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STATE OF THE PR INDUSTRY 2008 
 

WHY WE CONDUCTED AN ASLTM 
 

Troubling events are shaking Wall Street and a historic U.S. presidential race continues to 

dominate the media – without a doubt, America and the world are undergoing significant 

economic, social, and political change. To get a snapshot of the current trends and challenges 

facing public relations firms in today’s environment and the role research plays, the Public 

Relations Research team at Harris Interactive conducted an Advanced Strategy Lab (ASL
TM

) 

among 13 senior leaders in the public relations field on September 25, 2008.  

 
A note on ASL Research 

An ASL is an online qualitative research instrument that aids with consensus building and 

brainstorming. A typical session lasts for two to two and a half hours, but in consideration of 

participants’ time given busy executive schedules, this ASL lasted one hour. In reviewing the findings 

of this research, it is important to remember that ASL research, like all forms of qualitative research, is 

not meant to be projectable within accurate statistical ranges. Qualitative research and the resulting 

findings offer thematic and directional insights.  

 

Sample 

Senior leaders - including presidents, senior vice presidents, vice presidents, managing directors and 

research directors - at public relations firms across the country participated in the session. 

 

 

RESULTS 
 

Old Challenges Remain and New Ones are Sprouting 
 
We asked participants to diagnose the trends and challenges PR companies face, and three stood out: 

 
o The growing need to measure, prove, and advocate the value of public relations in the face of 

tightening budgets.  

Despite the growth of the PR industry, not all companies understand how to optimally use PR to build media 

relationships, aid in strategic planning, and support company growth. And while the current state of the 

economy may not be a long-term trend, it is a significant one. Shrinking client budgets and dwindling 

consumer confidence often translate to increasing desire for proof of success to win jobs, lofty expectations 

when the account is won, and measurement of programs’ impact upon completion. PR’s flexibility to meet 

client needs is being tested and their responsibilities transformed to require greater strategic consultation. 

Further, PR, along with other marketing disciplines, could fall into the trap of being viewed as a luxury 

business tool rather than a necessity.  

 

o The unknown and untested waters of digital and user-generated media. 

Social networking, blogging, texting, chat rooms – it’s a new world of communication and information 

sharing and gathering. With the waters still uncharted, it is hard to see how this movement impacts a client’s 

reputation and sales, and how or when to best leverage this growing trend to break through with a coherent 

strategy and stand out among the cacophony of news, gossip, and entertainment. 

 

o And, slightly less so - the universal dilemma of finding and keeping talent. 

Possessing bright minds is crucial to trend-spotting, generating fresh, compelling content and keeping pace 

with the changing social landscape. The PR industry is not immune to the impact of a new generation, the 

Millennials, entering the workforce – PR veterans have to acclimatize to working with a cohort of workers 

with different values and perspectives.  
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Fortunately, Opportunities Abound  
 
Given today’s current economic climate, we queried participants on how economic pressures have 

affected their company, if at all.  Many report a negative impact, but most also recognize the 

opportunity for their clients to use PR to differentiate themselves – depending on the client and 

industry (see Figure 1 below).  Participants were also probed on what issues will dominate the media 

after the election and which of these “hot” topics they might be able to take advantage of in the coming 

year.  

 

Four key ideas emerged: 

 

o Green Issues 

Everyone is looking to hop on the “green” bandwagon – renewable energy, climate change, conservation, 

and recycling have all squeezed on board.  But it will be crucial that companies’ marketing outreach not be 

viewed as “greenwashing” (i.e., espousing green issues but not taking action).  PR firms need to weigh the 

importance of developing a green strategy and how best to execute with sincerity.  

 

o Economy 

While the current financial turmoil has an unwelcome impact on business volume, it also provides 

opportunities to frame the discussion on economic policy, housing issues, executive pay, trade and regulation. 

On a practical note, PR firms can show value by being nimble, helping to clarify and manage their clients’ 

corporate reputation, and offering less costly marketing alternatives. 

 

o America’s Global Image  

With digital media, international trade, war, and other world events, understanding America’s image on the 

global stage (or our image of others) is a top priority for multi-national clients.  It will be critical to take the 

pulse of the public as well as other any key stakeholders (e.g., executives, health care practitioners, 

academics). 

 

o Healthcare 

As at any time in our history, healthcare is of pre-eminent concern with greater longevity, blockbuster drugs, 

and unexpected side effects. Big pharma still needs, perhaps more than ever, aid with corporate reputation 

and media management.  

 

Also, one of the key challenges discussed in the preceding section, the ability to measure return on 

investment (ROI), is a fantastic opportunity for those willing to address it.  This is a constant struggle 

for those in PR because it remains a challenge to correlate a PR program with a change in the client’s 

bottom line (i.e., increase in dollars, sale of products).  Other than the convenient tactic of readership 

and viewership measurement, not much else exists to quantify the impact of a campaign.  And yet, 

there is increased pressure to prove value. 

 
 

Somewhat

9%

A fair amount

45%

Not at all

27%

A great deal

18%

Depends on the 

client and the 

industry 

72%

Yes

18%

No

9%

Q1:   Across the nation in newspapers and TV news programs, the 
economy has been getting a lot of attention. To what degree do you 
think the current economic situation is negatively impacting your 
company’s bottom line? 

Q5:   Overall, do you see the economic pressure as creating 
new opportunities for your clients to differentiate themselves 
and their image? 

Amount Economy is Impacting Bottom Line Will Economy Create Opportunities for Clients? 

Figure 1 
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PR and Market Research: Calls for Partnership  
 

The final section of the ASL asked participants about their experience with, usage of, and impression 

of research. The findings, we are happy to say, were positive. Most see the value of research for PR 

(see Figure 2 below) and since all participants are Harris Interactive clients, it is not surprising that 

most are familiar with research, including online quantitative, telephone quantitative, and in-person 

qualitative modes. These professionals found research valuable in a number of ways, most commonly: 

establishing thought leadership through newsmaker surveys, developing program and brand strategy 

through audience/stakeholder research, and refining communications programs through message 

testing.   

 

However, participants expressed less familiarity with online qualitative work, which, given budgetary 

constraints and the expressed need for more timely and adaptable feedback on brand, crisis, and 

message testing, may be an appropriate tool for certain situations. 

 

Some obstacles to research and calls for improvement were also raised: 

 

� Budget is always a consideration, and tightening wallets intensify this barrier. 

� The audience of interest isn’t always reachable. 

� It is sometimes difficult to find fresh angles on well-researched topics. 

� The sample source and methodology (in particular online) need to be proven defensible. 

� More direction and education on the PR and client side about how to use research appropriately, 

using research to guide decisions rather than just prove hypotheses. 

� As the role of PR firms grows, so must research firms keep up: suppliers need to be more 

consultative and act as partners - not just be order-takers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Valuable at times

27%

Valuable for the 

most part

54%

Rarely necessary

0%

Essential

18%

Importance of Research Project to Client Relationships 

Q7:   Overall, how important are research projects to your relationship with your clients? 

Figure 2 
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Contact Information 
 

 

For further information on this report or other research counsel to enhance your engagements with 

your clients, please contact: 

 

Laura Light 

Vice President 

Public Relations Research 

 

161 Sixth Avenue, 6
th
 Floor 

New York, NY 10013 

 

Telephone: 212.539.9710    

Email: llight@harrisinteractive.com 

 

Celesta Cheo 

Senior Research Manager 

Public Relations Research 

 

161 Sixth Avenue, 6
th
 Floor 

New York, NY 10013 

 

Telephone: 212.539.9766    

Email: ccheo@harrisinteractive.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


