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INTRODUCTION 

Dating back as far as the late 1700’s and fairly well-established in our modern world, Public 

Relations is a profession in the making that seems to suffer from a chronic public mistrust 

from its very inception. In its turbulent history, the Public Relations industry has seen 

allegations of dishonesty, propaganda, spin and unethical dealings with both the media and 

the general public. In order to address that, scholars and practitioners alike have been trying 

to establish codes of ethics that aim to streamline the relationship between the industry and 

the world at large. The extent to which these codes can be labelled as effective, however, is 

another challenge altogether.  

This essay investigates the effectiveness of Public Relations codes of ethics (alternatively 

called codes of conduct) by looking at the industry’s motives for their creation, their 

philosophical foundations, and the outcomes of their implementation. Throughout the paper, 

practical examples will be drawn from the official codes of the Chartered Institute of Public 

Relations (CIPR) and the Public Relations Society of America (PRSA). As the thesis unfolds, 

critical analysis of relevant literature and practice will attempt to explain the dimensions of 

effectiveness and give credence to the choice of the abovementioned criteria in evaluating it. 

The ultimate goal of the essay is to answer the question: “How effective are codes of conduct 

in general and PRSA’s and CIPR’s codes in particular?” 

In order to achieve bigger clarity and measure effectiveness, it is important to understand 

what it means. According to Oxford Dictionaries, effectiveness refers to “the degree to which 

something is successful in producing a desired result; success”1 

 

PROFESSIONALISM 

From the standpoint of the Public Relations industry, the desired effect of codes of conduct is 

to achieve higher levels of professionalism and push the industry towards a more recognized 

professional standard. The role of code of ethics in elevating public relations to professional 

status is discussed in great detail by many Public Relations scholars. Among them, Cutlip is 

one of the most exemplary proponents of this notion. In his 2006 edition of “Effective Public 

Relations”, he argues that the “imperative of ethical practice is paramount” to “assessing the 

progress of contemporary practice towards achieving professional status”2 and lists four 

specific criteria (education based on a body of theory developed through research; 

                                                           
1
 Oxford University Press online (2012) 

2
 Cutlip et al (2006) 



3 
 

recognition of service uniqueness by the community; autonomy in practice and acceptance of 

personal responsibility; enforceable codes of ethics and standards) as prerequisites for 

“public relations to achieve professional status”.  

The PRSA – the United States Public Relations professional body – declares a similar view 

in its own Code of Professional Ethics, saying that “This statement presents the core values 

of PRSA members and, more broadly, of the public relations profession. […] We believe our 

professional values are vital to the integrity of the profession as a whole.”3 Likewise, the 

CIPR – United Kingdom’s Public Relations professional body – encourages members to 

“spread awareness of the CIPR’s role as guardian of standards for the public relations 

profession” and “uphold the reputation of, and do nothing that would bring into disrepute, the 

public relations profession or the Chartered Institute of Public Relations”4.  

The difference in language between scholars and professional organisations underlines the 

different perspectives that the two sides have on the casus. While scholars explicitly state the 

need for code of ethics in advancing the professional status of PR, the organisations are the 

ones implementing them, and as such, exercise a more authoritative, exertive tone without 

so clearly underpinning their importance in ascending PR to professional status. Moreover, it 

appears that both PRSA and CIPR are reluctant to even imply that PR is not a profession 

and refer to it as “the public relations profession”. This disparity exemplifies the concept of 

industry-wide authority and guardianship that the PRSA and CIPR want to convey without 

acknowledging the underlying challenge. At the same time, despite differences in perception 

and expression, notable authors such as Cutlip5, Grunig6 and Wilcox7 all identify professional 

organisations as the ones in charge of pioneering and administering codes of conduct in the 

PR industry.  

In other words, scholars observe and critique, but also recognise organisations such as the 

PRSA and the CIPR as the professional bodies tasked with promoting and enforcing the 

codes. This contract, of sorts, assures that professional organisations have the authority to 

represent the industry and essentially means that their codes of conduct are effective in 

advancing PR as a profession. 
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ENFORCEMENT 

Enforcing the codes of conduct, however, is a very different matter and perhaps the biggest 

challenge for the Public Relations industry. Here, theorists, practitioners and professional 

bodies alike are unanimous: enforcing is hard, circumscribed and ineffective.  

Wilcox introduces the problem by quoting a PRSA Board of Ethics and Professional 

Standards declaration upon scrapping a 50-year old version of its code of conduct in favour 

of a new “greatly different” one. The declaration reads: “What used to be clear violations of 

the code now go unresolved due to numerous loopholes in the way the code is written, 

administered and supported by the organization’s leadership and members as well”. Wilcox 

synthesises the problem well by quoting a “cynic” cited in Ragan’s PR Intelligence Report as 

saying “Watching the public relations industry discuss ethics is a little like watching tourists 

from a foreign country attempting to speak a language they barely understand. They seem 

enthusiastic and sincere, and many of the right words come out of their mouths, but they just 

don’t quite manage to make sense”. Wilcox continues by explaining that problems in code 

enforcement are not unique to the public relations industry and are often characteristic of 

organisations with voluntary membership which are reluctant to discipline their members 

because of consequent free speech lawsuits.8 

Grunig presents a different point of view with the same outcome: “… the basic limitation that 

ethics hold for professional status for public relations stems not from the lack of a code of 

ethics, but from the inability of professional organizations to prohibit non-members – who are 

not subject to the code of ethics – from practicing unethical public relations”. Grunig adds 

that the PRSA has a mechanism for enforcement and that it was used a number of times to 

little effect because “the majority of practitioners do not belong to PRSA” and because “many 

PRSA members do not file complaints when they see unethical behaviour”.9 It is worth noting 

that Grunig made this remark in 1984, before the conceptual shift by the PRSA described by 

Wilcox. 

Cutlip also discusses the matter of enforcement. He argues that “a code without 

commitment, training, and enforcement means little in practice.” and acknowledges that the 

scientific debate on the subject of codes of conduct is ongoing, with some scholars seeing 

them as “unenforceable”, whereas others calling them “necessary”. Cutlip goes on to note 

that ethicists criticise PRSA’s code, calling it “unenforceable, full of contradictions and neither 
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professional nor useful to practitioners” but according to him, “whether a code is used or not 

often matters less than who is responsible for making ethical decisions”.10  

Cutlip concludes his comments on the subject by quoting Donald Wright, a PR ethicist, as 

saying “The bottom-line of ethical decision making in our field will continue to rest in the laps 

of individual practitioners.”11 – a notion critiqued by another author – Patricia Parsons. 

Parsons questions the application of personal codes of conduct based on personal and 

moral values as sufficient in a professional setting. In her argument, she states that a 

pluralist approach to ethics is wrong since “this is too simplistic for application to professional 

ethics situations”, adding that “ethicists tend to think of pluralism as the notion that moral 

standards, norms or principles cannot be reduced to a single standard, norm or principle”.12 

Furthermore, both practitioners and professional organisations admit to experiencing 

difficulty in applying codes of ethics. The current PRSA Member Code of Ethics clearly states 

that “emphasis on enforcement of the Code has been eliminated” and that “The Code is 

designed to be a useful guide […] that anticipates and accommodates, by precedent, ethical 

challenges that may arise”.13 CIPR’s Code of Conduct, on the other hand, provides a 

cumbersome framework resembling a legal agreement that governs enforcement and 

establishes three types of punishment if a member is found guilty. (Section C: Regulations 

for the Chartered Institute of Public Relations Complaints Procedure).14 

Finally, the best example of the inability to enforce codes of conduct in the PR industry 

comes from practitioners themselves. According to a 2012 report by the European 

Communication Monitor, “Despite the variety of challenges and the intense debate on codes 

of ethics in the profession over many years, the majority of European communication 

practitioners has never used such a code, e. g. the code of Athens, to solve moral problems. 

Only a minority of 29% has ever applied a code in their daily work. […] An explanation for the 

poor utilisation of overarching professional norms might be found in the low acceptance of 

current codes. Almost 32% of the professionals think that typical ethical codes provided by 

the PR profession today are outdated.” 15 On a more positive note, “an overwhelming 

majority of 93% finds that the communication profession really needs such rules. Most 

respondents take the view that national (30%) or international professional associations 

(28%) are most suited to develop modern codes of conduct.” 
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Closer examination of the literature review provided, leads to the realisation of fundamental 

flaws when it comes to codes of conduct enforcement. Synthesised in one paragraph, the 

challenge of code of conduct enforcement and the reason why codes are ineffective in this 

regard, looks like this: 

Voluntary membership in professional bodies, in their capacity as industry-wide code of 

conduct advocates, means both inability to enforce on a wider scale and reluctance to act. 

Voluntary membership also means that there will always be non-members. Non-members do 

not abide by the professional bodies codes of conduct and are entirely excluded from 

enforcement. Study cases of current professional bodies code of conducts show either 

clumsiness or a clearly stated unwillingness when it comes to enforcement. Cases of 

punishment in America have been rare and in Europe, communication professionals do not 

have much trust in the current overarching professional norms, seeing them as outdated. At 

the same time, an overwhelming majority of professionals in Europe are actually proponents 

of professional norms, with more than half prescribing their development to professional 

bodies, be it national or international. Finally, the fact that the ultimate decision-maker will 

always be the PR practitioner means that more often than not, personal perception, rather 

than externally-imposed professional codes, will take centre stage. Whether that is right or 

wrong appears to be a philosophical question and will be discussed next.  

 

MORALITY  

Another desired result of the code of ethics is their ability to guide pledgers to higher moral 

norms. A philosophical question at its core, whether a code is fundamentally right or wrong, 

good or bad, specific or universal, has been debated by philosophers and ethicists for over a 

century. Once again, there is quite a bit of overlapping between authors, with one particular 

conflict being especially dominant: utilitarianism vs. deontology.  

Grunig gives a good definition of the differences in his 1992 book “Excellence in Public 

Relations and Communication Management”: “Utilitarian theories emphasise the practical 

aspects of behaviour – the consequences on others. Deontological theories emphasise 

formal, universally true principles of what is good or evil.” Grunig and other PR scholars 

argue that “a utilitarian approach to ethics often runs into trouble because of relativity” while 

the deontological approach leads to what he calls the “norm of reciprocity” and “symmetrical 

communication”.16 – principles that are inherently good and right. Because of that, it is 
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generally agreed that the deontological approach is the correct ethical philosophy when 

constructing a code. 

Inspection of PRSA’s and CIPR’s codes seems to indicate that they are both based on 

deontology. Both promote the application of universally good values such as honesty, 

respect, fairness, integrity and professionalism, while also providing guidelines on how to 

incorporate these norms with regards to particular PR challenges, e.g. flow and disclosure of 

information, conflict of interests, transparency and confidentiality. 

Thus, it would appear that as moral compasses, PRSA and CIPR’s codes of conduct are 

well-founded and well-written and therefore effective.   

 

CONCLUSION 

What this essay has shown is that there are many facets to what can be considered effective 

and it is a matter of setting success criteria and specifying desired results.  

PRSA’s and CIPR’s codes of conduct should be considered effective moral compasses, 

founded in solid philosophical roots that define “good” from “evil” and promote universally 

good norms of behaviour and attitude. 

The PR industry’s strive for professional status justifies the existence of codes of conduct, 

which in turn are effective in giving credence to that notion. PRSA and CIPR are doing a 

good job in meeting this prerequisite for professionalism and although scholars, practitioners 

and professional bodies appear to have different motivations and do not always agree on the 

practicality of the codes, they are all unanimous in their support for them. 

However, the biggest challenge and perhaps the biggest argument against the idea of code 

of conduct effectiveness remains their application. Here, the PRSA and CIPR appear to differ 

in their approach, but one thing is certain – enforcement is weak and constitutes a serious 

challenge. Ultimately, this appears to be the gravest obstacle to theorists, practitioners and 

professional organisations alike, as well as the principal point of argument for sceptics. 

What direction the PR industry will take in order to confront that problem remains to be seen.  
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