relationship of science communication and public
relations and contends that science communication has something to learn
from public relations research. I provide an alternate history of public
relations, drawn from the history of social movements (activism). I outline
two areas from public relations theory: first, notions of human agency and
equity in communication and, second, public interest in public
communication. In doing so, I highlight how research from critical public
relations could contribute to science communication efforts to enable
participation with science and technology from wider, more diverse publics.
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Introduction Part of the historical impetus for science communication in Australia was
motivated by a desire to make “science more widely understood, more generously
and wisely supported, more directly beneficial to the nation, and more accountable
to the public interest” [Gascoigne and Metcalfe, 2017; MacLeod, 1998, p. xi]. The
motivations for science communication are similarly described by aims to: enhance
public understanding, make science accessible, secure ongoing political support,
and democratically account for use of public funds and enable public participation
in the processes of science and technology [Weingart and Joubert, 2019]. From these
broad motivations, it seems that the ‘public interest’ of science communication rests
on the assumption that science, and therefore science communication, is “oriented
towards the common good and transcends political ideologies and/or economic
interests” [Weingart and Guenther, 2016].

As Irwin and Horst argue, this conception of the public interest of science and
science communication is an obvious over-generalisation [2016]. Indeed, “it is
difficult to accept that science is by its very nature ‘the ultimate reference. . . when
reliable knowledge is at stake”’ [Irwin and Horst, 2016, pp. 1–2]. This leaves the
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public interest of science communication still up for discussion. In this essay, I seek
to expand on this topic by drawing on literature from a related field, public
relations. Trench and Bucchi have already argued that “science communication
[can] benefit more from a clearer articulation and deeper exploration of its relations
with its neighbours than from further insistence on its separateness and
uniqueness” [2010, p. 4]. With this perspective in mind, I highlight science
communication critiques of public relations in science. I present literature from
public relations to challenge the idea that public relations is solely concerned with
corporate, promotional communication. Following this, I briefly address two
challenges shared by public relations and science communication: first, the issue of
human agency and (in)equity in public communication and, second, the place of
public interest in these disciplines. Here, I identify where science communication
might learn from public relations research.

Science communication on public relations

Science communication scholars can be rather critical of the capacity of public
relations to contribute to their field. These critical perspectives tend to argue that
strategic, ‘corporate-ised’ communication — in particular, public
relations — undermines the value and communicative standards of science and
science journalism. For instance, Dorothy Nelkin’s work Selling Science argues that
public relations exploits journalism [1995]. Similarly, Weingart and Guenther [2016]
contend that science communication in modern society has been tainted by
‘interests’, the use of persuasive communication, and the use of science PR to
produce “institutional propaganda” (p. 4). Meanwhile, Bauer and Gregory’s work
From journalism to corporate communication concludes that a post-war shift in
research funding prompted corporate-style communication, which moved science
communication from a more journalistic approach (using investigation, education,
and enlightenment) to strategic public relations [2008]. Implicit in this work is the
argument that public relations will focus on more promotional and less critical
science media coverage. In science communication more broadly the object of this
line of criticism is often the press release [Sumner et al., 2016], which is held up at
the epitome of simplification and exaggeration.

In response to this critique of public relations, I contend that science
communication has something to learn from public relations and that, in fact,
public relations and science communication share many common features. Public
relations definitions can vary, but at their core they are chiefly concerned with
strategic relationship management and communication [Johnston, 2016; Moloney,
2006]. As public relations scholar Johnstone argues, public relations, like science
communication, is “part of civil society, involved in organised activism, and more
dependent on function and skill than titled PR operators” [2016, p. 2].

Both public relations and science communication seek to engage and inform their
publics. Scholars in both disciplines produce individual case studies of
engagement and outreach, chart the evolution of practitioners’ roles, and trace the
impact of communication strategies [Burns, O’Connor and Stocklmayer, 2003;
Nisbet and Scheufele, 2009; Solis and Breakenridge, 2009; Treadwell and Treadwell,
2005]. In practise, public relations and science communication-focused roles within
research institutions can sit side-by-side and, even, share functions [Autzen, 2014;
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Autzen and Weitkamp, 2019; Shipman, 2014]. Despite public relations contributing
to the communicative ecosystem of science and technology [Borchelt and Nielsen,
2014], public relations sceptics tend to view the field as solely concerned with
manipulation and hype [Bauer and Gregory, 2008; Elsner, 2014]. In this essay, I
suggest that there is more to consider when it comes to public relations in science.

Public relations
and the history of
social movements

For science communicators, public relations literature contains some familiar
stories: individual case studies, social media campaigns, and debate over best
practice [L’Etang, Coombs and Xifra, 2014]. This literature is also the place where
we find reflexive and, in some cases, conflicting accounts on the purpose and the
evolution of the field.

Miller [2000] contends that public relations scholars should pay more attention to
the public relations of social movements, also known as activism. Indeed, Lamme
[2003] argues, before corporate public relations began, public relations was used in
the name of “public-sentiment building” work by the Anti-Saloon League of
America. These anti-saloon groups were the very activists that corporates began to
respond to by co-opting their tactics [Coombs and Holladay, 2012b]. The activists
had communications plans “largely in place long before oft-cited public relations
pioneers such as Edward Bernays and John Hill began practicing” [Lamme, 2003,
p. 123]. Some scholars believe that activists have continued this dynamic of being
early adopters in public relations today by pioneering the use of new media, for
instance the use of social media channels to threaten reputations and leverage
change [Coombs, 2002; Coombs and Holladay, 2007]. Moreover, a study from
Russell and Lamme that examined global public relations prior to 1900 found that
“corporations and agencies were neither the creators nor even the culmination of
the field’s development” [2016, p. 742]. These scholars argue that the primary
drivers of public relations were institutions (e.g. non-profits and government) and
individuals.

We could, therefore, propose a different way of framing public relations as not
simply the domain of large organisations but also as part of activism, or creating
social change [Coombs and Holladay, 2012a]. As well as diversifying the type of
work done by public relations, the public relations of social movements can
contribute to the interests of science communication. For instance, the move to
communication driven by a democratic imperative of engagement with science and
technology, which must be dialogic and should occur ‘upstream’ where new
science and technology is being created [Borschelt, 2008; Nisbet and Scheufele,
2009; Wynne, 2006]. Stakeholders must possess a meaningful ability to comment on
ownership, regulation, uses, benefits and risks if the communicative activity is to
be truly participative and not another form of deficit model outreach [Nisbet and
Scheufele, 2009; Stilgoe and Guston, 2017]. In a similar vein, public relations
academic Grunig writes that communicators “must consistently remind themselves
and management that they might not be right, and, indeed, that their organisations
might be better off if they listen to others” [2000, p. 28]. While this recommendation
is by no means uniformly adopted, it remains important to view public
relations — and, I would argue, science communication — activities in relation to
theories of social justice and citizenship to “encourage more accountable and
empowering communicative practices” [Demetrious, 2013, p. 4].
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Heath argues that “we need a paradigm of public relations that features it as being
capable of adding value to the full (sic) functioning society” [2006, p. 95]. This
paradigm would acknowledge that organisations — including universities and
research institutes — engage in and have a need for public relations. Here, public
relations looks to the good of society, rather than the individual or organisation,
and contributes to responsiveness and inclusivity [Brown, 2014]. Johnston contends
that this role should be concerned with access and equality [2016, p. 62] while
Moloney defines it as “a correction to the historically observed PR condition of
unequal distribution of communicative resources amongst interests in actual liberal
democracy” [Moloney, 2006, p. 170].

For science communication, this paradigm of public relations might help convene
publics and invite the contribution of different perspectives. This could assist
science and technology actors looking to “learn from disagreement and avoid
common communication mistakes that undermine these goals” [Nisbet and
Scheufele, 2009, p. 95]. Holtzhausen’s [2000] postmodern analysis public relations
also claims that public relations should be freed from its narrow definition of
corporate communication because of the field’s ability to contribute to grassroots
democracy, activism, and radical politics. This analysis contends that, in a world
defined by continuous change, public relations presents a way of activating and
defining that change in addition to providing a voice for communities. For science
communication, public relations might provide a way to connect with audiences
beyond the elite, science-enthusiast groups typically attracted by science
communication activities [Scheufele and Brossard, 2008; Tichenor, Donohue and
Olien, 1970].

In this sense, science communication as public relations can contribute more than
the merely celebratory, uncritical, and myth-making contributions anticipated by
Bauer and Gregory. Publics, then, would be more than consumers; instead they
become active citizens able to participate in discussions over developments that
affect their lives. Here, the public forum is not a trade show but a real change for
participation and dialogue, which includes respectful debate and a chance to learn
from disagreement.

Agency and
(in)equity

L’Etang defines public relations as “communication and the exchange of ideas
either in response to or to facilitate change” [2008, p. 18]. The inclusion of
‘exchange’ with this definition reflects the use of dialogue or two-way
communication, which is designed to achieve mutual understanding instead of
one-way persuasion [Grunig and Toth, 2006].

These perspectives on public relations draw on two basic features, presented by
Russell and Lamme [2016] as the best way to identify public relations activity.
These public relations scholars write that, first, we should consider the strategic
intent of practitioners. In other words, public relations activity can be identified by
investigating whether “communication tactics are employed with a specific
outcome in mind, and [where] activities are not random, but actively selected
based on the results a communicator hopes to achieve” [Russell and Lamme, 2016,
p. 744]. The second feature is human agency. Here, audiences of persuasive
messages must have a choice in how they respond to those messages. This allows
us to differentiate between public relations and propaganda. Taylor and Kent
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[2014] emphasis this distinction through their continuum of persuasion, which
starts with propaganda and moves through to dialogue. On this continuum, public
relations is closest to dialogue and distant from propaganda, which is highly
strategic and allows for little to no human agency [see also L’Etang, 2008]. This
essential combination of agency and intent draws on the rhetorical heritage of
public relations as no communicative act can be truly effective without knowing,
appreciating, and respecting what others believe and think, and why they hold
those positions [Heath, 2014]. As a result, practitioners in the message and
meaning business (here, science communicators and public relations practitioners)
cannot be narrowly focused on the self-interest and opinions of the group they
represent [Priest, Goodwin and Dahlstrom, 2018]. Public relations is about working
to create dialogue [Kent and Taylor, 1998] whilst competing for time and space
amongst multiple voices. In this competition, publics have the right and ability to
obtain and judge messages and make decisions. Meanwhile, through dialogue,
individuals and groups can co-create and negotiate identity, interest, and socially
relevant meaning [Heath, 2014; Mead, 1934], which is vital in any context which
requires individuals to make a choice [Nichols, 1963].

There is an inescapable link between democratic decision-making and
communication. Communication, including public relations, carries ideas “out in
the open” and enables participation by people from all walks of life [Barnett, 2008,
p. 3]. Barnett [2008] contends that “democracy acquires its value not just by
embodying the preferences or will of the many, but also by involving free and open
discussion and debate” (p. 3). In this sense of democratic publicness, publics are
created or convened by claims to either speak on their behalf or act in their interest.
These publics come together because they concur, disagree, or otherwise react to
such claims [Roberson, 2020]. Public relations is part of this process in creating and
conveying these claims and, ideally, facilitating responses. With calls for “more
active, open and democratic relations” between science and citizens, public
engagement for science needs to become much more than consensus building
exercise [Irwin, 2008, p. 200]. In addition, science and technology actors need to
frame their messages in a way to activate participation from “wider, more diverse
and otherwise inattentive publics” [Nisbet and Scheufele, 2009, p. 1770]. Public
relations’ positioning of the importance of agency represents an opportunity for
rethinking how these aims might be achieved.

Another feature that is closely related to human agency, and which critical public
relations theory highlights, is equity, or a lack thereof in communicative processes
[Demetrious, 2013]. Public communication within the context of this essay is a
contest of ideas. This contest asks decision makers and publics to justify reasoning
and positions [Johnston, 2016]. However, communicative resources are unevenly
applied. For instance, access to platforms for discussion and communications
practitioners is by no means guaranteed. The equity of these processes informs
human agency and seems as challenging for science communication as public
relations with a recent Journal of Science Communication special issue on feminist
theory highlighting the way science communicators sit “at an intersection between
dominant and marginalised perspectives. [And] . . . often in positions of privilege
and power” [Halpern, 2019, p. 3]. These intersections of perspective and privilege
require communicators to learn from marginalised publics and consider how
communication practices do or do not account for diversity, inequity, and public
interest. While science communication presents some initial options for breaking
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away from restrictive, defined roles and preventing the privileging of information
flow [Horst and Michael, 2011], both fields could yet benefit from the use of a
critical feminist, also known as relational ethics, lens [Halpern, 2019; Medvecky
and Leach, 2019].

Public interest and
public
communication

Viewing public relations in terms of its contributions to activism and views on
human agency and equity is one way of challenging the assumption that public
relations is corporate-centric, focused on propaganda and the promotion of special
interest groups. More recent, critical public relations theory contributes an
alternative way for understanding of how public relations can contribute to a fully
functioning society.

Johnston contends that public relations — with its roles in policy creation,
governance, and public communication — can productively engage with public
interest. Here, public relations can use public interest “as a reflexive tool. . . to
better understand itself and its place in society” [Johnston, 2016, p. 3]. This need to
reflect on and engage with public interest seems be recognised by professionals, as
well as academics, within the field. Inside the last decade, professional public
relations bodies have redefined their definitions of public relations in terms of
public interest. For instance, the Canadian Public Relations Society has come to
define public relations as:

“Public relations is the strategic management of relationships between an
organisation and its diverse publics, through the use of communication, to
achieve mutual understanding, realise organisational goals, and serve the
public interest.”

This shift provides a “litmus test of how scholars and industry view [public
interest’s] relevance” [Johnston, 2016, p. 17].

One of the key contributions of public interest to critical public relations theory is
the way it prompts “correction to the historically observed PR condition of unequal
distribution of communicative resources among interests in actual liberal
democracy” [Moloney, 2006, p. 170]. In providing this prompt, public interest
articulates a tension between the role of public relations practitioners as serving
self- and organisational- interest at the same time as contributing to public good on
a societal level. This tension between different interests is articulated by Bivins
[1993, pp. 120–124] who proposed four public interest paradigms:

Paradigm I: If every individual practicing public relations acts in the best interest
of their client, then the public interest will be served.

Paradigm II: If, in addition to serving individual interests, an individual practicing
public relations serves public interest causes, the public interest will be served

Paradigm III: If a professional or professionals assure that every individual in
need or desiring public relations services receives those services, then the
public interest will be served
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Paradigm IV: If public relations as a professional improves the quality of debate
over issues important to the public, then the public interest will be served

Bivins suggests the last paradigm is the most achievable and contends that public
relations has a responsibility to fulfil its roles as ‘mediator and advocate’ by
engaging in and encourages public debate.

These tensions between the duty of the communication practitioner to their self, the
organisation, and society brings useful insights to science communication. As
Weingart and Joubert [2019] have previously found, there are a range of
motivations for science communication. Science communicators can both promote
and advocate for science while encouraging two-way dialogue and engagement
between science and society [Raman et al., 2018]. These motivations prompt
tensions for the practitioners doing science communication as they are split
between their own interests and those of the organisation they might work for, in
addition to the broader drive of the field to make “science more open, more
democratic” [Medvecky and Leach, 2019, p. 37]. Johnston argues that incorporating
public interest in public relations “can not only provide balance in discourse and
decision making, but also can raise levels of public understanding, knowledge and
participation” [Johnston, 2016, p. 20]. This contention rests on the use of public
interest to motivate engagement with publics and individuals who are outside of
the ‘usual’ process to ensure that notions of the public interest and, consequently,
acts of public communication reflect diverse social interests.

Science
communication
and public
relations

This essay presents three key insights from public relations research that could add
to science communication efforts, particularly those aimed at enabling participation
by wider, more diverse publics with science and technology processes. The first
insight reframed public relations by emphasising its connection to communication
for social change. The act of communicating in this perspective both invites and
listens to responses from publics. The second insight drew on notions of human
agency and equity. In public relations, human agency ensures that audiences have
a choice in how they respond to communication, meanwhile equity prompts us to
consider how acts of communication do (or do not) account for diverse
perspectives and differing privilege. The third and final insight reviewed notions of
public interest in relation to public communication to illuminate tensions between
the duty of communications practitioners to their self, the organisation, and society.

Both public relations and science communication seek to reach publics who are, in
some sense, linked with the issue at hand. Practitioners in each field work to build
relationships, foster dialogue, and facilitate responses from publics. By doing so,
through specifically designed communication activities and with key outcomes in
mind, they are unquestionably driven by strategic intent. And, in turn, their
audiences are possessed with clear agency — the ability to concur or not with the
messages at hand. Publics may then come together because they concur, disagree,
or otherwise react to claims [Barnett, 2008]. Science communication and public
relations work within what could be termed an ‘overcommunicated’ society;
practitioners in this space can struggle to attract the attention and engagement
necessary to enable proper dialogue and interaction from relevant publics. In the
context of that struggle, enforcing an unnecessary division between science
communication and public relations does a disservice as we ignore the wealth of
information possessed by our neighbours.
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