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Abstract

Public Relations, considered a relatively new anterging discipline in especially most developindiores
dates back to human civilization. Its dramatic @®rsince it emerged as a distinct discipline arablei
profession in the second half of the™@entury has made it grow in size, scope and sigmie. In Kenya,
similarly, the evolution of Public Relations dateack to the Country’s Communities cultural practi@nd
traditions since the advent of human civilizatioree though the communities practiced it unconsdyousing
traditional methods. However, despite the pracsi¢geinsformation, most Public Relations practitisrere still
unable to exhibit their full potential due to urteémties of what is expected of them, the mythscmmnception
and perceptions surrounding the profession or apteten absence of a comprehensive knowledge of their
profession due to the unavailability and undocum@ntlevant literature in the Kenyan context. Etfesugh

the study foundbut that the practitioners’ perception towardsrtpeactice was quite goothere were @ancerns
over the status of their role in the organizatitresy servedThis resulted into the mixed perceptions about the
profession not only by the general public, but egrongst the practitioners themselves, which is thig/study
sought to assess the practitioner’s perceptionsuridsvtheir own profession. For this to be achievzda was
collected through semi-structured questionnaireminidtered to 150 registered members of Kenya'sli®ub
Relations Society (PRSK). The PR practitioners veamapled using stratified random sampling technimuéhe
calculated proportion of both sexes.
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1. Introduction

As a relatively new discipline, Public Relationcsaracterized by a debate surrounding its dedimiéind origin
despite the critical role it plays in society (Ruttk, 2011). As a strategic management professitim various
management responsibilities to perform in orgamrat and society, PR as a practice manages the dfow
information between an organization and its pub(i@sunig and Hunt, 1984, p.6). It does so effedyiviay
“providing such organizations or individuals expasto their audiences using topics of public ies¢rand news
items that do not require direct payment” (Se2é07, p.10).

Huang (2001) goes further to expound the practicgspe as not only including the dissemination of
information, but also involving the facilitation e@fhutual understanding and resolving conflicts betwean
organization and its publics. In business, Meht@0@ claimed, the practice had become a key tool of
management, like in marketing, production and faganwhile Center and Jackson (2007, p.3) noted ithat
motivated new behaviours, reinforced existing pesibehaviours, as well as modified negative ottesas for
these attributes, among others, that Levy (2008enied that the profession was now a recognizezptiise
around the world with millions of professionals wienerally applied one basic theory of practice.

However, it was discovered that in countries wheeepractice is established, public relations mlasfinctive
roles in areas that could spell doom to organinatibignored. This, according to Hammond (2008¢)udes its
role in trying to identify and interpret organizats policies and programmes with the objectivestdldishing
links of understanding and goodwill between orgatians and their publics.
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Be that as it may, and despite it's relatively impoce in society, PR remains a profession undsgesiThe
Career is viewed with so much skepticism even bgragrothers, the practitioners themselves. Salc2@08)

associated the practice’s tribulations as far aspirceptions were concerned to its obscure origsn,
controversial evolution, lack of a universal defom which had for long made it suffer a seriousnitity crisis

as it struggled to position itself in society, tbgy creating suspicion about its professionalismragrothers, as
the main causes for the raging misconception.

Indeed, this is precisely the case in most devetpmiountries, where the profession’s literatureuge for
instance is not domesticated as well as the wasd introduced as a profession, raising suspicgoto avhat its
original purpose was during its introductory ddysrther, the profession’s own definition has bemwed as a
reason for further scrutiny and perception.

An on-going search for a universal public relatialefinition which started way back in 1975 for arste,
recorded and analyzed over 1,072 definitions adegrtb Reddi (2009, p. 3), and Sachdeva (2009, gHgse
numerous definitions too, unlike in other estaldidlprofessions like law, engineering or medicinmoag
others, largely contributed to the negative peioepttowards the profession.

However, Sharma (2004) saw the lack of trainingtton part of practitioners in the profession asdhese of
endless perceptions. According to him, unlike is tase with public relations, all practitionerstlre other
established fields such as journalism, law, engingeamong others were mandatorily trained, licenaad
supervised, whereas in the controversial professfgoublic relations, he argued, the practice weatively a
new concept, open to anyone, with or without anynfd training, and was also still unclear to maaygason
why he claimed, did not augur well in the eyeshef public.

In Kenya, although the new government and privattass showed indications of warming up to the ficamf
public relations, years after independence, a wlddlic still did not understand or appreciate #tetegic
importance in the management of organizations. Jblwmo (personal communication, February 22, 2010)
lamented that public relations practitioners camtih to be ‘everything’ to ‘everybody’ instead ofrdiag out
their niche and developing areas of specializatite.claimed practitioners were yet to receive #gmognition
they deserved, though their practices had evolveth in depth and in width, emphasizing that some
organizations did not see public relations as al vibol. The practitioners, he noted, continuedfight
misperception that public relations could be guidedeplaced by marketing or advertising.

The misconception of public relations in Kenya #fere started from the point it was introduced. eAft
independence in 1963, political pressure to ‘Afnica’ the managements of the industrial sectorresway of

training the citizen so they could assume theintfig control of the industrial sector as one wdyraining the

citizen so they could assume their rightful contsbthe various sectors of the economy intensifigsla result

of this pressure, and the fact that the expatoateers of the business firms were not willing taondhaver the

control of their enterprises to the local peopteytresorted to window — dressing techniques do asly time

and be seen to be complying with the authorities.

According to Anderson (1987), positions such asrséBenel Manager”, “Public Relations Officer,” were
promptly created and filled with people whose m#inpt only qualification, was that they were ‘alcHe says
these were people with unquestionable loyalty ®ottdp management and the ability to carry out trshes of
the expatriate superiors without questions, andiezhrout duties that included liaison with govermme
departments in matters pertaining to contractskyermits and licences.

Sadly, and the most unfortunate thing that is atifeplica to date is that the occupants of thesi#tipns were
lowly placed and never participated in any decisioaking. As Anderson claims, their roles were ttphia
giving the false but desirable impression that dhganizations concerned were complying with theacyobf
Kenyanization.

Mwaloma (1993) states that most such perceptiosnigltel from the fact that, a good proportion of ple®ple
who claimed to be proficient Public Relations pitaarters had very little understanding of what Rabl
Relations as a profession was all about.

It was for these and other reasons that this stuaty carried out to ascertain the mind boggling tkeloé the
practice of public relations and the practitioneren perceptions towards their profession and pradn the
Kenya context. While this study was being carriet] @ was equally felt that the evolution of thefession be
put on scrutiny as it could have had a direct Ingpoin the current perception bedeviling the profess
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While the focus is on the evolution of Kenya’s RalRelations and the practitioner’'s perceptionsawis their
own practice, an investigation on the status ofliputelations literature on the African context thead been
intended to be used as a basis for the Kenyan stwbaled that there was very little that had bdsrumented
about Africa’s Public Relations.

In fact, by 2001 when an electronic literaturerskavas made, no information was found, and theesawams
true about electronic database information or evésxtbook on the topic. According to Ferreira gtcited in
Heerden, 2004, p.11), “The only documented litewatin the subject to be found wasaaihoc study conducted
in 1994, and two articles published in a Southdsin accredited Journ&pmmunicare.”

Indeed, his sentiments were also truly a reflectibrKenya’s position on the practice. Kenya, a deratic
country found in the East African region of the iédm Continent (www.gok.go.ke), has no known docoiee
Public Relations evolution research carried outjterature written by a Kenyan or otherwise (TioR011, p.
19). In fact, the practitioners rely on foreign palvelations literature as that from Britain, ladind America as
a guide to their practices and training, a situatibat is seen to have compromised on their (gi@wsrs)
effectiveness and values due to some incompaitsilib application.

Despite having a fast growing Public Relations essfon, Kenya lacks documented literature since its
introduction and professionalization. This is whiststudy was taken in response to this vacuumestigate
the evolution of public relations and perceptiofst® practitioners towards their profession in Kanwith a
view to coming up with findings that would fill ithhe existing gap of knowledge.

2. Research Methodology

The study was conducted in Kenya, (Fig 3.1) anc&ficountry located in the East African coast ef Atfrican
continent. The Sovereign Republic which became peddent in 1963 from the British rule, boarderstBou
Sudan and Ethiopia in the north, Somalia and tlitaim Ocean in the east, Tanzania in the south aha L

Victoria and Uganda in the westy{/w.gok.go.k.

Fig 3.1 Map of Kenya showing the study area,Nairaobi.
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The Country’s Capital City, Nairobi, is the capitald political administrative centre, with MombaKisumu
and Nakuru being the other major cities. The Cquatcupies a land area of 580,370°%&24,082 mile$ ) and
falls into several well defined topographical zoestending from the Indian Ocean coast up to lofguntain
ranges that reach elevations of more than 3,048mémnore than 10,000 feet).

3. Sampling Design and Sample Size

In-depth interviews and questionnaire were usedpfimary data collection. A list of the Public Riédas
Society of Kenya's 600 registered Public Relatioreambers was availed by the professional body fisthdy.
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The registered members (population) were stratifi¢ol two categories based on their sex. Out ofabiled

list, 256 (42.7%) were males, and 344 (57.3%) wermales. Out of these, 150 samples were drawn using
stratified random sampling technique on the catedlgroportion of both sexes. Accordingly, the nembf
female respondents to be interviewed was 86 aridbthmales was 64. The proposed Public Relationsgmael

to be interviewed were on regular employment fromirdbi where a larger population of public relagon
practitioners is concentrated.

The sampled population had to be of practicing iputalations practitioners belonging to the proiesal body
(PRSK), for ease of traceability and access totpi@uers, being the only formal channel throughickhthe
names, places, organizations and other relateitplars of practitioners could easily be acquired.

4. Data collection and analysis

To obtain data for the study, both primary and edeoy sources were consulted. To collect the psrdata, in-
depth interviews and questionnaire were utilizedtiStical Package for Social Science (SPSS) enspldgr
analyzing the quantitative data, with descriptiviatistical techniques such amverage,frequency and
percentages also used and Chi-square, an infdrstdigstical technique employed to ascertain whethere
was any significant or insignificant associatiotviEen performance and other variables. Qualitatata which
was generated from case studies were narrated wsings of the interviewees. Secondary, qualitatiaéa
(literature review) was obtained from books, papjetsrnals, magazines, libraries and the internet.

5. Results and discussion
1. Evolution of Public Relations in Kenya

The evolution of Public Relations practice in Kendates back to the Country’s human civilizationojfle
utilized traditional practices such as talking dsjmoonlight story-telling and folktales tellingllage square
gatherings and courts, and sporting activities agather activities. According to Mramba (2010) tliswhat
people from the communities that made up of theyidansociety did, many years before the arrivalhe t
colonialists. The Kenyan communities unconsciopsacticed public relations even though the praatieg not
have been equated to the modern pattern as waskioohay.

2. Indigenous pioneering public relations practitiorers

While Public Relations Consultancies run and madamgethe whites were credited for being the piosesr
Kenya'’s Public Relations practice, nothing is memiabout the locals’ contribution towards the picact

There were locals however who, despite the nonlahilify of their training records, were active jmactice.
They included Muthoni Likimani, Eunice Mathu, MutiidMuthiga, John Luseno, then working with the Bitit
American Tobacco (BAT) as director of Public Afigiand Isaac Lugonzo who served as a Public Retatio
Manager with the then Power and Lighting Compang. later became the Nairobi Mayor. In fact, Muthoni
Likimani (personal communication, September 27, 0ttarted off as a broadcaster in the late 19%0srd
venturing into public relations in 1971. She latet up her own PR consultancy firm, Nonis Publigity973.

In the midst of all these, one person who emergexh obscurity after dropping out from school in fofwo
due to lack of schools fees to later become a mgatight in Kenya's Public Relations practice wassk
Eshikwati Opembe (Wandalo and Kubai, 1988). Opernuined the Nyanza Maize and Produce Board
(NPMB) in 1946 as a stores clerk at the age ofl2@.rose through the ranks as the first African, &adt
African as a whole to become an Assistant Publiatitss Officer of the NPMB in 1958 (p.1).

His new position in NPMB motivated him to play aadiéng role in the Country’s development of Public
Relations. He later rose to become the first indliges Kenyan to serve the Public Relations Sociétgemya
(PRSK) for a record nine years as its chairman318982) (Daily Nation, 1973, p.8).

According to K. Buhere (personal communication, @aber 16, 2009), Opembe ought to be honourechas t
‘father-figure’ of Kenya’'s Public Relations for tlaistinctive role he played in the formation of thefessional
body which was largely white — dominated. He paihbut that despite his limited education; Opembs &
unique, dynamic and very aggressive Kenyan whood&ed the importance of public relations earlyuagio
than many people did.
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3. Public Relations Practitioners’ Perceptions towelds their Profession

From the public relations point of view, perceptidrave either been from the public towards thegs®bn and
the practitioners, or from among the practitiortblemselves towards what they do (their professiSajdanha
(1995) opined that there had been a growing conabout public relations professionals that mosthefir

superiors (bosses), either did not know what PuRbtations was, or did, while the practitioners loadtheir

part continued to blame their bosses for not undeding the operations or having any knowledge aBoblic

Relations itself. To the bosses, Public Relatioas about securing good publicity in the media aredighting,

they claimed (Sardanha, p 17-22).

Indeed, it has time and again been said that pexgtler behave based on how they perceive thirigsladly,
professional’s output at work places is largelkéid to how they perceive their own profession, Wwh&why to
understand the situation, an assessment of pudtiians practitioners’ perception towards theofpssion was
carried out.

According to the findings (See Table 1), most pubdilations practitioners’ perceived their professwell. In

fact, 74.5% making a total of 82 respondents peeckpublic relations quite positively. These in@dd20.9%
who perceived their profession as very good, ané%3who viewed it as good. The study indicated ¥t
respondents making 21.8% viewed the professioraiasvihile 1.8% each, either perceiving the prafassas

poor, or opted not to comment. One would thereflyeav the conclusion that a considerable numberubfip

relations practitioners in Kenya perceived theafession positively.

Table 1 PublicRelations Practitioners’ Perception towards theirprofession

Perception Frequency Percent

Very Good

Good 23 20.9
59 53.6

Fair 24 21.8

Poor 2 1.8

Cannot say 2 1.8

Total 110 100.0

4. Rating of Public Relations in their Organizatiors

One aspect of the study was to identify the piiacigtr’'s perception towards the public relationsctica in their
organizations. The outcome of such perception tdsvéine practice, it was assumed, could either igebitor
negatively have an effect on an individual practiér's output.

The findings established that the perception abimipractice was quite positive according to theslfmck that
was received from the practitioners. Accordinghe study, a whopping 73.6% of the practitionersenarthe
opinion that public relations was generally goodha organizations they served, with only 26.4%nailag it
was either fair or poor. There were however 5.58poadents who flatly indicated that public relaiavas poor

in their organizations, with 4.5% who had a vergmendously positive perception that the practices wa
excellent as shown on Table 2.
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Table 2. Practitioners’ Perceptions of Public Reldons in their Organizations

Perception Frequency Percent
Excellent 5 4.5
Very Good 26 23.6
Good 50 455
Fair 23 20.9
Poor 6 55
Total 110 100.0

The study further indicated that 23.6% of the ptiacters interviewed perceived public relations their
organizations as very good, with 45.5% stating thatas good. About 20.9% of those interviewed pared
public relations in their organization as fair. i§twas an encouraging indication that a good nundfer
organizations had embraced, and were apprecidimgntportant role the profession was playing adogrdo
the practitioner’'s perception. However, there wobédno harm establishing why the 5.5% of the redpots
perceived the practice as poor in their organipatio

5. Status of Public Relations (levels) in organizains

In trying to establish the levels at which the picwas placed in the organizations, it was eidlesit a greater
percentage of the respondent’s perceived publigtiogls to be a Middle Level Management functione Th
findings (Table 3) indicated that 60.0% of the wggents perceived public relations as a Middle Leve
Management function, 30.9% felt it ought to be g Tevel Management function, 8.2% of the practitien
perceived it to be a Low Level function, while .@¥fthem did not think it ought to be categorizedlat

Table 3. Status of Public Relations (rating) in Orgnizations

Rating Frequency Percent
Top Level management 34 30.9
Middle Level 66 60.0
Low Level 9 8.2
None 1 9
Total 110 100.0

It is worth noting however that the practitioneesalized the importance of public relations beingeaior
responsibility in organizations due to the rolepliyed, key among them advisory to managementgéma
shaping and counseling. Such roles could not bellednby someone below Middle Level Management.
However, as John Thuo (personal communication, tgghr22, 2010) opined, “there are still no struetum
Kenya that clearly define the entry point of a pubeélations practitioner at employment level,eason why
there has been confusion even amongst the praeisothemselves as to what category in the orgéonizd
hierarchy they ought to be placed or serve.” arges that the profession’s position in any orzgtion ought

to be at top management position because of tategtc roles they play.

Indeed, the study seems to agree with views caogdain an earlier study carried out by Dozier (198@)p
stated that a practitioner could only be infludritisan organization if one was to be at the decishaking table
and be part of corporate governance.

6. Distribution of Respondents as per recommendingthers to join Public Relations

The practitioners interviewed according to the ifigs (Table 4) exhibited so much faith and confiein their
profession which was indeed a positive impressidost respondents perceived public relations sotipesy,
and without regrets whatsoever for having joineaurid would comfortably have no problem recommegdiny
persons wishing to join it. According to the fing#) a staggering 74.5 % representing 82 respondatitated
they would recommend anyone desiring to join PulBREations, with only a smaller percentage (12.7%)
representing 14 respondents each, stating theydvaitlier not recommend anyone, or give any comment.
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Table 4. Distribution of respondents as per recomnraling others to join Public Relations

Response Frequency Percent
Yes 82 74.5
No 14 12.7
Cannot say 14 12.7
Total 110 100.0

It is quite evident from the findings thereforettpablic relations practitioners’ held the professivith highest
esteem, a reason why they felt they could easitadat others to join the profession, confirmingtthiaey
perceived their career well.

7. Conclusions and Recommendations

It is apparent from the study that the professibrpublic relations in Kenya which started on a itiadal

practice footing is on its take — off stage, andaowery steady growth basing this conclusion onythethful

practitioners it was attracting. The youthful padidn joining it clearly demonstrates the profes&ovibrancy
and bright future in organizations. It could edydle concluded that the practitioners’ perceptitmvgards their
profession is quite positive as reflected in thellingness to even recommend others to join itwadl as their
desire to remain firm in it even if they were tovado other organizations in future.

The practitioners’ relationship with their supesorhich was observed as being quite positive amtlwcive
was worth noting. It contributed positively towartieir performance and enabled them to meet thqieaed
targets.

However, the study established that there wasthtilineed to address the actual status of pulbtiaes in
organizations as far as its level of functionalisas concerned because of the cloud of uncertamth® side of
the practitioners as to what level they (entry poought to be serving in their organizations evleaugh
majority of them indicated they were meant to bthenmiddle management level category.

As a result of the mentioned reasons, the studymetended among others, the inclusion of the Pi#iations
Society of Kenya (PRSK) in the drafting of a PubRelations curriculum to be taught in higher acaidem
institutions so that ethical issues are addredsatso recommends that short term training coubsemtroduced
to take care of the wrong perceptions some mandigees about the profession as was observed. Satisiti of
management on the place of PR in organizationstas,also deemed necessary.
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