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ABSTRACT

An Analysis of the Skill Sets Needed to be Successful in Nonprofit Public Relations
(Under the direction of Deborah Hall)

The public relations industry is ever-changing, as it evolves to adapt to societal
changes. Technological advancements and social media have largely contributed to
changes in the way public relations professionals attempt to reach their target publics. In
fact, research shows many public relations professionals do not think the term “public
relations” will accurately define the work they will be doing in the near future. As the
industry changes, the job duties of public relations professionals adapt as well.

This study researched the public relations industry to understand what skill sets
professionals should possess in order to be successful. The study’s goal was to determine
if the skills sets required of for-profit public relations professionals were the same or
different of those required of a public relations professional in the nonprofit sector.
Surveys were sent to both nonprofit and for-profit public relations professionals as well
as to students. Quantitative and qualitative analyses were conducted from those surveys,
as there were open-ended questions to allow respondents to give their opinions. This
allowed for comparison and contrast between what those in the field expect of graduating
students versus what skills students believe they need. Research showed the skill sets
were not necessarily different; rather, for-profit and nonprofit public relations
professionals must apply their skill sets in varying ways in order to be most effective for

their organization.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the early 20th Century, public relations (PR) has been defined in a variety
of ways. In 1982, the Public Relations Society of America (PRSA) said “public relations
helps an organization and its public adapt mutually to each other.”

In Working in Public Relations: How to Gain the Skills and Opportunities for a
Career in PR written in 1998 in the United Kingdom, the author simply says, “At the
core, PR is all about communications” (Chester 11). This is still true today, but the
definition of public relations has broadened as an ever-changing and steadily-evolving
society complicates the communication process.

The modern PRSA definition says “public relations is a strategic communication
process that builds mutually beneficial relationships between organizations and their
publics.”

In the words of “the century’s most influential PR figure” and founding chairman
of Burson-Marsteller Harold Burson, “Communicate, communicate, communicate. And
remember that communication is only one function of the public relations professional”
(Staff, PRWeek & Burson 208). Burson’s personal definition of public relations
encompasses much more than simply communication: “Public relations is an applied
social science that helps reconcile institutional or individual behavior in a manner that
accords with public expectations and interest and, when effectively communicated,
changes, creates, or reinforces opinions or attitudes that motivate target audiences to

specific courses of action” (Burson 336).



By the Progressive era, as nonprofits were becoming aware of the effectiveness of
PR, it became increasingly popular, especially in its usefulness to fundraising, across
“vertical subsectors of the nonprofit sector” (Lee 322). Fast forward to the mid-20th
century and public relations had become a common management tool among the entire
American nonprofit sector (Lee 329). In the first decade of the 21st century, there were
six textbooks on nonprofit public relations published, which suggests growth of the

nonprofit sector of PR as well as attention in the classroom (Lee 319).

Preliminary Hypothesis

In 2017, the Global Communications Report found that 87% of public relations
professionals believe “the term ‘public relations’ will not describe the work they will do
in five years.” As society continues to evolve, the role of a public relations professional
changes. Thus, about half of the public relations professionals in this study “believe PR
needs to be more broadly defined” in order to encompass everything they do on a day-to-
day basis in their profession (2017 Global Communications).

With this notion of the many more functions of a public relations professional, the
research for this thesis looked at what other important skills and characteristics, besides
communication, are important for professionals in the industry to possess, specifically in
the nonprofit sector.

The preliminary hypothesis for this thesis was the skills required for nonprofit
public relations would be at least somewhat different than those of public relations in for-
profit. This hypothesis came as a result of very basic, common knowledge from the

researcher of what nonprofit public relations consists of. The researcher believed at the



start of this study that the skill sets and characteristics of a nonprofit PR professional
would differ from that of a for-profit professional; however, results of the research

proved to be surprising.



CHAPTER I: LITERATURE REVIEW
Skills and Characteristics of the Public Relations Professional

There are a multitude of sources available, including research studies, articles by
experienced professionals, and more, concerning the broad topic of skills and
characteristics public relations professionals should possess. In the following section,
sources are summarized and listed from oldest to most recent, as the purpose of this thesis
is to examine the profession at its most current state.

For starters, The Public Relations Strategies and Tactics textbook lists writing
skill, research ability, planning expertise, problem-solving ability, business/economics
competence, and expertise in social media as essential career skills in public relations
(Wilson, Cameron, and Weber 18-19).

In Harold Burson’s The Business of Persuasion, he gives an account of “a test that
could predict the potential of qualified job applicants” that occurred during his time at
Burson-Marsteller in the 1980s (Burson 241). Burson chose a dozen of his employees he
wished he could clone, and a professional psychologist conducted in-depth interviews
with each individual, finding a commonality of four traits among the employees. First,
they were all smart but in different ways. Secondly, “each one had an entrepreneurial
mind-set, always asking, ‘What can I do next for my client?” and taking action” (Burson
241). Next, they were all good communicators, as they were persuasive speakers and
“better-than-average writers -- and liked to write” (Burson 242). Lastly, each individual

was a team player, as “they used the pronoun we more than I” (Burson 242). This process
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showed Burson that he needed to give job candidates who possess these four
characteristics serious consideration because they are the type of public relations
employees he wanted on his staff. Burson summarizes this in the form of advice in the
takeaways portion of that chapter: “To achieve success at a public relations firm,
demonstrate you are a team player, communicate well above average in speaking and
writing, always be thinking about what else you can do for your clients, and take the
initiative” (Burson 252).

According to the Occupational Outlook Handbook provided by the U.S. Bureau
of Labor Statistics, the top five important qualities for a public relations specialist to have
are: interpersonal skills, organizational skills, problem-solving skills, speaking skills, and
writing skills. These skills would allow a public relations professional to communicate
effectively with the public and the media on a regular basis.

In January 2012, a study titled “Attitudes and perceptions of public relations
professionals towards graduating students’ skills” was conducted (Paskin). Although the
public relations industry has evolved in a variety of ways even since 2012, the study is
included in this research because it examines the specific skills PR professionals expect
from graduating students. The survey was comprised of 18 open and closed-ended
questions, and it received 113 usable responses from public relations professionals.
Respondents were asked both in an open-ended and check list format to identify the most
important skills a graduating public relations student should have. In open-ended form,
the most common response, from 85.8% of respondents, was good writing, but good
communication skills and social media were also common answers, with 32.7% and 21%

of respondents, respectively (Paskin). When asked in a check list format to identify the



top skills, traditional writing skills and good communication skills were still in the top
responses, along with strategic thinking (Paskin). An important takeaway from this study
is while only 5.6% of respondents think new technical skills are more important than
traditional skills, almost 93% of respondents either strongly or somewhat agreed that it is
“very important for public relations college students to learn those new skills” (Paskin).
Furthermore, almost 95% of the public relations professionals who responded either
strongly or somewhat agreed “that the importance of technology in the field of public
relations will keep increasing in the years to come,” and other more current sources of
research have proven this to be true (Paskin). For example, an article on Agility PR
written in 2019 discusses how technology has been evolving for many years now but is
far from done. This requires public relations professionals to strengthen their skills and
change their approach “in the form of writing content, to a real-time relationship, because
that’s what technology is making available” (Norton).

In 2014, researchers conducting a study titled “Public relations supervisors and
Millennial entry-level practitioners rate entry-level job skills and professional
characteristics” administered a survey to 109 Millennial PR professionals and 56
supervisors (Todd). Millennial employees with less than two years of experience were
asked to rate their job skills and professional characteristics: their ratings of themselves
were compared to the supervisors’ ratings of the Millennials’ skills and characteristics.
Some of the job skills they were asked to rate included writing skills, research skills, and
social media use: a few of the professional characteristics they were asked to rate
included time management, accepting responsibility, and willingness to learn (Todd).

There were a few specific skills, such as computer and social media skills, that did not



show a significant difference in ratings between the public relations supervisors and
entry-level Millennial employees (Todd). However, in regards to the overall ratings of
both job skills and professional characteristics, “the public relations supervisors rated the
Millennial entry-level employee... consistently poorer” than the Millennials rated
themselves (Todd). This shows an inconsistency between what recent graduates believe
to be useful in the workplace versus what the public relations supervisors actually value
in their employees.

In 2017, the Institute for Public Relations (IPR) and PRSA studied nearly 400
entry-level public relations professionals to analyze their level of knowledge, skills, and
abilities (KSAS) as they “merge their education with their on-the-job experience”
(McCorkindale). When given a list of 34 skills and abilities, respondents rated “their own
level of expertise on the following scale: no knowledge, fundamental awareness,
intermediate, advanced, and expert” (McCorkindale). The top three highest ranked skills
and abilities were content creation, project management, and event management
(McCorkindale). Additionally, “one-third of respondents also indicated integrated
communications, client management, and marketing were also areas where they had a

high level of expertise” (McCorkindale).



Figure 1: Skills and Abilities of Entry-Level Public Relations Professionals
TOP 10 LOWEST RANKED SKILLS & ABILITIES TOP 10 HIGHEST RANKED SKILLS & ABILITIES

1 Investor/ Financial Relations RcicB-4 Content Creation 40.1%

[

-] Law (libel, trademark,

oI RE) 37.3% 2 Project Management 37.7%

3 Stakeholder Analysis 36.3% 3 Event Management 37.0%

a4 RPIE model (Research, Planning,
Implementation, Evaluation)

36.1% 4 Community Relations 36.1%

Management Theory 33.5% 5 EtnI:,iri:c\rla?nr;r:ci,r:Les. Issuas, 35.4%

6 Government Relations/

Public Affairs 32.5% 6 Data Analysis 35.0%

7 Relationship Theory 32.7% 7 Qualitative Research Methods 34.8%

8 PR History 30.4% 8 Fundraising 34.3%

9 Social Science Theories 30.2%

o

Brand Management 34.0%

4]

10 Financial Literacy 29.1% j{e)] Internal Communication 33.9%

Source: McCorkindale, Dr. Tina. “The 2017 IPR and PRSA Report: KSAs and
Characteristics of Entry-Level Public Relations Professionals.” Institute for Public

Relations, 2017, instituteforpr.org/wp-content/uploads/\VV5-1PR-PRSA-Joint-Report-1.pdf.

The study also examined the lowest ranked skills and abilities among entry-level
professionals, which included investor/ financial relations, law, stakeholder analysis,
RPIE (research, planning, implementation, evaluation) model, and management theory

(McCorkindale). These lists provide insight into the skills recent graduates working in


http://instituteforpr.org/wp-content/uploads/V5-IPR-PRSA-Joint-Report-1.pdf.

public relations feel most confident in as well as the skills they feel need some work in
order to be more successful in the industry.

Also, in 2017, the Global Communications Report documented some important
information pertaining to challenges in the public relations industry and how to grow in
the future. The 40-question survey for professionals was broken down into agency
executives and in-house corporate executives. According to those professionals, retaining
and recruiting the right talent were the top two challenges for their organization in 2017,
which probably played a role in their “lack of relevant skills” challenge as well (2017

Global Communications Report).

Figure 2: Challenges Preventing Growth of Organizations in 2017

BT T
Challenges Preventing Growth

1%
Retaining the right @lent

81%

Recruiting the right tlent
Availability of competent managers %
Lack of relevant skills
Tightening corporate budgets
Lack of quantifiable measurement

45%

Compaetition from other disciplines, e.g. advertising

Source: “2017 Global Communications Report.” University of Southern
California (Annenberg Center for Public Relations); The Holmes Report, 2017,

https://annenberg.usc.edu/sites/default/files/lKOS 2017 GCR Final.pdf



https://annenberg.usc.edu/sites/default/files/KOS_2017_GCR_Final.pdf

Among all the public relations professionals surveyed for the 2017 Global
Communications Report, they ranked strategic planning, written communications, and

social media as the top important skills for future growth.

Figure 3: Important Skills for Future Growth

Important Skills for Future Growth

Strategic Planning 89%

Written Communications B86%
Social Media 84%
Multimedia Content Development 82%
Verbal Communications 80%
Analy tics T5%
Media Relations 68%
Business Literacy 64%
Search Engine Op timization 51%
Behavioral Science 50%

Primary Research 49%

International Experience 43%

Media Buying 18%

All PR Professionals

R TV I
Source: “2017 Global Communications Report.” University of Southern
California (Annenberg Center for Public Relations); The Holmes Report, 2017,

https://annenberg.usc.edu/sites/default/files/KOS 2017 GCR Final.pdf
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Researchers uncovered insights about what will shape the future of the public
relations industry in the 2018 Global Communications Report. The survey for the public
relations professionals in this study was completed by 1,001 individuals and asked
questions about the changes relevant to the industry. According to survey responses, the
top three factors that will drive change in the industry are all technology related:
changing media landscape, technological innovations, and greater access to data (2018

Global Communications Report).

Figure 4: Factors PR Professionals Believe Will Drive Industry Change

following factors will drive the
.
;

POLITICAL CLIMATE

SHIFTING DEMOGRAPHICS

TIGHTENING BUDGETS

E a2 & a

COMPETITION (e.g. advertising)

MORE DIVERSE WORKFORCE

»
w

-

GLOBAL ECONOMIC SITUATION

SHORTAGE OF TALENT N

GoV. REGULATIONS JDX]

Source: “2018 Global Communications Report.” University of Southern
California (Annenberg Center for Public Relations); The Holmes Report, 2018,

http://assets.uscannenberg.org/docs/2018-global-communications-report-evolution-of-

ethics.pdf
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The top three most valued skills in the PR industry, according to the 2018 Global
Communications Report, are strategic planning, leadership, and the traditional written
communication. To adapt to industry changes, current PR professionals believe there will
need to be a new expertise in social media, multimedia content development, and data
and analytics (2018 Global Communications Report). Furthermore, verbal
communications and crisis management remain in the top 10 most valued skills (2018

Global Communications Report).

Figure 5: Skills Necessary for Organizations' Success in the Next Five Years

PR professionals believe, in the EERAVEGIECAN WG 89%
next five years, the following LEADERSHIP 84
skills will be necessary for their e o

organization’s success:

&
MULTIMEDIA CONTENT DEVELOPMENT 79
7

CRISIS MANAGEMENT 77

VERBAL COMMUNICATIONS 75

EMPLOYEE COMMUNICATIONS 68

T, -

BUSINESS LITERACY 66

MEDIA RELATIONS 63

&
ETHICS COUNSELING 52
4

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE 35

SOFTWARE PROGR. 24

ADVERTISING 7
MEDIA BUYING 7

Source: “2018 Global Communications Report.” University of Southern
California (Annenberg Center for Public Relations); The Holmes Report, 2018,

http://assets.uscannenberg.org/docs/2018-global-communications-report-evolution-of-

ethics.pdf
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In an article from The Balance Careers on public relations from August 2019, the
author notes that traditional PR skills will always be valuable, but due to technological
advances, social media content creation, analytics, search engine optimization, and
programming are becoming more and more important. Communication, social media,
research, international perspective, time management, and creative thinking were listed as
the main skills PR professionals should have (Doyle). Within each of these categories,
the article listed more specific skills, such as journalism and editing under the
communications section. Lastly, there is a list of more than 25 other skills at the end of
the article that are important as well, such as flexibility, event planning, and relationship

management to name a few.

A Closer Look at the Nonprofit Sector

The previous material covered the skills that all public relations professionals
need, but this section discusses whether more specific skills are needed for professionals
in the nonprofit sector.

The job outlook for a public relations specialist in the Occupational Outlook
Handbook states that individuals looking to work in public relations will have strong
competition at “advertising firms, organizations with large media exposure, and
prestigious public relations firms.” However, it is important to note the opportunities that
lie in the nonprofit sector with public relations as well. According to the National Center
for Charitable Statistics, there were “approximately 1.56 million nonprofits registered

with the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) in 2015.” In 2016, this created, according to the
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U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, nearly 12.3 million jobs in nonprofit organizations across
the country.

In 2012, over 1,000 participants in the Constant Contact Small Biz Council were
surveyed about the “state of nonprofits and the ways they connect with and grow their
audience” (Constant Contact). The report included 307 responses from nonprofit
participants. When asked to choose what the most effective marketing activities are for
their organization, participants rated in-person interactions as 50% effective, compared to

a shockingly low 10% effectiveness for public relations.

Figure 6: Most Effective Marketing Activity

In-person interactions are the most effective marketing
activity

Of the items you find to be effective, which
do you rank as the #1 most effective?

50%

Coovriaht © 2012 Constant Contact Inc

Source: “Constant Contact Nonprofit Pulse: The Health and Wellness of Small

Nonprofits.” Constant Contact Inc. , 2012,

http://www.ncdsv.org/images/CC NonprofitPulseTheHealthAndWellnessOfSmallNonpr

ofits_2012.pdf
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However, it is also important to note that 21% of respondents admitted to needing

help with public relations (Constant Contact).

Figure 7: Marketing Activities Nonprofits Need Help With

Social media marketing is the topic nonprofits want help
with most

Marketing activities do you need help
with?

40" 36% —35%
30°

21% 19% 19% 19% :
20°

.
W% 1% oy

Copyright © 2012 Constant. Contact In¢

Source: “Constant Contact Nonprofit Pulse: The Health and Wellness of Small
Nonprofits.” Constant Contact Inc. , 2012,

http://www.ncdsv.org/images/CC NonprofitPulseTheHealthAndWellnessOfSmallNonpr

ofits_2012.pdf

This data shows respondents likely did not find public relations effective because
they were not practicing it in the most efficient manner. For example, a nonprofit may not

have the resources available to hire outside the organization for public relations, so the
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individual or individuals who perform the public relations functions may not specialize in
the skills required to be successful at public relations, or it is not a priority for them.

Combining the technological advances in society with the rising number of
nonprofits, it has become increasingly important for nonprofits to “maintain and enhance
their reputation and visibility,” which is where nonprofit public relations professionals
come into the picture (Public Relations Specialists).

Most research and many articles on nonprofit public relations do not focus on
specific skills those professionals should possess; rather, the primary focus is what types
of situations nonprofits face and how public relations fits in. So, for the purposes of this
thesis, several sources about nonprofits were viewed and analyzed to understand what
important skills are needed for certain practices in specifically nonprofits. Many of the
strategies and tactics found in research relate to the public relations industry as a whole,
but how these strategies and tactics are applicable in the nonprofit sector is analyzed in
the following section.

Fundraising

A major difference for PR professionals working in nonprofits compared to for-
profits is the need to raise funds for the nonprofit to operate, and even to cover the PR
person’s salary.

Many sources discussing the difference between corporate world and nonprofit
public relations almost immediately point out the importance of fundraising, especially
with the number of nonprofits growing and widening the possibilities of where people
can donate. The Public Relations Strategies and Tactics textbook actually considers

fundraising the most time-consuming activity of nonprofits because “without generous
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contributions from companies and individuals, nonprofit organizations could not exist”
(Wilson, Cameron, and Weber 371).

In an article on Nonprofit Hub in 2014, a marketing/ PR consultant wrote about
five mistakes nonprofits need to avoid: number four said, “You Dismiss the Power of
PR.” His short, three-paragraph explanation sums up the importance of public relations,
especially for nonprofits. First, he talked about how public relations is a vital component
in a fundraising campaign because “it generates brand awareness, builds buzz and
increases credibility” (Horrigan). To prove public relations generates donations, Horrigan
referenced the ALS Ice Bucket Challenge, which raised ALS “$100 million dollars in
2014 vs. $2.7 million during the same time period in 2013.” Fundraising is such an
important component to nonprofit public relations that is crucial for working individuals
in the field to understand and master the best ways to go about it for their organization.

Storytelling

In a survey of 285 senior business-to-business marketing and business leaders in
2015, 81% of respondents ranked engaging and compelling storytelling as the second
most important element of effective content (MarketingCharts). Other sources since 2015
have supported this.

In his book about the nonprofit brand, Jeff Brooks, a 25-year veteran to the
nonprofit community, talks about how important it is for a nonprofit to have an attitude of
thankfulness, which can be done through storytelling. He believes “publish[ing] accounts
of individual donors who have done great things to help forward your cause” can

communicate the organization’s attitude of thankfulness to donors (Brooks 210). As
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Brooks book was written in 2014, he recommended telling stories through a newsletter,
but as more recent research has shown, storytelling can be improved through technology.
In the 2017 Global Communications Report, digital storytelling, along with social
listening, was ranked by public relations executives as the most important trend
impacting the future of public relations. Video storytelling can allow the audience to see

and feel the story rather than just read about it.

Figure 8: Important Trends Impacting the Future of Public Relations

Important Trends Impacting the Future of Public Relations
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Source: “2017 Global Communications Report.” University of Southern

California (Annenberg Center for Public Relations); The Holmes Report, 2017,

https://annenberg.usc.edu/sites/default/files/KOS 2017 GCR Final.pdf
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The importance of digital storytelling was also addressed in the 2019 Global
Communications Report. The study analyzed the future of technology in communication,
and results showed that 59% of the nearly 1,600 PR professionals who participated in the
study ranked video production as the second most important technology skill that future

PR professionals need to be successful.

Figure 9: Technology Skills Future PR/Communications Professionals Need

What technology skills will future PR/communications
professionals need to be successful?
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Source: “2019 Global Communications Report.” University of Southern
California (Annenberg Center for Public Relations); The Holmes Report, 2019,

assets.uscannenberg.org/docs/2019-global-communications-report.pdf
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Furthermore, 48% of those surveyed said they see YouTube, a video platform,
enhancing the effectiveness of communication strategies in the next five years, ahead of
several other social media platforms (2019 Global Communications Report). The report
explains how visual experiences are coming to rule the scene because they “are projected

to be the big winners in an era of decreasing attention span.”

Figure 10: Communication Platforms to Enhance Effectiveness of Communication
Strategies in Next Five Years

In the next five years, which of the following communication
platforms will be the most important to enhancing the
effectiveness of communication strategies?
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Source: “2019 Global Communications Report.” University of Southern
California (Annenberg Center for Public Relations); The Holmes Report, 2019,

assets.uscannenberg.org/docs/2019-global-communications-report.pdf
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This idea of using a video platform for storytelling is an important component of
public relations but more specifically, of fundraising for nonprofits. Video storytelling is
especially useful when the videos are well produced and informative for the target
audience (Comcowich). If a nonprofit can tell a story of the “accomplishments of real
people the nonprofit serves,” it can encourage donors to give to the organization
(Comcowich). Through storytelling, the organization’s mission becomes “more than just
an abstract idea - it’s a real situation affecting real people" (Kavnagh). People are more
inclined to give when they feel connected to the cause or organization, and storytelling
can help achieve that desired connection.

In an article written by Daniel Melbye, a digital communications expert who
works with nonprofits, tips are given to stress the importance of storytelling for
nonprofits. First, it is important to “let people tell their own stories” because there is No
better way to hear about their personal experiences than in their own words (Melbye).
The importance of inspirational stories is also mentioned in the article: “It is important to
understand what inspires donors, and then create a content marketing strategy around
that.” Melbye’s entire article is about encouraging nonprofits to understand the benefit of
digital communications through storytelling in order to “bring supporters closer to the
work their donations are helping to make happen.”

Developing and maintaining relationships

Developing and maintaining relationships in the nonprofit world is crucially
important for similar reasons storytelling is becoming increasingly popular: individuals
want to feel connected to the cause and the organization, especially if they are

considering donating. When addressing the future of technology in communications, the
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2019 Global Communications Report said “we need to remember that our job is to build
relationships...between companies, brands and people. We know how to listen and we
know how to tell stories. Technology will enhance these skills, but it will never replace
them.”

The importance of relationships is best told from the perspective of those who
desire that relationship with the organization. For example, in an article from January
2018 from Nonprofit Quarterly, a story was told about an individual “who wrote a five-
figure check to a large nonprofit in 2017 (Moody). After making his large donation, he
tried to contact staff members to be more involved and engaged with the organization;
however, he “hadn’t heard a word from the nonprofit” until he received his “generic
‘please renew your gift’ year-end email” in December (Moody). The article says there are
several other similar stories from donors desiring but lacking a relationship with the
organization they have donated to. The same article provided a few tips for nonprofits to
follow in building these relationships: create ways for donors to contribute in a more
meaningful way beyond writing a check, start building the relationships now because
trust takes time, and be open to new ideas of how donors can be involved (Moody).
Although building relationships with an organization’s publics requires more time and
effort, it is crucial for nonprofits, specifically the communications professional, to
develop and maintain relationships with community members.

Communication skills

The role of public relations in a nonprofit is essentially to foster goodwill and
serve as beacons of social responsibility, which would be extremely difficult without

good communication (Wilson, Cameron, and Weber 370).
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The traditional, important skill of good communication is especially important in
nonprofit communications as organizations are trying to reach donors. In a survey of
almost 400 nonprofits in the United States and Canada in 2019, the second highest
response for the biggest challenge nonprofits were facing was “donor cultivation,
acquisition, retention, communications” (Nonprofit Research Collaborative).

In an article from Nonprofit Hub, nonprofit PR professionals are reminded of the
importance of communicating with a conversational style of “clear and easy-to-interpret
language” so the donor can easily understand (Cuadros). The author of the article urged
readers to apply this communication method not just to donors but also to other
organization supporters, such as volunteers and staff, by becoming familiar with what
they are interested in and how they like to be communicated with.

Social media

Social media has become increasingly important in public relations in the last few
years, as more and more people join various platforms. In 2008, only 10% of the United
States population had at least one social media profile: in 2019, that percentage rose to

79% (Edison Research).
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Figure 11: Percentage of U.S. Population Who Use Social Media

Percentage of U.S. population who currently use any social media from 2008 to 2019
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Furthermore, the length of time people typically spend on social media allows for
great opportunity for public relations efforts to reach them via a social media platform. In
a survey conducted among more than 1,000 Americans in May 2019, 25% of respondents
said they spend anywhere from 30 minutes to an hour on social media each day (Statista).
On the other end of the spectrum, nearly 20% of respondents spend more than three hours

per day on social media (Statista).

Figure 12: How Much Time Users Spend on Social Media

On days on which you use social networks, how much time do you spend on social
networks? If you're unsure, please estimate.
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Source: Statista. “On Days on Which You Use Social Networks, How Much Time
Do You Spend On Social Networks? If You’re Unsure, Please Estimate..” Statista,

Statista Inc., 16 Jan 2020, https://www-statista
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the-us
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This significant increase in social media users and the amount of time they spend
on social media platforms stresses the importance of meeting the target audience where
they are.

Marketingcharts.com provides survey results from 2019 about how public
relations professionals are using social listening, which speaks to the increasing

importance of social media efforts for nonprofit public relations professionals.

Figure 13: How PR Professionals Use Social Listening
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According to those results, the top way PR professionals are using social listening

is for PR measurement purposes, pertaining to event, campaign, and/or media relations
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performance (Talkwalker). Nonprofits, for example, can utilize social media to measure
awareness of their donor campaigns. Among other responses are monthly reporting,
competitive analysis/benchmarking, protecting brand reputation, and crisis management,
all of which are crucial components of public relations (Talkwalker). This method of
using social listening relates to nonprofits in that social media provides the opportunity to
inform the public of their brand and specific events/campaigns. One way they can do this
is by ensuring they are posting quality content that tells stories to extend their reach
(Comcowich). If quantity is put over quality, the target public will likely not interact with
the posts or the organization. Also, setting social media goals and strategies and adding a
‘donate now’ button on Facebook could be very effective for nonprofits as well

(Comcowich).

Secondary Research Conclusion and Recap

Secondary research showed the role of a public relations professional continues to
evolve and broaden. There are a multitude of skills all public relations professionals must
possess in order to be successful, ranging from traditional writing and communication
skills to more technological based skills like social media and analytics.

Many of the useful and necessary skills in nonprofit public relations are fairly
similar to those skills required of a public relations professional in the for-profit sector,
but the way the skills are utilized can vary between nonprofit and for-profit organizations.
As an example, research showed very early on the importance of communication skills in
the public relations industry. Both for-profits and nonprofits need to be able to effectively
communicate with their target audiences, but the end-goal can vary, which results in

variations of how they communicate. For example, nonprofits are communicating to
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build relationships with potential donors and promote fundraisers, which requires a
different approach from a for-profit organization, say as they increase awareness of a

brand or topic.

Here is a quick recap of some of the key findings from secondary research:
- Communication and writing skills have been important since the early days of

public relations and continue to be important.

- The new skills that come with technological advances (social media, analytics,
search engine optimization, video, etc.) are just as important for upcoming
professionals as the older traditional skills (communication, writing, research,

strategic thinking, etc.).

- Many skill sets of public relations professionals overlap in for-profit and
nonprofit sectors: how those skills are put into practice is where they begin to

differ.

- Storytelling is an important component of nonprofit public relations, which
requires a variety of different skill sets depending on how the story is told

(communication, writing, video, building relationships, etc.).
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CHAPTER Il: SURVEY RESULTS

Method Introduction

In addition to secondary research, primary research was conducted to understand
what skills current public relations professionals and upcoming professionals think are
the most important in the industry.

The researcher received Institutional Review Board approval to design three
surveys using a University of Mississippi Qualtrics account to survey nonprofit public
relations professionals, for-profit public relations professionals, and students studying
journalism/marketing/public relations. The survey link was published and distributed via
email to each target audience between December 5, 2019 and March 1, 2020.

The for-profit survey included five closed-ended questions and five open-ended
questions. The nonprofit survey was the same, except that it had an additional closed-
ended question asking about the role their values played in their decision to work in the
nonprofit sector. The student survey included seven closed-ended questions and two
open-ended questions.

The contacts for public relations professionals were given to the researcher from
School of Journalism public relations professors. Additionally, the researcher was given a
contact list of recent School of Journalism graduates and contacted those who work in the
communications field. The researcher also sent emails to public relations professionals in

her home state of Arkansas to receive feedback.
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There were 32 responses on the nonprofit survey and 15 responses on the for-
profit survey. Eleven of the nonprofit respondents have only worked in nonprofit public
relations for a few months to five years, but 12 of the respondents have between six and
15 years of experience in the nonprofit world. Two respondents were in the 16 to 20-year
range, and five respondents have been in nonprofit public relations for 20+ years. Two
respondents who took the nonprofit survey did not select a year range. In the for-profit
sector, the number of individuals in each year range were pretty evenly distributed: four
individuals in the zero to five year range, two individuals in the six to 10-year range,
three in the 11 to 15-year range, one in the 16 to 20-year range, and four in the 20+ year
range. One respondent in the for-profit sector did not select a year range. Figures 14 and

15 found below allow for easier viewing and understanding of this information.

Figure 14: Years Worked in Nonprofit PR

Q3 - How many years have you worked in nonprofit public relations?

0-5 years
6-10 years

11-15 years
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Figure 15: Years Worked in PR

Q3 - How many years have you worked in public relations?

0-5 years
6-10 years

11-15 years

Out of the 47 total responses from professionals, nine responses were considered
incomplete, as the survey was exited before answering each question. Survey responses
were primarily from the South, except for one respondent who represented New York.

The student survey was distributed via email to peers of the researcher in the
School of Journalism and New Media in December 2019 when the survey was first
published. On February 17, 2020, the School of Journalism and New Media sent an email
to all students inviting them to participate in the survey. There were 100 responses, but
only 84 respondents were current journalism/public relations/marketing/advertising
students and were able to complete the survey. Thirty-two of the respondents left the
survey before answering specific questions about the topic.

Of the specializations listed in the survey, 34 respondents are not specializing in
anything, 32 of the respondents are specializing in public relations, and nine are

specializing in social media. Of those respondents who chose to specialize in a specific



area, 100% of them ranked their specialization on a one to five scale of significance as a

three or higher.

Viewpoint of Nonprofit Professionals
Values

Since the goal of this thesis was to define what skills and characteristics were
important for nonprofit public relations professionals, nonprofit respondents were asked
what internal or personal values factored into their choosing to work in the nonprofit
sector. Passion for the organization’s mission, desire to make a difference in the world,

and service were the most common responses chosen.

Figure 16: Nonprofit Professionals' Internal/Personal Values

Q4 - What internal or personal values were a factor in your choosing to work in the

nonprofit sector? Check all that apply.
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As seen in figure 16, six respondents chose “other” and provided additional input
into why they chose working in the nonprofit sector. Three of the respondents referenced
the opportunities the job provided them: some others said it did not have anything to do
with whether it was a nonprofit or not.

Skill sets

Respondents were asked to select what skill sets were most important at the start
of their career and then asked to identify what became more important as they advanced
in their career. In support of what several sources of secondary research showed, the most
popular answer choice was communication skills, followed by motivation and problem
solving. The one respondent who chose “other” stated the ability to take direction as an

important skill

Figure 17: Nonprofit Professionals' Opinions on Skill Sets Most Important at Beginning
of PR Career

Q5 - What skill sets do you think were most important when you first started working in

nonprofit public relations? Check all that apply.
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These responses support the findings of secondary research in that communication
skills are at the top of the list; however, writing and strategic planning were not as low on
the list as they are in this survey. Also, secondary research did not often show motivation
as an important aspect of public relations. However, in the sense this question is asking
about the early days of a career, it is likely respondents chose motivation because they
were eager to find their place in the industry.

Respondents provided the skills they believe gained more importance as they
advanced in their career in an open-ended format. Some respondents simply repeated
previously mentioned skills while others provided new skills they find of importance. Of
the previously mentioned skills, leadership, strategic planning, decision-making, and
flexibility were most commonly listed as becoming more important as respondents
advanced in their careers. As one respondent put it, “This is likely a natural progression
of anyone’s career.” Another respondent who listed those skills said they became more
important in a management position. The other skills provided by respondents can be
categorized into openness to new ideas/people, community connections, and
commitment.

Next, respondents were asked to identify up to three qualities/skills they believe
to be most important for any public relations professional to have. The following question
then asked respondents to narrow their three chosen skills to only one they believed to be
most important for nonprofit public relations. Figure 18 was constructed using the
separate data from each question in order to compare responses between the two

questions.
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Figure 18: Opinions of Nonprofit PR Professionals on Three Most Important Skills for
Any Sector Versus One Most Important Skill for Nonprofit Sector

What qualities/ skills do you think are most important for a public relations professional in any
sector/ nonprofit to have? Check three/ one option(s).

B Anysector

Nonprofit

Communication skills were ranked of the most importance in both questions,
reflecting the sources of secondary research that placed communication skills at the top
of a list as well. Although 10 respondents viewed problem-solving as the second most
important in any sector, only two individuals placed it as the most important in a
nonprofit. Three respondents each chose passion and strategic planning as the most
important.

When respondents were asked in an open-ended format why they chose certain
skills as the most important for the nonprofit sector, many individuals provided detailed
responses to explain their choice. Among those who chose to elaborate on their choice of
communication skills, a common theme was that communication skills “provide a
foundation for everything you may need to accomplish.” Those individuals stressed the
importance of effectively communicating by knowing what to say, when to say it, and

how to say it because “without the ability to convey your nonprofit’s message, everything
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else you do is in vain.” One respondent also addressed how communication skills are
important for public relations professionals as they communicate messages to people
internally and externally.

Each of the six individuals who chose passion or strategic planning explained
their choice. The individuals who chose passion wrote about how passion for the work
and the organization’s mission will drive everything: without passion, the organization’s
mission cannot be effectively communicated. As one respondent put it, “If the passion is
there, it will support a drive to succeed, get the word out, meet new connections and
always be honest and knowledgeable when representing the organization in the media or
speaking engagements.” The three respondents who chose strategic planning explained
how there are often limited resources in a nonprofit, which requires careful planning of
how those resources will be allocated. It means taking “any situation, need, or set of
circumstances and [moving] forward.” As one respondent stated, “Good planning leads to
stronger implementation.”

Industry changes

To better understand how society has evolved and changed the role of public
relations professionals, respondents were asked what industry changes have prompted
their role in PR to change. The most common responses can be categorized as
technological advancements and social media. Some of the most relevant quotes from
respondents are listed below.

- Social media is the industry that is always changing and you have to stay on top
of what is new.

- The most effective ways to get attention for your organization keep evolving.
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- The digital transformation for all fields has been intense, but even more so for
public relations professionals.

- | often say that social media is a blessing and curse.

- The methods of how to deliver PR messaging continues to change.

- Social media has drastically changed marketing and PR channels and approaches.

There is a danger to overemphasize its usefulness and effectiveness.

That is only six short quotes pulled from more than 20 responses on what industry
changes have prompted the role of a public relations professional to evolve; many others
referenced technology and social media when describing how their job duties have
shifted through the years. One respondent even discussed how social media has “afforded
EVERY SINGLE PERSON a microphone, via the Internet, to share their thoughts,”
which ultimately results in individuals confusing perception and reality. The same
respondent spoke to how “our job as PR professionals [is] to help people see true reality
and to educate or change their perception if it was incorrect.” Put simply, the rise in
advanced technology and social media has prompted public relations professionals to
have a more intense focus on reputation management for their organization to combat any
incorrect perceptions the public may have.

Respondents also provided insight on how storytelling and building relationships
with the public have become crucial components of public relations for nonprofits. Five
respondents discussed how their role has become more focused on promoting their
organization’s mission and story, and how that now means through graphics or videos
versus traditional print methods. Five other individuals wrote about “why relationships

with human beings still matter a great deal.” Two respondents explained how their once
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traditional PR role has come to include community relations as they attend more events
within the community and “communicate directly with individuals.”
What PR means to Nonprofit PR Professionals and their advice to future professionals

The final two questions on the survey were open-ended and focused on the
attitudes and opinions of the respondents by asking what public relations means to them
and what advice they would give a student considering the PR industry. This question
was asked to see if respondents would reference the skills they previously mentioned as
important for professionals in the public relations industry. The responses to both of these
questions did, in fact, provide additional, useful insight to the day-to-day duties of a
nonprofit PR professional.

A handful of respondents mentioned telling stories about their organization in
their responses. For example, one individual wrote, “It means sharing the mission,
stories, and successes of Girl Scouts to people who are NOT YET engaged with the
organization. It means... always striving to promote and connect the organization.” By
telling stories, nonprofit organizations are able to build relationships with members of
their publics, which ultimately results in support of their organization.

Two commonalities across advice given for students looking to be in the PR
industry after graduation were to keep learning and to have passion for the organization/
cause. Some of the most relevant quotes from respondents are listed below.

- Adapt to constant change.
- Find something that makes you passionate.

- I would recommend pursuing a career in a field you are passionate about.
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- This industry is already worlds different than when I graduated eight years ago, so
stay on top of what’s current.

- Do everything you can to work in an organization or field that matters to you.

- Always keep learning.

- Decide what is important to you and match it up to a company with those same
values.

- School is never over. Keep learning.

These pieces of advice could apply to students seeking careers in many different
industries, but it is especially important for an upcoming nonprofit public relations
professional to find an organization they are passionate about because it “will provide
fulfillment even on difficult days.”

Lastly, the responses provided advice on specific skills upcoming professionals
should master, which lined up with the responses they gave in the closed-ended format
earlier in the survey. Even if not directly, many respondents wrote about and provided
examples of the importance of communication skills, writing, reputation management,
and relationship building. For example, one respondent said, “my job is to find ways that
my organization or client and their publics (audiences) can benefit from each other,”

which includes both relationship building and communication skills.

Viewpoint of For-Profit Professionals
Skills sets
Just as nonprofit professionals were asked to identify important skill sets at the

start of their career versus what has become more important over time, public relations
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professionals in the for-profit sector were as well. Responses supported some of the
findings of the secondary research and were fairly similar to responses of nonprofit
public relations professionals. For-profit professionals, listed communication skills as the
most important skill when they started their career. The one respondent who chose the

other option indicated that photography was an important skill at the start of their career.

Figure 19: For-profit Professionals' Opinions on Skill Sets Most Important at Beginning
of PR Career

Q4 - What skill sets do you think were most important when you first started working in

public relations? Check all that apply.
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As discussed in the nonprofit section, secondary research did not show motivation
as important as respondents of these surveys ranked it, but that is likely due to the

eagerness of individuals trying to find their way into the industry.
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One main difference in the responses of for-profit professionals to those of
nonprofits was the placement of writing skills on the skill sets list. For-profit
professionals placed writing as the second most important skill, while nonprofit
professionals placed it fifth on the list. This is likely due to nonprofit professionals
focusing more on problem-solving and flexibility, which were both ranked before writing
skills, with their limited resources.

Asking respondents in an open-ended format what skills they believe gained more
importance as they advanced in their career allowed for respondents to either simply
restate skills listed in the closed-ended questions or provide additional skills they believe
to be important. Half of the respondents who answered this open-ended question listed
strategic planning as a skill of growing importance. Two of those seven respondents who
listed strategic planning referenced needing to see the bigger picture of the organization
in order to better craft materials sent to media and to maximize brand visibility.

As with nonprofit responses, the for-profit respondents also listed leadership,
decision-making, and flexibility as skills gaining importance in their careers. Other
responses include: management skills, responsiveness to constructive criticism,
technology, metrics/analytics, ability to set priorities for multiple projects, financial
business/literacy, and creativity.

In order to understand the opinion of for-profit public relations professionals
about what skills/characteristics are most important in any sector versus the nonprofit

sector, figure 20 was formed using data from both sets of responses.
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Figure 20: Opinions of For-profit PR Professionals on Three Most Important Skills for
Any Sector Versus One Most Important for Nonprofit Sector

What qualities/ skills do you think are most important for a public relations professional in any sector/
nonprofit to have? Check three/ one option(s).

B Anysector

Nonprofit

In line with what all of the research has shown thus far, the most commonly
chosen skill as most important for any sector of public relations was communication
skills. When choosing skills for any sector, for-profit professionals chose communication
skills, writing, passion, and problem-solving as the most important. Strategic planning
and resourcefulness followed closely after. When respondents narrowed their three
choices of skills to one for the nonprofit sector, the most common skills chosen were
communication skills, problem-solving, and resourcefulness.

Although seven individuals chose writing as one of the top three skills for a public
relations professional in any sector, zero of the respondents thought it was the most
important for the nonprofit sector.

It is also interesting to make note that none of the for-profit professionals chose
leadership, flexibility, or likeability at all; whereas, nonprofit professionals selected each
of those skills/characteristics as important in any sector and leadership and flexibility as

most important for the nonprofit sector.
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Thirteen respondents indicated what skill they believed to be most important in
the nonprofit sector in the closed-ended format; twelve of those individuals elaborated on
their answer choice in the open-ended question immediately after. As with the responses
of nonprofit professionals, for-profit professionals referred to communication skills as the
most important, as they serve as a foundation because “if you can’t effectively
communicate your goals and your passions to stakeholders, you risk being stagnant in
your efforts.”

Among the explanations for why problem-solving was most important,
respondents mentioned how nonprofits typically face different types of problems from a
for-profit. Due to the limited resources of a nonprofit, respondents believe the ability to
solve problems is a highly valued skill. The respondents who justified their choice of
resourcefulness as the most important for nonprofits said it is important to “find ways to
make things happen with little funding.” The one individual who chose strategic planning
as the most important also spoke to the importance of making things happen with little
funding by saying, “You have to accomplish a lot with little. Being able to create a
strategic plan to maximize the resources you do have is important.”

Industry changes

As nonprofit professionals credited how their role as a public relations
professional has evolved over time due to technology advancements and social media, so
did for-profit professionals. Respondents discussed how “the world of
communications/public relations has completely transformed” as “the internet and social

media [have] morphed a lot of how” public relations professionals do their job. A few
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relevant quotes from respondents about this idea of technology and social media
changing the industry are listed below.

- Social media has always been part of my job, but it’s always changing.

- Whether you’re doing social for a client or for your own organization, it is
important for publics to see as much personality behind the accounts as possible
through Live videos, Instagram stories, tweets, and engaging posts on LinkedIn
and Facebook.

- Technology has allowed us to speak directly to our audiences in more and more
targeted ways, and the perception and value of traditional media has changed
dramatically.

- Certainly the biggest change has been the evolution of social platforms, and the
most effective ways to reach your target audience with key messaging.

In addition to the comments about technology and social media, respondents
mentioned the importance of search engine optimization, analytics, and changes in
internal/external communications.

What PR means to for-profit PR professionals and their advice to future professionals

The final two questions of the survey asked about the for-profit professionals’
attitudes and opinions pertaining to public relations by asking what the industry means to
them and what advice they would give students. The goal of these questions was to allow
for more open-ended responses about the industry and see if respondents referenced
previously mentioned skills or addressed new skills they believe to be important.

Through asking what working in public relations means to them, respondents

opened up about their favorite parts of their job and the industry. Many of the

44



respondents shared overarching themes, but their quotes, listed below, better speak to

what they value.

Having the power to influence a market through words and graphics holds a
heavy weight of responsibility, something not to be taken lightly or without
understanding all sides of an issue or topic.
- Everything. It means I have the opportunity to make a difference for my clients.
- It’s a passion-driven industry. It’s a lot of hard work that has to seem very easy to
an outsider.
- Iplay arole in telling peoples’ stories, shaping the news, and working toward
common goals with passionate team members.
- Working in Public Relations means being able to connect the dots.
- You are the storyteller, the face and protector of the brand.

In addition to the importance of communication skills, passion, and storytelling
mentioned in the above quotes, two respondents mentioned the role they play in building
relationships with their target publics.

When giving advice to students who desire to enter the public relations industry,
for-profit professionals briefly spoke on important skills but also gave more action tips.
In terms of skills/characteristics, respondents primarily mentioned the importance of
having passion for the organization/cause, which was also heavily mentioned in the
responses from nonprofit professionals. In addition to passion, for-profit professionals
referenced the need for strong writing skills, business knowledge, and social media skills.

The action tips they provided were focused on gaining experience through internships,
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finding a mentor, and joining a professional public relations group because “it’s

incredibly helpful to know people to find a job you love.”

Students’ Opinions
The last section of primary research was the survey administered to students. They were
given the same three questions about the topic as the public relations professionals were:
identification of three most important skills for any sector of public relations, the one
skill most important for the nonprofit sector, and the opportunity to explain why they
chose that one skill.

In line with all of the secondary research and the surveys of public relations
professionals, students chose communication skills as the top of the three most important

for any sector and as the most important for the nonprofit sector.
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Figure 21: Students' Opinions on Three Most Important Skills for Any Sector
Q8 - What qualities/ skills do you think are most important for a public relations

professional to have? Check up to three options.
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In addition to communication skills, students chose writing and problem-solving
as the most important skills a public relations professional should have. The one
respondent who chose the other option said non-bias was an important characteristic a PR
professional should possess.

As it was in the other surveys, the ranking of writing was pushed down when
respondents were asked to narrow their choice of three skills to only one for the nonprofit
sector: writing went from the second most important to the fourth. Passion went from

fifth most important in any sector to second most important for the nonprofit sector.



Figure 22: Students' Opinions on Most Important Skill for Nonprofit Sector

Q9 - Of the three qualities/ skills you selected in the previous question, which one do you

think is the most important for working in the nonprofit sector of public relations?
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When students were asked to explain why they chose the skill they did to be the
most important for the nonprofit sector, 48 respondents justified their decision. The
students who chose communication skills described how they do not think a nonprofit
can be successful without effective communication skills because “for organizations that
rely strictly on donations, the message has to be communicated well.” One student went
as far as to say, “even if you possess all of the skills above, lacking communication skills

is fatal to executing any strategy in PR.”
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Many students also justified their choices of passion and strategic planning.
Students talked about the “need to be motivated by more than a paycheck” when
explaining why they chose passion. One student further explained by saying, “I feel like
passion is the most important quality for nonprofit because it is HARD, timely, and
someone really needs passion about the nonprofit they work for. The person won’t make
much money since it is nonprofit, and a lot of time and hard work goes into nonprofit.”

In responses about strategic planning, students talked about the importance of

fundraising: those responses are listed below.

Strategic planning is vital because it goes hand in hand with fundraising which
[is] the backbone of non-profit.

- Because you need to be able to plan how to fundraise first and foremost. As well
as, planning events, writing news releases, being able to communicate to others,
and so on.

- | believe having a successful plan is most important for any PR.

- I think that public relations professionals need to have a strategically planned
view of their company [so] that they can better keep the image.

For the final question of the student survey, respondents were asked to explain
why they chose public relations, if that is the path they plan to take. This question was
asked in hope of students revealing what skills they possess that they believe would be
useful to a career in the public relations industry. One student said, “I chose PR because it
is a combination of most things | saw my future career being - design, social media,
communication, leadership, and creativity.” Among other skills students mentioned

included writing, thinking, and crisis communication.
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Comparison and Contrast of Professionals with Students

Nonprofit and for-profit public relations professionals were surveyed separately in
order to understand what attracted nonprofit professionals to that sector and to allow for
analysis between the two, which was done previously. This section combines the
responses of nonprofit and for-profit professionals together in order to compare and
contrast it to students. Graphs were composed using data from the separate surveys.
What qualities/skills do you think are most important for a public relations professional
to have? Check up to three options.

When comparing responses between professionals and students about what top
three skills are most important for any sector of public relations, the rankings were fairly
similar. Figure 23 provides a visual in their differences in rankings: the numerals

represent the number of respondents who selected each option.
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Figure 23: Comparison of Opinions on Three Most Important Skills Among Professionals

and Students

Professionals

Students

1- Communication skills (28)

1- Communication skills (57)

2- Problem-solving (16)

2- Writing (36)

3- Writing (14)

3- Problem-solving (35)

4- Strategic planning (12)

4- Strategic planning (27)

5- Passion (11)

5- Passion (12)

6- Resourceful (9)

6- Resourceful (8)

7- Flexibility (6)

7- Decision-making (8)

8- Decision-making (6)

8- Flexibility (6)

9- Leadership (6)

9- Leadership (6)

10- Motivation (5)

10- Likeability (4)

11- Other: (3)

11- Motivation (3)

12- Likeability (1)

12- Other: (1)

Both groups overwhelmingly chose communication skills as the number one skill.

Additionally, both groups chose problem-solving and writing to complete the top three.

However, their orders were different: the choice count of professionals placed problem-

solving as second while the choice count of students placed writing as second. (It is

important to note here that the ranking of students lacked only one more selection of

problem-solving for it to be tied with writing for the number of times it was chosen. Also,

the selection of writing only lacked two for it to be tied with problem-solving for

professionals. Thus, the top three skills professionals and students believe to be most

important for any sector are nearly identical.) This shows students are being well-




prepared for a job in the public relations industry, as their idea of what skills they need in
the industry match that of professionals currently working in the industry.

These results also match with a lot of the secondary research. For example, in the
“Attitudes and perceptions of public relations professionals towards graduating students’
skills” study conducted in 2012, respondents chose two of the same top three skills as
respondents of these surveys did: writing skills and good communication skills (Paskin).
The other skill listed as top three in that study was strategic thinking, which was ranked
as fourth most important in the professional and student surveys conducted.

Although the question asked respondents to select only three skills, making note
of their top five, determined by choice count, is interesting because the choice of skills
matches for professionals and students. In addition to communication skills, problem-
solving, and writing mentioned previously, respondents chose passion and then
resourcefulness.

Of the three qualities/skills you selected in the previous question, which one do you think
is the most important for working in the nonprofit sector of public relations?

Again, survey results place communication skills as the most important skill for
public relations professionals. However, outside of communication skills, professionals
and students had varying opinions on the most important skill nonprofit public relations
professionals should possess. Figure 24 provides a visual in their differences in rankings:

the numerals represent the number of respondents who selected each option.
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Figure 24: Comparison of Opinions on Most Important Skill for Nonprofit Sector of PR

Among Professionals and Students

Professionals

Students

1- Communication skills (13)

1- Communication skills (22)

2- Problem-solving (5)

2- Passion (17)

3- Passion (5)

3- Strategic planning (8)

4- Strategic planning (4)

4- Writing (6)

5- Leadership (2)

5- Problem-solving (5)

6- Flexibility (2)

6- Resourceful (3)

7- All equally important (2)

7- All equally important (2)

8- Resourceful (1)

8- Leadership (1)

9- Decision-making (1)

9- Flexibility (1)

10- Motivation (1)

10- Decision-making (1)

11- Writing (0)

11- Likeability (1)

12- Likeability (0)

12- Other: (1)

13- Other: (0)

13- Motivation (0)

The most striking difference in their responses pertains to the selection of writing:

six students believe it is the most important skill for nonprofit public relations, while

none of the professionals believe that to be true. Although secondary research about

nonprofits did not explicitly state writing as the most important skill, writing is a

component of other skills research showed to be important for nonprofits. For example,

good writing skills are important when nonprofit PR professionals are trying to build

relationships with members of their public or communicating about an upcoming

fundraiser to the media. Both of these situations require the professional to use a “clear




and easy-to-interpret language” in their writing in order for their message to be
communicated effectively (Cuadros).

Please explain why you feel the previously selected quality/skill is the most important for
the nonprofit sector of public relations.

As mentioned previously, the responses for why communication skills are the
most important refers to how communication skills are the foundation of good public
relations. For example, both a professional and a student explained the importance of
communicating effectively with donors. A professional said, “Your publics need to
clearly see why they should be interested in your nonprofit and how they can participate,
whether it’s making donations or investing, and it takes a very skilled communicator to
break these concepts down and explain them in a manner that is mutually beneficial for
both the nonprofit and the stakeholder.” Similarly, one student said, “I think that anyone
can have leadership ability, but if they cannot communicate clearly and effectively, they
cannot be good at their job. Especially when you are speaking to donors, you need to be
able to persuade and communicate professionally to raise the money.” To summarize the
importance of why communication skills are so crucial, one student said, “If you cannot
properly communicate, how could you be in an industry that focuses on
communication?”’

Since passion had the second-greatest number of selections among professionals
and students, the justifications for their choice were analyzed. Although the student
responses about passion’s importance were related to making less money, there were still
some commonalities among the responses. For example, professionals and students

talked about the importance of having passion for the organization’s mission, as it “is key
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to being able to support and promote the work of the organization through PR.” A student
put it this way: “If an employee isn’t passionate or motivated about the cause, they are
less likely to go the extra mile for the job,” and according to another student, “If you do
not have the passion for your non-profit... you will not be motivated to truly help in any
significant way.”

The last skill analyzed from the open-ended question responses was the writing
skill: it’s important to understand why students believed writing to be the most important
skill since none of the professionals did. Only four of the six individuals who chose
writing provided justification for their selection. Two of those individuals based their
decision off what they have been taught in the classroom setting: “All of my classes
always [taught] us that writing makes up the foundation of good pr.” Another individual
agreed that good writing “serves as the basis for most of the work that you do.” The last
individual spoke to the importance of effectively communicating and how writing plays
into that: “You have to be able to get your client’s story across in the most effective way
possible. For nonprofit, you will most likely try to connect with people’s emotions and

you should be able to get your emotion across in your writing.”

Overview

The primary research might have been slightly different from secondary research
in some cases, but they lined up pretty well. In most cases, the top three to five skills
expected of public relations professionals in any sector were the same but ranked/listed in
different orders. An example of this is provided in figure 25. Percentages from primary

research are rounded.
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Figure 25: Comparison of Top Five Skills for Any Sector of PR Among Secondary
Research, Professionals, and Students

2018 Global

Communications

Report

Nonprofit PR
professionals

For-profit PR
professionals

Students

1- Strategic Planning
(89%)

1- Communication
Skills (26%)

1- Communication
Skills (21%)

1- Communication
Skills (28%)

2- Leadership (84%)

2- Problem-solving
(13%)

2- Writing (18%)

2- Writing (18%)

3- Written

Communications (84%)

3- Writing (9%)

3- Passion (16%)

3- Problem-solving
(17%)

4- Social Media (83%)

4- Strategic
Planning (9%)

4- Problem-solving
(16%)

4- Strategic
Planning (13%)

5- Multimedia Content

Development (79%)

5- Leadership (8%)

5- Strategic Planning
(13%)

5- Passion (6%)

Here is a quick recap of some of the key findings discovered through primary

research surveys of professionals and students.

- Passion for the organization’s mission was the top value nonprofit public relations

professionals held that led them to a career in the nonprofit sector: passion was

also considered of importance among for-profit professionals and students.

- Leadership, strategic planning, decision-making, and flexibility became more

important for all PR professionals as they advanced in their careers.

- Public relations professionals credit the widening of their skill sets needed to

succeed to technological advancements and social media.

- Communication skills were in the number one position among all respondents,

both in the question about any sector and in the question about the nonprofit

sector. This is because they “provide a foundation” for public relations.
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- Strategic planning, problem solving, and writing remained high on the list for
skills public relations professionals need in any sector, but none of the
professionals thought writing was the most important for the nonprofit sector
(compared to the six students who did).

- Responses to open-ended questions among professionals supported the
importance of storytelling, which requires good communication skills, for
nonprofits found in secondary research.

- Responses to open-ended questions among professionals and students spoke on
the importance of effective communication skills for a nonprofit in order to build

relationships with the public and generate donations.
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CHAPTER II: LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

As with any research conducted, there were limitations in the primary research for
this study. First, out of the 147 surveys completed among all public relations
professionals and students, 25 respondents exited the survey before completion because
they were not the appropriate respondee or decided against taking the survey. Also, it
would have been nice to have more than 147 responses, but it was a challenge to get the
survey link to the right people.

There was also a mistake in the survey format of the for-profit professional’s
survey that could have potentially changed some of the results. The researcher mistakenly
left off the “They are all equally important” and “I don’t know”” options on the for-profit
professionals survey on the question asking respondents to narrow their choice of three
skills to only one for the nonprofit sector. Out of all the survey responses, zero
respondents chose the “I don’t know” option, so that omission likely did not change
results. However, two nonprofit professionals and two students chose the “They are all
equally important” option, so some of the for-profit professionals could have chosen that
option too if it wasn’t accidentally omitted from their options.

Another limitation of the primary research was the length of the list of skills
respondents had to choose from. It could have been longer in order to include other skills
found to be important in secondary research, such as research, social media, business
knowledge, etc. However, the list was shortened in hopes that more respondents would be

willing to complete the survey. The researcher did not want the list of options to be too
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long and overwhelm the respondent. This limitation also goes along with how the surveys
did not have a separation between hard and soft skills: that differentiation might have
provided even more useful insight but would have lengthened the survey.

If given more time, the researcher would have liked to personally interview
individuals with many years of experience in the industry to gather more useful data.
Interviews were originally a part of the research plan for this thesis, but time was limited.

Also, if there had been more time, the researcher would have tried to get the
student survey to public relations students at other universities. The student survey was
originally worded to ask if respondents were in the School of Journalism and New Media;
however, the wording was changed to “are you a current journalism/public
relations/marketing/advertising student” to allow for students from other universities to
take it. The link was sent by a School of Journalism professor to one other university, but
no responses were collected outside The University of Mississippi before analysis

occurred.
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CHAPTER IV: CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the researcher’s preliminary hypothesis of there being a difference
in the skill sets and characteristics of nonprofit public relations professionals to those of a
for-profit professional was proved untrue. Instead, it was found that the skill sets are
often very similar, but they are applied in different ways. Public relations professionals
must possess a variety of skills and apply them as needed, whether they are in the for-
profit or nonprofit sector. Both the secondary and primary research, especially the
responses to open-ended questions, supported this difference.

Technological advancements and a steady increase in social media have caused
public relations professionals to alter how they communicate with their target publics.
For example, research showed digital storytelling as one of the ‘next big things’ across all
sectors of public relations. For nonprofits, this means telling a story about those who the
organization has impacted through its mission. This new trend requires a variety of skills:
passion for the cause that can be seen through the story, communication to effectively tell
the story, video skills, and much more. Ultimately, storytelling allows nonprofits to build
lasting relationships with members of their target publics, which results in donors to help

the organization continue to run.
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