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Abstract:

Research background: The role of communication has now become much more critical than
during previous periods, not only to compete with other organisations in the stream of
communicating messages but also to develop and implement organisational strategies and
support the organisation’s top-level managers and decision-makers. The goal of public relations
(PR) associations is to develop PR professionals’ competencies. Comprehensive research at the
European level signals the need for constant improvement of competencies, especially business
development and technologies (Zerfass et al., 2020; Adi, 2019). A vast majority of practitioners
across Europe highlight the importance of digitalising stakeholder communications and
building a digital infrastructure to support internal workflows (Zerfass et al., 2021). However,
instead of technical and managerial training, PR practitioners continue to overwhelmingly offer
communication training and development opportunities (Tench et al., 2013; Zerfass et al., 2018;
MacNamara et al., 2017; Feldman, 2017; The USC Annenberg Centre for Public Relations,
2017; Communicating Al, 2019). There are discrepancies between the perceived importance of
competencies and the current qualifications of professionals due to digital transformation and
changes impacted by globalisation.

Purpose: To identify changes in PR specialists' competencies due to the impact of globalisation.
Methods: Content analysis of information provided in the webpages of international
professional PR associations for the period 2015-2020.

Findings and value added: The study results show that professional PR associations do not
respond to the challenges of the changing environment in a timely manner by providing
training, but present and discuss relevant topics with the help of specialists from other fields
while encouraging the sharing of good practices. Such a functioning position occupied by
professional PR associations in developing the model of competence for PR specialists reveals
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that PR associations are engaged in strengthening or maintaining competencies, but not
developing them.
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1. Introduction

Major economic, political, technological, social, and cultural changes influence the
environment. According to McKinsey Global Institute (Manyika et al., 2017), digital
technologies that deliver significant value in society in the context of globalization indicate that
millions of people worldwide must improve some of their recent competencies or even change
professions. This perspective, linked to changes in labour market processes due to information
technology, was confirmed in a World Economic Forum report that by 2025, 52% of all tasks
will be performed by artificial intelligence, which currently accounts for 29% (The Future of
Jobs, 2018). According to some researchers, digital technology will eliminate jobs and create
new positions (Rajnai and Kocsis, 2017).

In the context of the digital economy, the ongoing transformation in the labour market is
contributing towards the disappearance of 'ordinary’ jobs and the emergence of 'creative' ones.
A report by the Agency for Strategic Initiatives (2015) and the World Bank Group (World
Development Report,2016) confirms that in future, key competencies such as adaptation,
creative thinking, cross-sectoral communication, the ability to use information technology (IT)
systems (i.e. the ability to program IT solutions, robotics knowledge, artificial intelligence, and
basic programming skills) will become relevant to all professions. The World Economic Forum
report (Realising human potential in the Fourth Revolution, 2017) emphasises that creativity,
empathy, and ability to adapt to the environment are the most important qualities of future
employees. The job market is way ahead of the ivory tower in emphasising soft skills
(Deming,2017). It can be concluded that soft skills, which provide the basis for personal and
professional development of professionals and enable them to adapt to new conditions while
using new information and communication technologies, are particularly important.

Meanwhile, there is a growing trend that the rapid development of the labour market, with
digital technologies increasingly shaping the world, may make it difficult for individuals with
narrow competencies to sustain and successfully pursue long-term careers (Realising human
potential in the Fourth Revolution, 2017). Piva et al. (2006) note that in the context of
technological change, a huge gap is emerging between skilled and unskilled workers. The
European Skills and Jobs Survey (Insights into skills shortages and skill mismatch, 2018) shows
that around 85% of all EU jobs need at least basic digital skills. This relates to the rapidly
evolving new model of work and employment in the present digital world called the 4th
Industrial Revolution (Re-Imagining Work, 2017). According to researchers in the field
(Vaseyskaya and Glukhov, 2018; Brambilla and Tortarolo, 2018), this model includes not only
opportunities but also risks associated with structural changes in the economy and changing
human capital requirements. Technological advances reflect the rapid evolution from traditional
to modern social media, big data, artificial intelligence, social boots, and new ways of working,
including remote and mobile teams, new business models, and digitization (Tench et al., 2013;
MacNamara, 2018b). The gap between the current reality and future intent is broadened and
subsequently narrowed through the interaction of new possibilities that the organisation
envisions in its virtual world, and the new capabilities it develops in its real world (Liedtka,
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2000). Therefore, the discussion on the challenges of digital transformation in the labour market
emphasises the development and implementation of appropriate vocational training and
professional development programs (Uslu, 2017), considering future projections, criteria for
competence, and qualifications in relevant professional fields.

Current research on the competencies of PR professionals has focused on the skills and
competencies required for PR professionals and will be important to achieve such roles in the
future.

This is an exploratory study that determines how international professional PR associations
present their communication activities online, in response to the challenges of globalisation, in
particular, digital transformation, and proposes measures to acquire or strengthen relevant
competencies.

The analysis aims to not only identify key professional competencies that are articulated by
digital transformation and highlighted by the activities of professional PR associations but also
to determine the coherence between the need for competencies and the time-to-market supply
of activities aimed at developing, strengthening, and fostering such competencies.

Changing professional PR and the challenges of digital transformation

Technological advancements have expanded the communications sector over the past 20
years. Moreover, this development has been influenced by various political, economic, social,
and cultural changes with both business and non-profit organisations recognising the important
role of communication in achieving organizational goals (Tench et al., 2013).

The areas most affected by the present communication environment are the drivers of
digitalisation: big data, artificial intelligence, and related factors such as fake news and social
boots, as well as social media and its associated digital ethics and importance of visual elements
in communication (Zerfass et al., 2016; Zerfass et al., 2017; Zerfass et al., 2018; Zerfass et al.,
2019; Zerfass et al., 2020). The Internet and mobilisation of information and communication
technologies have made non-manual work increasingly portable and remotely accessible
(Schlachter et al., 2018). New technologies penetrating the field of PR are also leading to
corresponding changes in communication activities and shaping the need for new competencies
expected from PR professionals. Technological competencies have a direct, unconditional
impact on firms’ innovation performance (Lokshin et al., 2009). Changes in the environment,
in addition to the conventional roles of PR professionals and the professional competencies
required to perform them, such as media relations, crisis management, reputation maintenance
and management, leadership, measuring the effectiveness of communication activities (Global
Body of Knowledge (GBOK), in ‘The Global Body of Knowledge’, 2016) also raise the need
for building new competencies. Thus, PR professionals must be strategists, understand the
business environment and business models, use the latest technological solutions, be digital
literate and manage the opportunities provided by big data to develop future insights and create
greater value, as framed in ‘The Global Capability Framework (GCF)’ for public relations and
communication management professionals (Fawkes et al., 2018; MacNamara, 2018a;
MacNamara, 2018b; Zerfass et al., 2017; Adi, 2019). Public relations professionals perform a
wide variety of tasks, ranging from aligning communication strategies and managing teams or
departments to coaching employees in professional communication or advising top managers
in decision-making processes (Zerfass et al., 2021).

The ability to cope with the challenges of digital evolution and transformation has been
singled out as one of the biggest challenges in communication activities in recent years (Zerfass
et al.; 2015; Zerfass et al., 2016; Zerfass et al., 2017; Zerfass et al., 2018; Zerfass et al., 2019).
It is evident that the assessment of the importance of individual activities related to digital

67 ISSN 1337-0839 (print) / 2585-7258 (online)



Changes in communication management roles due to globalization:
A case of communication management competencies

mapped by international professional public relations

associations (2015-2020)

Authors: Renata Matkeviciené, Lina Jakucioniene

transformation and the application of modern information and communication technologies in
communication activities, as well as public relations, is changing. A few years ago, the term
big data for PR professionals seemed supposedly relevant to informatics or data analysts;
however, it has now become an important part of the agenda for PR professionals. Digital
competence has identified and defined key competencies that are important and essential
everyone in a knowledge-based society (Hegyes et al., 2017). As Adi’s (2019) study shows, a
vast majority of PR professionals lack the competencies to manage big data and create added
value in an organisation’s communication in a rapidly changing competitive environment.

According to Zerfass et al. (2020), 81% of PR professionals expressed the need to develop
competencies related to the latest technologies. According to Adi’s (2019) study, almost 72%
of communication professionals cite digital literacy as an essential competency, but every other
communication specialist does not feel competent in the area of digital literacy (big data
analysis and methods) (Zerfass et al., 2020).

Another change that affects the communication today is social media. Based on data from
the annual European Communication Monitor (ECM) (Zerfass et al., 2007; Zerfass et al., 2008;
Zerfass et al., 2009; Zerfass et al., 2010; Zerfass et al., 2011; Zerfass et al., 2012; Zerfass et al.,
2013; Zerfass et al., 2015; Zerfass et al., 2016; Zerfass et al., 2017; Zerfass et al., 2018; Zerfass
et al., 2019; Zerfass et al., 2020), the ability to adapt to digital change and use social networks
accurately in professional activities are consistently emphasized as one of the most important
areas of communication, according to PR professionals.

Although social media platforms are not considered to be a new form of communication, PR
professionals are using them actively for some time now. However, due to rapid development,
managing social media is posing certain challenges for PR professionals, specifically the need
to constantly follow trends and learn and apply new tools in communication.

Peculiarities of the competence framework of PR professionals which highlight the
influence of globalization and respond to the challenges of digital transformation as a
change agent

Technological advancements have enabled the emergence of novel business models based
on digital platforms (Tduscher and Sven, 2018). The role of digital transformation as a change
agent in the field of PR competencies is significant, even though apprehensions about the
takeover of digital technologies that could change human activities in the PR domain have not
materialised (the PR profession was expected to change in the context of interactivity of web
portals, access to information development, and establishment of social media platforms),
Major changes can be observed in the analysis of big data perception, processing and proper
application, management of social platforms, and information flows in both strategic decision
making and planning and communication with various stakeholders that require specific
competencies in addition to the conventional skills employed by PR specialists.

Relevant knowledge and professional competencies, required in each profession, are the key
elements of sustainable economic growth and development in a globalised economy (Hartog,
1992; Sianesi and Reenen, 2003). Research focuses on general and professional competencies.
Analysis of the latter emphasises the relationship between competencies and the productivity
they generate (Buchel, 2002). Presently, there is a strong need for new competencies dictated
by the factors of globalisation (De la Fuente and Ciccone, 2003), and one of the most important
is digital literacy competency, or the ability to use and exercise new technologies effectively
(Piva et al., 2005).

The definition of competence includes knowledge, abilities, and values that ensure effective
actions in professional or personal areas (Whiddett and Hollyforde, 2008; Delamare et al.,
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2005). Some authors tend to expand the concept of competence to include cognitive and social
behavioural determinants. Another definition of competence includes learning (e.g. acquisition
and application of knowledge and skills and commitment to constant seeking) and
communication competencies (personal characteristics and interpersonal skills) (Prandi, 2017).
Currently, the ability to adapt to a rapidly changing environment is also emphasised
(MacNamara, 2018b). This study is based on an ‘integrated’ concept of competence (Mulder,
2014) in which general and professional knowledge, including skills, attitudes, and values are
applied in professional activities.

A method that identifies the key competencies for PR specialists operating in a rapidly
changing work environment is the MAPA (Mission, Accomplishments, Performances,
Abilities) framework developed by Hunt (1997). Validation of the outcomes of the MAPA
process is based on the agreement of stakeholders on the contribution of skills and abilities that
are essential to achieve the agreed ‘mission statement’. Application of the MAPA model reveals
the interdependence between knowledge, skills, and abilities that are required to achieve various
organisational goals. The set of competencies will depend not only on the job activities but also
on the organisational goals. Competencies are defined in the detailed descriptions or standards
of skills and competencies, which are developed based on the views of employers, practitioners,
and academics, are mandatory for specialists in the relevant professional field (Jeffrey and
Brunton, 2011). According to Wesselink et al. (2010), competencies required for professional
practice should form the basis for competence development, although such competencies may
be difficult to define precisely (Hager, 2004). Hunt's (1997) 'achievements' and 'activities' at
various levels of specificity capture the integrated knowledge and skills necessary for a
specialist in the relevant professional field.

The competencies of PR professionals are defined as specific knowledge (what they should
know), skills (what they should be able to do), and abilities (what they should know and how
to perform/implement). Professional competencies are certain skills that a person working in
the relevant professional field must possess. Communication researchers emphasise that sets of
competencies vary for representatives of different levels (from the Global body of knowledge
2016; MacNamara, 2018b).

The Global Alliance of Communication and Public Relations, together with universities, has
developed a benchmark skills system (GBOK) and a global capability framework for public
relations and communication management professionals (Fawkes et al., 2018), which are the
largest systems that define the harmonisation of communication competence standards. They
identified the roles of PR professionals and the competencies required to perform each role.
The GBOK model is based on the managerial-technical dichotomy of competence (Grunig and
Hunt, 1984), which highlights the importance of the role of communication and strategic
management (Dozier and Broom, 1995; Grunig and Repper, 1992; White and Dozier, 1992)
and emphasises that the technical role of PR specialists must be separated from the managerial
one. The approach used by the global capability framework for public relations and
communication management professionals (Fawkes et al., 2018) allows the analysis of different
communication competencies by assigning them to various roles, that is, depending on
technical and managerial roles, the various competencies PR specialists must possess (i.e. at
different organisational levels, namely entry-level, senior or executive-level, and top-level).

The need for strategic and technological competencies of PR specialists is determined by the
fierce competition in the context of a changing environment. The value of being market-driven
is currently unchallenged in companies (Kumar et al., 2000). This correlates with the general
labour market trends, emphasising the importance of technological, social, and cognitive skills,
including analytics, knowledge of business priorities, and leadership in the context of
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environmental transformation (MacCrory et al., 2014; Skill Needs, 2018; Smith, 2017). The
need raised by employers for strategic competencies of PR specialists also corresponds to the
need expressed by PR specialists themselves. Research emphasises the need for communication
to be a part of strategic organizational management (Theger Christenssen et al., 2013; Grunig,
2006). When a team manager is strategically aligned with the CEO, a team manager’s visionary
leadership is positively related to team strategic consensus and, subsequently, to team strategic
commitment (Ates et al., 2018). Strategic alignment can lead to the development of sustainable
competitive advantage (Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2020). However, linking communication to
business strategy remains a major challenge for communication professionals worldwide
(ECM, 2007-2018).

The results of a study conducted in 2019 on PR specialist competencies (Adi, 2019) correlate
with previous studies both in the labour market (Goos et al., 2014; Getting Skills Right, 2016;
Ciolacu et al., 2017) and the field of communication (Tench et al., 2013; Zerfass et al., 2018;
MacNamara et al., 2017; Feldman, 2017) that identified the problem of the gap between the
need for and responsiveness to relevant competencies.

Adi’s (2019) study, compared to the previous studies discussed, is new in that it analyses the
gaps in the professional development of PR specialists in organisations and examines the issues
of cooperation between inter-institutional (professional PR associations, universities) and
business organisations (employers). The study found that specialists working in the field of
communication believe that PR associations, universities, employers, and PR specialists
themselves are responsible for the qualification and training of PR professionals (Adi, 2019).
According to Zerfass et al. (2020), 74% of PR specialists indicated professional PR associations
as being responsible for the development of PR specialist competencies. The research data show
that PR specialists, assessing the trends of leadership, strategic management, change, and
impact on the field of communication, believe that professional PR associations should be
organisations that develop and offer various training and improvement programs for
communication practitioners. The data also show that 83% PR specialists, who hold the position
of intermediate PR specialists, point out that the employer is responsible for the development
of various education and training programs because the competencies required for employees
at this level depend on organisational specifics, nature of work in the organisation, and others
specificity factors. Public relations specialists, whose activities are related to the
implementation of the respective clearly defined communication functions, consider that the
PR specialist is responsible for the task of in-service training, and 84% of employees in this
chain endorse it.

Adi's (2019) research aimed to identify the gaps in the competencies of PR specialists in
organisations and the interaction of professional communication associations, universities, and
business organisations (employers) in ensuring the professional development and development
of communication specialists. MacNamara (2018b) argues that competencies must not only
help professionals perform tasks and roles but also support them to adapt to a changing
environment and prepare them for future challenges.

The existing literature on the topic of PR specialists' competencies provides an opportunity
to discuss three empirical research groups in this field. They are 1) studies on the basis of which
professional PR associations (including educational institutions, universities) develop
competencies requirement for PR specialists, as defined by the GBOK ; 2) studies expressing
employers' requirement for a PR specialist with competencies (The CEO Communications
Audit, 2017) and ; 3) studies describing essential PR competencies, changes, and trends (Zerfass
etal., 2017; Zerfass et al., 2018; Zerfass et al., 2019; Zerfass et al., 2020; Adi, 2019).
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However, research analysis in this area reveals findings that identify the period required for
developing in-service training programs that respond to the needs expressed by PR
professionals for missing and essential competencies. Training can improve skills that allow
employees to exercise proactive tendencies (Lee et al., 2016). Highly educated managers can
resolve unforeseen problems and provide effective solutions with the adoption of management
innovation (Khosravi et al., 2019).

This study aims to identify the various competencies of PR specialists that are raised and
highlighted by PR associations and changes over time, and it also determines the timescale
required to respond to the expressed need for PR specialists.

2. Methodology

The purpose of this study is to identify the competencies of PR specialists, who are identified
by PR associations and promoted through various events, and the time period required to
develop these competencies. The research goal assumes that PR specialists express the need for
certain competencies, indicating them as necessary at a certain time; however, if the
competencies are related to sudden changes in the environment, a delayed market response to
the required competencies is observed. We propose the following research questions (RQ).

RQ1: To identify changes in PR specialists’ competencies, identified and promoted by
professional PR associations (i.e. to meet the need for relevant competencies identified in
various studies).

To answer the research question, previous studies are examined to determine the
competencies of PR specialists, and a list of competencies is compiled based on the respective
year when the need was identified, while indicating the change in competencies. Based on the
ECM?! 2015-2020 survey data, the following competencies were identified by top-level PR
specialists selected for the study: linking business and communication strategies, strengthening
the role of the communication function in supporting top-management decision making, coping
with digital evolution and the social web, building and maintaining trust, matching various
needs to address a wider audience and channels with limited resources, dealing with the speed
and volume of information flow, using big data and/or algorithms for communication, exploring
unique ways of creating and distributing content, dealing with sustainable development, and
social responsibility.

Research is also conducted on the webpage content of selected professional PR associations
to determine the competencies of PR specialists, as reported by professional PR associations,
and competencies based on the relevant events that are organised (training, seminars,
conferences).

Data collection aims to compare the balance between the required and expressed
competencies, as articulated by PR specialists and provided through various PR events.

It is assumed that the competencies expressed by PR specialists differ from the competencies
highlighted and provided during training by professional PR associations.

The European Communication Monitor (ECM), the largest transnational study on strategic
communication worldwide, which has been conducted annually since 2007 with more than 30,000
participating communication professionals, has been selected as a source expressing the need for
developing competencies identified by communication specialists. Based on this source, the TOP 5
competencies, the need for which is expressed by communication specialists, are studied. The selection
criteria of this source is the largest transnational study on strategic communication worldwide.

71 ISSN 1337-0839 (print) / 2585-7258 (online)



Changes in communication management roles due to globalization:
A case of communication management competencies

mapped by international professional public relations

associations (2015-2020)

Authors: Renata Matkeviciené, Lina Jakucioniene

RQ2: To identify the timescale of activities beginning with the identification of
competencies and activities when response to confer those competencies provided.

Activities provided by professional PR associations, such as articles shared on webpages,
seminars, trainings, conferences organised by associations or offered by partner institutions or
members of associations and seminars, other trainings and conferences, information about
courses and study programmes offered at the university and college, recommendations on PR
activities, reports on the PR profession, other events, knowledge (theoretical and practical
knowledge),skills (training providing specific skills), and practices (including internships and
shadowing activities).

It is assumed that PR associations apply various measures for providing professional
competencies, depending on the specifics of the expressed competencies, access professional
PR associations for specialists, who have missing competencies and are able to share them with
others.

RQ3: Identifying and anticipating factors that may affect the discrepancy between required
competencies and those conferred by professional PR associations when various activities are
applied.

It is believed that data collected after the research enables to predict factors that determine
the gap between the expressed competencies required by PR specialists and competencies
provided by professional PR associations in their activities.

Research methods: The webpages of selected international PR associations were used for
qualitative and quantitative content analysis. Two international professional PR associations
(International Public Relations Association ( IPRA] and Global Alliance ( GA] ) were selected
to reveal the need to have PR specialists is being met. The selection criteria are: 1) act on a
global scale (the network of both PR associations covers all continents); 2) functioning for more
than 20 years (IPRA was established in 1955, GA in 1996); 3) performance of both PR
associations is based on a Code of Conduct/Ethics (launched in 2011, the IPRA Code of
Conduct is an affirmation of professional and ethical conduct by members of the association
and recommended to public relations practitioners worldwide; GA first adopted a global
standard in the form of a set of principles and statements for the ethical practice of public
relations in 2003 and updated this Code in 2018). Data sources: https://www.ipra.org/;
https://www.globalalliancepr.org/.

Content analysis sample: During the period between 2015-2020, 428 texts were selected
based on the component of competencies indicated in the GBOK (i.e. categories), while
determining the presence of these categories (semantic units: words, their compounds,
concepts) in the analysed texts. In-vivo coding applied.

3. Results

Based on prior research in the field of communication, data were analysed by assigning
competencies to PR specialists according to their organisational position, that is, competencies
applicable to entry-level specialists, senior and top-level specialists assuming that senior or top-
level PR specialists do not have essential, operational, communication competencies which are
typical of lower level or novice professionals.

The predominant competencies of entry-level (beginner or operational level) PR
professionals are related to activities that are usually responsible for the following
professionals: media relations, internal communication, operational level crisis communication,
and event management (see Table 1).
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Table 1: Competencies attributed to beginners or working in the field PR specialists (2015-2020, n-91, data in
percentage)

201 201 201 201 201 202

5 6 7 8 9 0

IPR G IPR IPR G IPR IPR IPR IPR

A A A GA LT 3 4T GA 4,7 GA 4,7 GA  , GA Totl
Client

2.20 1,10 220 1,10 2.20 1,10 1,00 9,89 1,10 10,99
management
Strategic 1,10 3,30 1,10 1100 o110 769 1,10 8,79
planning 0
PR program 1,10 1,10 220 0,00 220
planning
Media 1,10 1,10 1,10 1,10 659 110 09 110 1209
relations 9
Social
media 2,20 2,20 1,10 é'l 2,20 30’9 769 110 879
relations
Crisis 2,20 5,49 2,20 2,20 220 22 59 109 208 131 4,
management 0 9 8 9
Internal 11 29
communicat 4,40 2,20 O' 2,20 0’ 220 8,79 549 14,29
ion
Special
event, 1,10 1,10 220 0,00 220
conferencies
Stakeholder |0 110 M o110 110 L1 440 220 659
relations 0 0

74,7 252 100,0
3 7 0

Source: compiled by authors

According to the study, professional PR associations offer these relevant activities to
professionals. During the research period it was found that professional PR associations mostly
focused on crisis communication (34% of all competencies, 21% and 13% of competencies
identified on the webpages of IPRA and GA, respectively, during the study period). It should
be noted that crisis management and communication competencies are most often mentioned
among all competencies suitable for employees at this level (see Figure 1).

Second, in terms of the importance and frequency of mention, competency is media
relations. It accounts for 21% of all competencies and 21% and 13% of the competencies
highlighted on the webpages of IPRA and GA, respectively, during the study period. The study
highlighted that professional PR associations, when discussing media relations, indicate
customary media relations separately (12% of all the mentioned competencies), and social
media relations (9% of all competencies mentioned).

The third group of competencies stakeholder relations, which is distinguished by the
frequency of mention and accounted for 18% of all mentions of competencies. While
mentioning these competencies, professional PR associations indicate client management as an
important area of competencies, accounting for about 11% of competencies mentioned by all
PR associations during the research.
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Figure 1: Competencies in PR activities assigned to entry- level professionals, beginners or working in the field
at the operational level (2015-2020, n-91, data in percentage)

25
20
15
10
| l .
: =
strategic planning  media relations  crisis management internal event management  stakeholder
communication relations
EIPRA mGA

Source: compiled by authors

Knowledge and skills necessary for implementing internal communication activities are
indicated as important competencies and account for approximately 14%. Notably, both PR
associations highlighted internal communication and crisis management competencies as
important.

Analysis of the research data shows a significant focus of IPRA on providing competencies
specific to beginners and entry-level PR specialists — almost 75% of all the above-mentioned
competencies are related to activities and publications organised by IPRA, and only 25% of the
competencies were mentioned in the information published by GA.

Competencies that are specific and attributable to senior and top-level PR specialists
provided on the webpages of IPRA and GA were mentioned much more frequently than the
competencies of beginners or specialists at the lower levels of management, accounting for
almost 80% of all the above-mentioned competencies.

Competencies identified in the information provided by the surveyed organisations are
divided into the following groups based on the frequency of their mention: reputation
management, strategic management, digital platforms, and various stakeholder relationships
(see Table 2).

ISSN 1337-0839 (print) / 2585-7258 (online) 74



Ekonomicko-manazerske spektrum
2021, Volume 15, Issue 2, pp. 65-86

Table 2: Competencies assigned to senior and top-level PR specialists (2015-2020, n-337, data in percentage)

Tota

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 I

Competencie
s/ activities /I:R GA IPR GA IPR GA IPR GA IPR GA IPR GA IPR GA

A A A A A A

Reputation
management 1 48 0,89 0,89 0,89 1,78 8’5 297 089 89 148
Building and
maintaining
trust and
relationship 0,3 0,8 1,1 21,0 234
with the 119 089 178 o7 119 g% 030 g7 030 7 564
stakeholders
and
communities
Government
relationsand 0,30 0,30 0,30 0,30 0,30 1,48 0,00
public affairs
Digital
literacy/ 0,30 0,89 178 %% 119 089 2 110 326 623 742
digital 0 6
platforms
Strategic
management 1,19 8‘8 0,59 2’7 0,59 é’l 1,78 8‘3 2,08 ?’9 2,67 3,86 8,90 éo‘g
Continuing

. 0,5 0,3 0,5 0,3 2,9 20,1 24,9
profe_ssmnal 9 0,30 0 9 0 0,30 7 8 0,59 3
learning

Source: compiled by authors

Analysis of reports of professional PR associations highlighting competencies relevant to
senior and top-level PR specialists differs from the general competencies emphasised in the
activities of professional PR associations for novice PR specialists; more attention is paid to
strategic communication, stakeholder relationships, and community; however, competencies
such as reputation management, trust management, digital literacy, and professional training,
which are not emphasised for beginners in the field, are presented as important for senior and
top-level professionals.

Among professional PR associations, prominent competencies mentioned for senior and top-
level PR professionals are stakeholder relationships (30% of competencies that are mentioned
as important for professionals: at 6% for IPRA and 24% for GA) (see Figure 2). This group of
competencies includes skills relevant to professionals, which help to build relationships with
various stakeholders in organisations while performing activities such as government relations
and public affairs, stakeholder and community relations, trust building, and value proposition
for stakeholders.
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Figure 2: Competencies assigned to senior and top-level PR specialists (2015-2020, n-337, data in percentage)
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One of the most important competencies relevant to senior and top-level PR specialists is
strategic management and communication, accounting for about 21% of all the competencies
relevant to professionals at this level. This group of competencies includes competencies such
as evaluation and measurement, evaluation research, advanced environmental scanning and
trend identification, and issue identification. These competencies are consistently highlighted
during the study period, but their emphasis has intensified in recent years.

Organizational reputation management competencies (10%), including organizational
leadership and ethical competencies, are emphasised for senior and top-level PR specialists.
The research data show that reputation management competencies are consistently mentioned
in the reports of the surveyed organisations during the study period. A significant increase in
the focus on this topic is observed in 2020, and this can be attributed to professional PR
associations' exclusive focus on ethical issues while expressing leadership assumed by
professional PR associations in this field.

Another uniqueness is digital literacy or managing digital platforms, which account for about
13% of all competencies that have been consistently updated, but their relevance is becoming
sharper, especially from 2018 onwards. The equal focus of professional PR associations on
digital literacy and work with digital platforms is also consistent with the need for and response
to beginner and operational levels of PR professionals in providing social media skills.

Uniqueness that is not typical for beginners or operational level PR specialists is professional
learning, which accounts for about 26% of PR professionals at this level, as highlighted by all
PR associations. Professional learning competencies are evenly distributed during the study
period, but it is also noticeable that the professional learning competencies of PR specialists at
this level are more prominent in the GA professional PR association reports. This is also
confirmed by the significant increase in the number of relevant reports in 2020, which highlight
continuous professional learning competence to which GA paid special attention in 2020.

Activities that provide PR competencies, as indicated in the reports of professional PR
associations, correspond to the general prevailing competence development activities such as
publications in the professional field, trainings, and conferences (see Table 3).
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Table 3: Activities of professional PR associations for the development of competencies of PR specialists (2015-
2020, n-428, data in percentage)

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 |T°ta
Information IPR IPR IPR IPR IPR IPR
activities A GA A GA A GA A GA A GA A GA
Articles 0,9 07 11 18,4 51,8
6,31 491 5,61 3 4,67 0 4,44 7 4,67 6 7
Information
aboutactivities 000 1 o070 8 117 99 440 07 210 O 491 236 48,1
. 7 7 3 0 8 0 3
of associations
Among those:
Conferences, 0,7 1,6 0,7 0,2 9,8 21,9 45,0
trainings 0,00 0 0,70 4 1,17 0 1,17 3 2,10 1 491 6 9
Reports on PR
profession/ 0,4 0,2 0,2 0,4 14
recommendatio 0,00 7 0,00 3 0,00 3 0,23 7 0,00 0 0,00 1,17 4,21

ns

Source: compiled by authors

The research data show that professional PR associations communicate about PR
competencies by publishing articles prepared by association members, association reports, or
by sharing professional and mainstream media prepared or published by partners (i.e. other
communication agents or higher education institutions); about 52% of all activities that present
relevant PR competencies consist of articles that professional PR associations share with the
community on the associations' webpages. In assessing the distribution of messages, it can be
noticed that the distribution of messages about the competencies of PR specialists is almost
even on the webpages of both professional PR associations examined in this study (IPRA: 31%
and GA: 21% of all PR communication activities devoted to communication competencies).

While analysing the research data, it is observed that professional PR associations conduct
various activities to provide PR specialists with the necessary competencies, and the number of
reports on those activities makes up about 48% of all publications related to competencies
published on the webpages of professional PR associations. While analysing the distribution of
activities, it can be viewed that GA provides more information on various activities in the
communication where the presentation of these activities is 38% of all communications, and
these messages account for about 10% of all messages. The research data also show that to
provide competencies, professional PR associations not only organise various events,
conferences, and seminars (this data accounts for 18% of all information related to
competencies) but also seek help from their partners — 17% of training reports in the
communication of the surveyed professional PR associations — information about training,
seminars, or conferences conducted by partners, in which members of professional PR
associations are also invited to participate. Analysis of the communication revealed an equal
distribution of information about training and seminars: about 12% of the trainings were
organised by professional PR associations and slightly more than 12% were organised by
partners. A marginally different distribution pattern is noticed when analysing information
about trainings—information about trainings organised by professional PR associations accounts
for about 1% of the total information flow related to competencies, while information about
trainings organised by partners accounts for over 15% of all communication. Notably,
information about study programs related to the field and offered by higher education
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institutions in the total communication flow account for about 2%. However, the study found a
trend that professional PR associations actively share information about higher education
institutions’ internships and other cooperation opportunities; in terms of the relationship of this
information to the total flow of information related to the competencies of PR specialists, it
accounts for about half of the total communication (for this reason, these messages were not
included in the overall flow of the analysed communication).

One of the activities that is singled out as important and provides PR specialists knowledge
about the market situation is dissemination of information about PR research, accounting for
about 4% of all communication in the total communication flow.

While analysing the distribution of competencies not only by individual professional PR
associations but also by year, it can be observed that some competencies are highlighted during
separate periods.

The time gap between the competencies and actions of the respective professional PR
associations, which correspond to the expressed competence, was determined by performing a
qualitative analysis of the communication content of the researched organisations webpages.

The analysis shows that the gap between the identification of required competencies and the
respective activities provided by professional PR associations depends on their relevance to
traditional competencies. The analysis shows that a large number of activities is focused on the
development of traditional competencies rather than the development of such competencies, for
which the greatest need is expressed.

For comparison, during the research period between 2015-2020, 70 activities were dedicated

to the development of TOP 5 competencies: training, 11%; conferences, 42%; seminars, 6%;
articles, 38%; and others, 3%. Nearly 88 activities are aimed at improving traditional
competencies, the excess of which is distinguished by PR specialists: training, 20%;
conferences, 32%; seminars, 8%; articles, 34%; and others, 6%.
The study shows that one of the factors that affects the time gap is the order of activities that
provide the relevant competencies: first, sharing of good practices and scientific-theoretical
activities (educational articles, scholarly insights, conference presentations) are offered, and in
a few years, appropriate training is provided. Trainings, where PR specialists can develop the
required competencies in practice, are offered latest (see Fig. 3).

While analysing the time interval from the moment the need for competencies is identified,
we observe that the need for competence development in practice (trainings) responds in about
four years. For example, the need for competence that links business and communication
strategies is expressed constantly (i.e. it was among the top one or two in 2015-2018), while
training for PR specialists is offered in 2020, although the need in 2020 is only in seventh
position. The need for competence coping with digital evolution and social web is also
constantly expressed (in 2015-2018 this competence is among the top 2, top 3, top 31,
respectively), while there was practical response for the need to improve competence in 2019—
2020, when the need is only at 5th and 8th position in the order of importance.
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Figure 3: Trainings organized of professional PR associations for the development of competencies of PR
specialists (2015-2020, n-428)
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4. Discussion

As evident, the changing environment is shaping the need for new competencies for PR
professionals; however, they are only offered training to improve traditional competencies such
as crisis management, reputation management, media relations, communication skills, technical
professional skills (how to prepare a media report, prepare for radio or television interviews),
although PR professionals emphasise that such trainings are already in excess (Tench et al.,
2013; Zerfass et al., 2018; MacNamara et al., 2017; USC Annenberg Centre for Public
Relations, 2017). The survey data support the view that PR professional associations focus on
typical PR competencies, such as media relations, crisis management, and reputation
management (see Tables 1 and 2). In response to the competencies identified by employers and
highlighted by PR professionals as important and often necessary, PR associations recently
(especially at the beginning of 2018) paid more attention to communication, thus reflecting the
activities of PR professional associations such as building and maintaining trust, which is an
ethical framework of the PR profession (see Figure 3).

The need raised by employers for the strategic and technological competencies of PR
specialists also corresponds to the need expressed by PR specialists themselves. Research
emphasises that communication must form a part of an organization’s strategic management
(Theger Christenssen et al., 2013; Grunig, 2006), but linking communication to business
strategy remains a major challenge worldwide for communication professionals’ strategic
management (including not only operational competencies but also environmental scanning,
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evaluation of communication activities, and performance measurement) and reputation
management (see Tables 1 and 2).

Employers’ criterion for PR specialists’ having competence in strategic and technological
management is determined by fierce competition in the context of a changing environment.
This correlates with the general labour market trends emphasising the importance of
technological, social, and cognitive skills, including analytics, business priority knowledge, and
leadership in the context of environmental transformation (MacCrory et al., 2014; Skill Needs,
2018; Smith, 2017). According to available research data, although the speed and volume of
information flow together with big data and application of algorithms for communication was
already raised by specialists as an important competence in 2015, information and relevant
activities providing and enabling the development of these competencies are limited, and they
are distributed based on the conventional approach to PR activities, that is, based on the
respective areas of activity of PR specialists such as media relations, social media relations,
digital platforms, environmental scanning and measurement, and evaluation (see Figures 1 and
2; Tables 1 and 2). However, according to the current issues, PR specialists need integrated,
comprehensive information flow, big data, and digital platforms for the application of
competencies for PR activities (see Fig. 4).

Figure 4: TOP competencies are identified, which, depending on the respective year, get to the TOP 5 (based on
ECM (2015-2020)
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The impact of digital transformation is seen as the need for PR professionals to identify new
competencies that demand information technology (IT) skills. This study has identified changes
in competencies that were perceived as relevant and necessary during the study period, driven
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by digital transformation trends. This research has identified a time gap between the expressed
need or trend, showing the relevance of a certain competence, and the opportunities to acquire,
form, and strengthen the relevant competencies in time, using competence formation and
development offered by professional associations. The study results show that professional PR
associations do not respond in a timely manner to the challenges of the changing environment
through training, but present and discuss relevant topics with the help of specialists from other
fields, while encouraging sharing of good practices. This functional position of professional PR
associations in the model of competence development of PR specialists shows that PR
associations are involved in strengthening and maintaining competencies rather than creating
them.

5. Conclusion

The impact of digital transformation on the professional field is being discussed among PR
specialists, but professional PR associations are more focused on digital activities such as digital
platforms and digital literacy. An analysis of communication between professional PR
associations shows a clear distinction between activities for various levels of PR professionals
that distinguishes between communication and activities that provide certain knowledge and
skills, case presentations or advice for entry-level specialists, and senior and top-level PR
professionals.

Public relations associations tend to focus more on the selected circle of PR professionals.
The research data also show that a tendency for fragmentation and segregation of competencies
persists, although the challenges of digital transformation for competence change are obvious.
When professional PR associations communicate the competencies of PR specialists, they
highlight the specifics of individual activities, but do not provide an integrated, broader
approach to competencies. This trend is evident in communication messages, which are aimed
at beginners or PR specialists engaged at the operational level.

There is a time gap between the competencies expressed by PR specialists as important and
lacking, and the activities provided by professional PR associations. Primarily, exchange of
good practices, scientific and theoretical activities are offered, and appropriate training is
provided after a few years.

The gap between demand and supply correlates with the results of previous studies. While
they signal the need for constant improvement of competencies, especially business
development and technology, professional PR associations focus more on the development of
customary competencies than on competencies that PR specialists demand and deem as
important in the changing environment.

Research findings that presume the existing gap highlight the need for further empirical
research because studies explaining the global map of PR competencies and its correlation with
activities to ensure life-long learning opportunities for PR professionals are limited.

The activities of professional PR associations identified during the research in the
development of competencies of PR specialists reveal that PR associations are engaged in
strengthening and maintaining competencies rather than building them.

However, as mentioned earlier, the responsibility for developing competencies in the PR
profession is divided among three participants: professional PR associations, organisations
(employers), and PR specialists themselves, who must invest in their professional development.

Study limitations
References to the competencies explored, based on information provided on the Internet,
may lead to inaccurate data as the activities of PR associations and active communication with
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members of associations through various forms of internal communication — newsletters, social
media platforms, direct letters — were not examined in the research. The chosen research scale
may impact data and lead to different trends in the study, both in terms of designation of the
competence by PR associations and the time scale of their realisation.

The limitations may also be due to the application of selected research methods. The texts
by PR associations were coded by applying essential keywords describing specific
competencies, and this may also be impacted by the fact that competencies were identified in
messages using different terms.
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