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the idea behind public relations
The idea behind public 
relations is to create a 
good image with the 
public. 

• Most groups want the 
public to know of  the 
good things they do, or to 
put a positive spin on 
things they are doing. 

• Public relations can mean 
that a group deals directly 
with the public (e.g., 
through direct mail to the 
home). 

• But usually public 
relations means a group, 
company or organization 
attempts to get favorable 
news coverage.

Organizations try to get 
favorable news coverage 
by telling news 
organizations about what 
they are doing. 

• For example, the White 
House might issue a short 
notice to the media (such 
as a "press release") that 
notes that the crime rate is 
going down (true; this can 
be factually proven) and 
that claims that the 
President’s policies are the 
reason for this decline (an 
argument which some 
support and others will 
contest). 

• This is the part of  the 
press release which focuses 
on making the White 
House and President look 
good.

A key goal of 
organizations using public 
relations: Get your 
message into the media, 
as news. 
News has higher credibility 
than advertising, so getting 
reporters to deliver your 
message to the public is ideal.
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1. Governments use Public relations.
About 15,000 public relations people work for 
the U.S. government, spending about $3 billion a year. 
Every member of  Congress has a public relations staff  
person (or two or three). 
The White House produces 15-35 press releases every 
day. A press release is an announcement about something 
that is going on that might seem newsworthy.

2. Politicians/ candidates use public relations. 
The recent presidential election use public relations and 
advertising in ways never before imagined.
The Democratic VP announcement was made via text 
messaging.

3. Educational institutions use public relations. 
The University of  Oregon issues press releases, video 
news releases, buys advertising time and space, and 
maintains an active and varied online presence.

4. Non profit groups (such as the Girl Scouts)
All those little girls selling cookies are a big part of  this 
effort.

5. Professional organizations such as the 
American Bar Association (lawyers), the 
American Dairy Farmers, Raisin Growers, etc. 
Many of  these groups will rely on ads (such as the Dairy 
Farmers’ highly successful "Got Milk?" campaign), but 
they also work hard to get their message into news stories 

(with press releases, for example, that note that milk is a 
good source of  calcium and thus a good tool in the fight 
against osteoporosis).

6. Entertainment and sports figures. Teams, 
individuals, events (Special Olympics, etc.) and 
actors rely heavily on public relations agents. 
They key rule of  thumb here is that any media coverage 
may be better than none at all.

7. Businesses use public relations.
And spend billions of  dollars a year on it!

Actions deliberately taken by PR, advertising, 
and marketing professionals that my include any 
of the following:

• deception (including lying and withholding 
information to create a false impression)

• faking corporate social responsibility (CSR), as in 
“greenwashing”

• creating misleading images in message construction 
to imply something that may not represent reality

• lack of  transparency in word-of-mouth marketing 
and social network public relations

• conflicts of  interest
• using persuasive techniques that violate the integrity 

of  the audience

who uses public 
relations?
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unethical behavior in public 
relations

One out of four PR pros admits to lying on the job!
LYING & DECEPTION IN PR

An article appearing in PR Week in 2000 claimed 
that:

• 1700 PR executives surveyed
• 25% admitted they lied on the job
• 39% said they had exaggerated the truth

See The New York Times article
Read the response from PR professionals

What constitutes lying in PR?

• Intentionally misstating reality
• Avoiding the truth

• Withholding information in order to create a 
false impression 

• Creating a false reality

Intentionally misstating reality happens rarely in 
PR, but when it does, it really happens...
On August 2, 1990, Iraqi troops invaded Kuwait. 
By January, 1991, a coalition of  international forces, 
including the United States, engaged the Iraqi 
military, and by February, the First Gulf  War was 
over. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2000/05/08/business/media-talk-in-public-relations-25-admit-lying.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2000/05/08/business/media-talk-in-public-relations-25-admit-lying.html
http://articles.chicagotribune.com/2000-05-10/business/0005100332_1_pr-week-interior-decorator-lying
http://articles.chicagotribune.com/2000-05-10/business/0005100332_1_pr-week-interior-decorator-lying
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Although the United Nations officially 
sanctioned military action against Iraqi, the success 
of  selling the idea to the American public wasn’t a 
foregone conclusion. 

• Even though polls conducted following the 
war showed a high level of  support (around 80 
percent), at the time of  the Iraqi invasion and 
subsequent buildup and engagement by 
American and coalition forces, support 
hovered at around 50 percent or less. 

• What wasn’t so clear is how the American 
public arrived at such a high level of  support 
in such a short period of  time. 

• There are more than a few, including many in 
the public relations industry, who believe it 
was PR that tipped the scales. 

How did that happen?
In a public hearing of  Congress’s Human Rights 
Caucus on October 10, 1990, a 15-year-old 
Kuwaiti girl named Nayirah testified that she had 
seen Iraqi soldiers remove babies from hospital 
incubators, leaving them to die on the floor. 

• Her stunning testimony was repeated 
worldwide and cited frequently in the ensuing 
national debate in the U.S. over whether to 

commit American troops to the Middle East 
conflict. 

• President George H. W. Bush mentioned it 
frequently as he drummed up support for 
military action—embellishing a bit.

Shortly after the war ended, NBC news 
interviewed Kuwaiti hospital officials who flatly 
denied any such thing had ever happened. 

How PR helped start the first gulf war
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Although the 
United Nations 

officially 
sanctioned 

military action 
against Iraq, 

the success of 
selling the idea 

to the American 
public wasn’t a 

foregone 
conclusion. 

Dead babies & 
Bayonetted pregnant 

mothers...
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Almost a year later, a story by Harper’s magazine publisher 
John R. MacArthur appearing on The New York Times op-
ed page revealed that Nayirah was the daughter of  the 
Kuwaiti ambassador to the U.S. and had not even been in 
Kuwait at the time she claimed the atrocities occurred.

All of this had been part of a complex public relations 
campaign mounted by Hill & Knowlton (HK)—at the 
time, the world’s largest PR firm. 

• HK had been talking with the government of  
Kuwait since just after the Iraqi invasion began 

• and had taken over the operation of  a “front” group 
called “Citizens for a Free Kuwait,” 

• financed almost entirely by the government of  
Kuwait (which also paid HK $11.5 million to get its 
message out). 

According to MacArthur:

• The HK team organized a “Kuwait Information 
Day” on 20 college campuses on September 12. 

• On Sunday, September 23, churches nationwide 
observed a national day of  prayer for Kuwait. 

• The next day, 13 state governors declared a national 
Free Kuwait Day. 

• HK distributed tens of  thousands of  Free Kuwait 
bumper stickers and T-shirts, as well as thousands of  
media kits extolling the alleged virtues of  Kuwaiti 
society and history. 

• HK’s press agents put together media events 
featuring Kuwaiti “resistance fighters” and 
businessmen and arranged meetings with newspaper 
editorial boards. 

• A former CBS and NBC News producer working for 
HK, created 24 video news releases from the Middle 
East, some of  which purported to depict life in 
Kuwait under the Iraqi invaders. 

• A consulting group was engaged by HK to study TV 
audience reaction to statements on the Gulf  crisis by 
President Bush and Kuwaiti officials.	

Due in large part to HK’s public relations campaign on 
behalf  of  the Kuwaiti government, the United States 
entered the war, on a 52-47 vote. 

As journalist Ted Rowse put it two years later: 
“It was a major factor in building public backing for the 
war.” 
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A story appearing on The New York Times op-ed page revealed that Nayirah was the daughter of the Kuwaiti ambassador to the 
U.S. and had not even been in Kuwait at the time she claimed the atrocities occurred. 

http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m1316/is_n9_v24/ai_12529902/
http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m1316/is_n9_v24/ai_12529902/
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For example, so-called “Spin Doctors put the best 
face possible on a negative situation using 
techniques that can generally be classified as a type 
of equivocation.

• Equivocation is the use of  ambiguous language 
either to conceal the truth of  something or to avoid 
admitting to a wrongdoing.

Examples of this approach are:

• Responding to journalist’s inquiry by referring to an 
accusation as “ridiculous” or “absurd” without 
actually stating why, 

• Or impugning the source of  the accusation, or 
refusing to respond at all by seeming to be offended 
by the very idea of  being accused (i.e., “I’m not 
going to dignify that with a response”).

• All of  these techniques are really dodges of  the truth, 
and irritants for journalists.

• Technically, equivocation is not lying, but it is 
deceptive. 

Withholding information in order to 
create a false impression
A campaign about the Beijing Olympics produced for 
Amnesty International France was considered so 
aggressive by its creators that they decided to call 
off its release.

• Advertising agency TBWA\Paris did however seek 
permission from their client to present the project at 
the Cannes Lions advertising festival. 

• And it even received a prize.
• Since then the images, which show Chinese prisoners 

tortured with the help of  Olympics sports 
equipment, have been circulated on blogs and 
forums in China, causing outrage in the country. 

One ad professional working for Ogilvy in China posted 
this comment, directed at TBWA\Paris, on a forum for 
advertising professionals:

“Let me tell you about social responsibility. 
Advertising should be based on the truth. You should 
be able to tell that an advert is a creation and not a 
news bulletin. But your campaign, while visually 
perfect, is lacking accurate information about China. 
Are you sure that people will be able to tell the 
difference between a visual creation and a factual 
message? If  the answer is no, then you're making a 
mistake.”

• Reacting to reactions to a campaign that went too 
far, Amnesty International put the following 
disclaimer on its home page:

• Amnesty International would like to make clear that 
it was not involved in the dissemination of  a series of 
images that have been circulating on the web in 
relation to the Beijing Olympics. Amnesty 
International’s global website address is 
www.amnesty.org

• The statement is not untrue per se. But some details 
were conveniently left out:

• Amnesty International commissioned TBWA\Paris 
to produce those photos

• It further granted permission to TBWA\Paris to run 
the ads once and enter them in the Cannes Ad 
competition

• The visuals were not final versions, and Amnesty 
International knew the wrong web address was a 
minor error.

Accuracy
For public relations, inaccurate information could 
result in lack of credibility, the ultimate goal of media 
relations.

• For both advertising and public relations, intentional 
inaccuracy would be considered unethical, and 
possibly illegal (commercial vs non-commercial 
speech). 

For example:
Imagine the following two scenarios, and try to figure out 
what the real difference is. First, your competitor 
blatantly lies in its advertising about the effectiveness of  
its products; second, your competitor blatantly lies to a 
reporter about the effectiveness of  its products, and the 
reporter publishes the lies in an article or in a magazine. 

http://www.amnesty.org
http://www.amnesty.org
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7 It seems like the same situation, but it is not. With the first, you could sue for false advertising because the 

advertisement is “commercial” speech, whereas with the second, you cannot because the magazine article is 
“non-commercial” speech. A similar difference is presented if  a newspaper uses a picture of  a celebrity without 
the celebrity’s consent to highlight a news article, as opposed to a company using the same celebrity picture in a 
print advertisement, in the same newspaper, to promote the company. A breach of  the celebrity’s right of  
publicity claim is not available against the newspaper because the news article is “non-commercial,” but is 
available against the company because the print advertisement is “commercial.” The rationale for both is that 
while the First Amendment fully protects “non-commercial” speech, it protects “commercial’ speech in a 
significantly limited way.

The case of Kasky v. Nike, Inc. began in 2000
In answer to allegations of running sweatshops overseas, Nike placed paid-for advertisements in 
newspapers and sent letters to athletic directors at major universities stating their side of the 
debate. 

Was this public relations or advertising? That was the question asked by a private citizen in 
California who sued Nike under that state’s unfair competition law and false advertising law.

The complaint alleged that, in the course of this public relations campaign, Nike made a series of 
six misrepresentations regarding its labor practices:

• "that workers who make NIKE products are . . . not subjected to corporal punishment and/or 

sexual abuse;"

• "that NIKE products are made in accordance with applicable governmental laws and 
regulations governing wages and hours;"

• "that NIKE products are made in accordance with applicable laws and regulations governing 
health and safety conditions;"

• "that NIKE pays average line-workers double-the-minimum wage in Southeast Asia;"

• "that workers who produce NIKE products receive free meals and health care;" and

• "that NIKE guarantees a ' living wage' for all workers who make NIKE products." In addition, 
the complaint alleges that NIKE made the false claim that the Young report proves that it "is 
doing a good job and ' operating morally.' "

Nike lost the decision in the California Supreme Court, and the case was appealed to the U.S. 
Supreme Court.

Ultimately, the U.S. Supreme Court sent the case back to California saying that the California 
Supreme Court hadn’t done a good job.

http://www.cfif.org/htdocs/freedomline/current/guest_commentary/nike_v_kasky.htm
http://www.cfif.org/htdocs/freedomline/current/guest_commentary/nike_v_kasky.htm
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Pinkwashing
Every October, stores become a sea of pink as shelves fill with products adorned with pink 
ribbons or repackaged in pink as part of Breast Cancer Awareness Month. 

It's all seen as a feel-good win-win: Consumers get the products they want while helping out a great 
cause. 

What could be wrong?

Pinkwashing
Every October, stores become a sea of pink as shelves fill with products adorned with pink 
ribbons or repackaged in pink as part of Breast Cancer Awareness Month. 
It's all seen as a feel-good win-win: Consumers get the products they want while helping out a great 
cause. 

What could be wrong? Lots, say groups and breast cancer patients who are sick of  companies trying 
to push shoppers into thinking that pink candies, pink toasters and pink spatulas will make a dent in 
curing cancer.

•Pinkwashing is hitching a ride on the pink 
ribbon bandwagon to sell products actually 
linked to cancer.
In 2002, the Breast Cancer Action 
advocacy group launched the "Think 
Before You Pink" campaign, warning 
shoppers to ask questions about what their 
money is actually funding. 
•They successfully went after pink-ribbon 
sponsor Yoplait, and later Dannon, for 
using milk from cows treated with bovine 
growth hormone (rBGH), a hormone that's 
been linked in some studies to breast 
cancer. 

•Both companies later bowed to consumer 
demands and stopped using milk with the 
hormone.

“Slacktivism”

the belief  that going shopping or "clicking for a 
cure" will make difference. 
•If  people really wanted to contribute to cancer 
research, they would sit down to write a cheque 
to a charity or research facility.
•Ability to determine differences in quality and 
the best price
•Knowledge of  legal rights
•Knowledge of  the products and their 

characteristics

Other examples
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Pinkwashing 
is hitching a 
ride on the 
pink ribbon 
bandwagon to 
sell products 
actually linked 
to cancer. 
Some to the 
products 
seem a bit 
unusual 
according the 
the Breast 
Cancer Action 
group.
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Remember. PR practitioners are always morally obligated:

Remember. PR practitioners are always morally obligated:
• To themselves—to preserve their own integrity;
• To their clients—to honor contracts and to use their professional expertise on their client’s behalf;
• To their organization or employer—to adhere to organizational goals and policies;
• To their profession and their professional colleagues—to uphold the standards of  the profession 

and, by extension, the reputation of  their fellow practitioners; and
• To society—to consider social needs and claims.


