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Chapter 8 – Public Issue Campaigns and Debates

[p.167] “The backbone of Jeffersonian democracy is an intelligent, well-informed public and electorate.”
[p.170] “This freewheeling debate in the court of public opinion, or the marketplace of ideas, is exactly what Jefferson and the Founding Fathers had in mind when they created the United States as the first true democracy.”
For people to participate in decisions that affect their lives, those decisions must be put before them in a thorough, forceful manner.  The ramifications…need to be debated fully.
Issues – subjects on which there are:

(a) two or more strongly opposing arguments

(b) emotional involvement of a large number of people

(c) concern that the decision will impact people’s lives or the smooth functioning of society

Crises – when public or organizational issues get out of control to the point that they can’t be settled before becoming huge & threatening to the organization or society

Dealing with issues is one of the most challenging segments of PR.  Issues are loosely assigned categories to address the stage of life that an issue is in:

1. latent – just being formulated by far-thinking people like social activists, but with enough apparent validity that it could become an issue sooner or later

2. emerging – starting to be written about in scholarly journals or specialty media; early adopter opinion leaders begin to be aware; issue starts to spill into public arena but not coherent action plan or broad support is yet evident

3. hot – a full-blown issue in current debate

4. fallout – leftover remnants from the settlement of hot issues which can come back onto the public agenda because they have already attained viability

The General Public – a term describing the uncommitted, often uninterested bystanders whose support or opposition might ultimately have a bearing on the outcome of a situation or issue.  Because they are unaware or uninterested, members of the general public don’t feel much of a stake or depth of conviction.

The first problem faced by PR practitioners – getting people interested!

Sometimes individuals or organizations attempt to speak for the general public…but because they weren’t elected or formally appointed they are often rejected by the general public.  Individuals or organizations that take stands for or against, or opt not to take a stand, exercise a privilege and a prerogative in the democratic process.

[p.168] “It is fundamental to effective public relations that this freedom of expression prevail.”

Majority Rule:

The theory of democracy holds that this is true, but in reality it is often untrue (think of most municipal elections).  Active, vocal minorities often rule (think of decision making in a company or college).

The uncommitted general public provides an arena in which those who represent other viewpoints (of a higher priority or higher moral purpose) can challenge the motivations of special interest groups.

Value of Public Service programs:

Most have been devised ahead of time to head off problems posed by protests, confrontations or increased government regulation…they are stock in the Bank of Public Opinion.

Most companies put 2 conditions on public service programs:

1. they must logically fit into the mission, objectives, timetable and field of endeavor in which the organization has expertise

2. there must be an identifiable, measurable benefit to being involved

Special Interest Groups:

Citizens band together in polarized common interest groups because they feel that collectively their voice and votes can get the attention needed to favorably influence decisions.

Factionalization – when the decision process is hobbled by a host of single-issue champions, protestors & crusaders to the point that reconciliation becomes impossible.

An Era of Tradeoffs:

When powerful factions or special interests meet head-on, the outcome is generally reconciliation, with both sides compromising a bit.

The Unforgiving Decade:

PR professional Ann Barkelew coined this phrase to describe a type of social warfare when divisive issues seem to tear so deeply at the social fabric that they raise doubts about the future of the democratic process.  Her belief is that no matter what actions you take (or which policies you adopt), someone is going to be angry enough to denounce you loudly and publicly.

Issue Anticipation:

The way to avoid issues is to see them coming and find ways to reach accommodation before they become public and “hot.”
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1. Issue Anticipation (IA) teams usually involve managers from all ranks and departments who meet regularly to answer 2 questions:

2. What’s happening out there and in here?

3. Could it affect us or become an issue for us?

Stakeholders – an umbrella identification denoting every group that has a stake in a particular issue

· stakeholder groups should care and be involved because the subject could or will affect them

· large numbers of stakeholders just don’t get the message…can’t be bothered…or just plain don’t care; these could be as high as 90% of the stakeholder group

There are 3 types of publics that can be counted on to engage with controversial issues, though they make constitute only 10% of the overall public:

1. long haul – those interested in the full ramifications of the topic

2. special interest – those concerned only with certain elements of the topic

3. hot button – those aroused only by emotionally debated elements
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