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ABSTRACT: Th is article contributes to the discussion on societal changes and their impact on com-
munication disciplines by focusing on public relations and its role in contemporary global society. 
Th e thesis is that the public relations profession has been aff ected by contemporary societal changes 
that challenge the existing body of knowledge and its underpinning theories. To understand the role 
of public relations in 21st century global societies and pursuing future public relations theorizing, 
the authors argue it is paramount to comprehend which factors at macro, meso, and micro levels lie 
beneath the substantial changes in today’s global society. Th e article presents and refl ects on four 
major macro trends of contemporary global society and concludes with suggestions for future direc-
tions for public relations scholarship and practice that are rooted in the concept of community and 
the idea of being part of and at the service of a community.
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

INTRODUCTION

Societies are living organisms that seek adaptation to survive and to compete with 
other societies. However, societies are becoming global due to the phenomenon of 
globalization that implies “the intensifi cation of worldwide social relations which 
link distant localities in such a way that local happenings are shaped by events oc-
curring many miles away and vice versa” (Giddens, 1990, p. 64). Valentini (2007) 
observed that people and organizations are aff ected by globalization to the extent 
that both can no longer think of themselves as mono- or bi-cultural. Although 
evidence shows that globalization is having an impact on how publics form, organ-
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ize, and act upon issues, this globalization has also created new challenges for 
communication professionals and brings into question what role diff erent com-
munication disciplines may have in global society.

Th is article contributes to the discussion on societal changes and their impact 
on communication disciplines by focusing on public relations and its role in con-
temporary global society. Public relations has increased its relevance in organiza-
tions (Moreno et al., 2014; Verčič et al., 2015), which play a vital role in the develop-
ment of societies (Scherer & Palazzo, 2011). As with other communication 
disciplines, the public relations profession has been aff ected by contemporary so-
cietal changes that challenge the existing body of knowledge and its underpinning 
theories. We discuss changes occurring in today’s societies and how these changes 
may aff ect public relations practices and theories. We do this through a critical 
reading of the most relevant discussions in public relations (cf. Bardhan & Weaver, 
2011; Edwards, 2012; Edwards & Hodges, 2011; Holtzhausen, 2011; Ihlen et al., 
2009; McKie & Munshi, 2009; Sriramesh & Verčič, 2003, 2009), together with 
a range of examples. We refl ect on four major macro trends happening worldwide. 
We do not intend to off er a deterministic overview or defi nitive prescriptions to 
a highly complex and ever-changing phenomenon. Rather, our purpose is to pin-
point some major trends that we believe will continue to impact public relations 
professional practice and to stimulate dialog and debate among public rela-
tions scholars as they pursue future public relations theorizing.

Aft er providing a brief description of how societies throughout the world are 
changing by focusing on the concepts of globalization and information and com-
munication technologies, which constitute the framework for our arguments, we 
off er some refl ections on the limits of existing global public relations theories to 
tackle global society’s continuous changes. We then discuss what we identify as the 
four macro trends that comprise today’s public relations environment: social, pol-
itical, economic, and cultural. We conclude with suggestions for future directions 
for public relations scholarship and practice.

THE CONTEXT OF CONTEMPORARY CHANGES IN SOCIETIES WORLDWIDE

To discuss changes in societies worldwide and how these changes aff ect and chal-
lenge public relations professional practitioners, we must examine how societies 
have changed and are continuing to change. Such an understanding is essential if 
public relations practice and theories are to refl ect “the plurality of views in the 
fi eld” (Edwards, 2012, p. 23) and to move away from a functionalist approach as an 
organization-oriented activity to become one that includes society-at-large, civil 
society, and nation building (e.g., Taylor, 2000, 2010; Taylor & Doerfel, 2003).

Clearly, a comprehensive review on this subject is not possible within the scope 
of one article, which can only approximate and simplify a highly complex, hetero-
geneous, and fragmented phenomenon. Yet two concepts that are recognized and 
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widely discussed across disciplines during the past twenty years need to be con-
sidered in understanding how societal changes may aff ect public relations practice 
and theories. Th ese are: 1) globalization and 2) the emergence of new information 
and communication technologies. Th e two interrelated phenomena have created 
fundamental changes in societies worldwide, which must be examined and under-
stood and which consequently are altering public relations practice and how prac-
titioners must think about organizations, publics, and society, as well as about their 
own professional identity.

Globalization and public relations theories

Th e concept of globalization, its defi nition, and dimensions are widely interpreted 
and highly contested; nevertheless, the concept and its generally understood def-
inition help explain changes occurring at individual, societal, and organizational 
levels. While many books have been written on globalization (e.g., Featherstone 
et al., 1995; Robertson, 1992; Tomlinson, 1999), we particularly appreciate the work 
of Scholte (2000), because it takes a critical view of debates on the subject. Further-
more, rather than proposing a static and ideologically driven defi nition, Scholte 
(2000) proposes a defi nition that is multiple-conceptual. Accordingly, globalization 
is seen as a “continuous process” rather than a “still status” (Scholte, 2000). Global-
ization encompasses internationalization — i.e., increased interactions and inter-
dependence among people in diff erent countries; liberalization — i.e., limited regu-
latory barriers to the transfer of resources among countries; universalization — i.e., 
a normative, general, worldwide law; westernization — i.e., homogenization of 
habits across the world that are oft en associated with the concept of Americaniza-
tion; and deterritorialization — i.e., the loss of a specifi c geographical origin (see 
Scholte, 2000). Globalization, as several scholars have argued, has economic, gov-
erning, and societal implications (Robertson, 1992; Scholte, 2000), but it should not 
be considered to be a homogeneous and uniform phenomenon (Shome & Hedge, 
2002, p. 174). Oft en, globalization produces unequal transactional fl ows between 
Northern and Southern parts of the world (Dutta, 2012), and, when applied to 
describe the transformation of modern societies, it synthetizes societies into the 
deterritorialized, universal, and liberal concept of global society. A global society 
is a society in which goods and services are available to the same standard global-
ly and are branded internationally (L’Etang, 2008). A global society:

[…] implies the promise of an international civil society, conducive to a new era of peace and 
democratization. (Berger, 2002, p. 2)

Yet according to Castells:

Not everything or everyone is globalized, but the global networks that structure the planet aff ect 
everything and everyone. (2008, p. 81)
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Globalization pushes societies toward more adaptation and universalization of 
their respective mores and norms. Robertson discusses globalization and global 
society as

[…] a sociocultural “system” which has resulted from the compression of — to the point that it 
increasingly imposes constraints upon, but also diff erentially empowers — civilizational cultures, 
national societies, intra- and cross-national movements and organizations, sub-societies and eth-
nic groups, intra-societal quasi-groups, individuals, and so on. (1992, p. 61)

Although the existence of a global society may be questioned, societies world-
wide are nonetheless acquiring many common features. Globalization is creating 
both inward and outward forces, pulling publics in diff erent directions and oft en 
in a chaotic manner. In the public relations literature, globalization is oft en seen as 
an extra variable, or even an addendum or subset, that challenges existing public 
relations theories, mostly because such theories were developed and constructed to 
explain social realities within specifi c cultural settings. A still limited, but never-
theless evolving, body of knowledge on what has been called ‘global public rela-
tions’ has emerged over the past twenty years (Sriramesh & Verčič, 2003, 2009). Yet 
as some scholars have pointed out (Bardhan, 2011; Holtzhausen, 2011; L’Etang, 
2012; Rittenhofer & Valentini, 2015; Weaver, 2011), global public relations theor-
izing is mostly based on a systems-based understanding of society, culture, and 
publics. Th us, existing conceptualizations of “global public relations” have tended 
to reduce global public relations’ complexity into predefi ned, oft en geographically 
based, categorizations of markets, cultures, and publics. With some exceptions 
(e.g., Holtzhausen, 2011; Rittenhofer & Valentini, 2015), alternative views and ap-
proaches are limited in how to understand cultural diversity and to use this divers-
ity as a resource, rather than seeing it as a problem for global public relations. In 
sum, globalization has posed some critical questions on the ways in which public 
relations is practiced across diff erent physical, social, and ideological boundaries; 
however, the answers thus far provided are limited, and critical public relations 
scholars are calling for new directions for public relations theorizing in “global” 
societies (Edwards, 2012; Holtzhausen, 2011; Rittenhofer & Valentini, 2015).

New information and communication technologies and public relations theorizing

Another phenomenon that is directly linked to globalization is the recent enhance-
ment of information and communication technologies, consequently increasing 
their adoption by organizations and publics. Information and communication 
technologies, including rapid long-distance transportation and computer net-
works, refer to those that allow for fast synchronic or asynchronic communication 
exchanges among people across time and special boundaries (Castells, 2008). Th ese 
technologies, as Vujnovic and Kruckeberg (2011) pointed out, have become a major 
driving force of globalization and global society. Th is is because such technologies, 
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especially digital media, i.e., electronic media where data are stored in digital form, 
increasingly compress time and space and are less and less expensive, allowing for 
previously unimaginable opportunities for global networking. Also, the diff usion 
of such technologies has changed the ways in which people consume news and 
information, interact, and get to know other realities (Valentini, 2015).

In public relations literature, the diff usion and increasing use of new informa-
tion and technologies among public relations practitioners, as well as among their 
publics, are received positively, with very few critical refl ections on their side eff ects 
on human behaviors and relations. Social media are considered the new public 
sphere of conversations that increase the possibilities to foster dialogs between or-
ganizations and their publics (Valentini, 2015). Scholarly studies on the use of social 
media for public relations have exponentially increased, especially in the past ten 
years (Ye & Ki, 2012). Yet the use of these technologies may have disruptive func-
tions too, specifi cally when such technologies are used by people to diff use rumors 
and voices with the sole purpose of damaging an organization’s reputation 
(Coombs, 1998, 2002; Coombs & Holladay, 2012). Despite this, public relations 
theorizing on social media remains limited (cf. Valentini, 2015). Public rela-
tions theorizing in the online sphere can be criticized for its lack of empirically-
based theories (Kent, 2010; Valentini, 2015), as well as for limited consideration of 
the implications of online activities on the real life of an individual and vice versa. 
Because real and virtual lives are more and more interconnected, it is hard to sep-
arate the outcomes of offl  ine public relations eff orts from those made online.

NEW ENVIRONMENT, BUT OLD THEORIES, FOR PUBLIC RELATIONS

We suggest that globalization is aff ecting societies worldwide and that the use of 
information and communication technologies can amplify the globalization pro-
cesses. Further, we claim that these two phenomena are creating limitations to pub-
lic relations theorizing. Global public relations scholars maintain that existing 
“theoretical frameworks inform the wide variety of global practice while supporting 
a fl exible matrix that takes into account situational particulars” (Curtin & Gaither, 
2007, p. xii), whereas such situational particulars refer to diff erences in countries’ 
political, economic, social, and cultural systems. Frequently, culture is added to ex-
isting public relations theories as an extra layer to understand and predict public 
behaviors and issue development. Global public relations studies dealing with cul-
ture typically encapsulate culture into a nation-state concept (cf. Hodges, 2012; 
Sriramesh & Verčič, 2009) and treat it in a deterministic and functionalistic way, i.e., 
how to handle diversity, and not as a multifaceted concept that encompasses people 
who simultaneously identify with many cultures (Kent & Taylor, 2011; Rittenhofer 
& Valentini, 2015). Th is is a rather conservative approach that tends to encapsulate 
publics into predefi ned categories and that does not acknowledge global fl ux and 
sudden changes of norms and values as well as shift ing public behaviors (cf. Ritten-
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hofer & Valentini, 2015). Problems concerning the nature of public relations para-
digms are also refl ected in Radford’s (2012) discussion of public relations as a profes-
sion defi ned through a predefi ned narrative. According to this view, public relations 
is “a way of talking about the world, the people in that world, and public relations’ 
relationships with those people” (ibid., p. 50). Radford (2012) maintains that public 
relations scholars and practitioners are failing to recognize and to take into con-
sideration multiple narratives in today’s societies and how these narratives oft en 
confl ict with one another. Failure to consider multiple narratives is also refl ected in 
public relations paradigms that oft en fall short in considering multiple perspectives 
and/or deviating from standardized approaches. One scholar put it bluntly:

Th ere is not enough scholarship from our fi eld about some of the big issues facing the world such 
as those raised by the business leaders, think tanks, and politicians at the World Economic Forum. 
(Gregory, 2012, p. 3)

In line with postmodern and critical public relations scholars (e.g., Brown, 2012; 
Holzhausen, 2011; Pal & Dutta, 2008), we fi nd this conservative approach problem-
atic because 20th century public relations theories have clear limits in tackling 
21st century global changes. Continuing to promote the use of such theories in 
current practice impedes the public relations profession from modernizing itself 
and truly contributing to the establishment of a 21st century global society. Because 
of existing theories’ normativity and their lack of consideration of the continuous 
changes in the environments in which public relations is embedded and to which 
it contributes, greater analysis and refl ection must address how societies worldwide 
are changing.

Our review of societal changes focuses on four macro level changes occurring 
world-wide; we purposively exclude meso, i.e., how organizations are adapting, 
decoupling, or coupling with societal needs, and micro, i.e., how individuals and 
communities have changed/are changing. Because meso and micro levels are con-
textually contingent, it would be impossible to off er meaningful refl ections on 
changes occurring at these levels within the scope of this article. Th us, we will 
examine four macro trends — social, political, economic, and cultural — that are 
overwhelmingly visible and interrelated in contemporary global society. We should 
caution, however, that predictions are precarious and outcomes are diffi  cult to con-
trol. We must recognize that, in addition to constant change, unpredictable and 
sometimes chaotic changes can occur quickly within any of these trends.

IDENTIFICATION OF PUBLICS AND ISSUES, NEW CHALLENGES AND ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Ironically, a global society has produced multi-vocality, challenging how public rela-
tions professionals identify publics and issues. Public relations’ identifi cation of pub-
lics and issues is a communicatively constituted activity, since it is through the an-
alysis of expressed communications that public relations professionals identify who 
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has concerns and what these concerns are. Yet social anomie may result in an era in 
which global communication is plentiful. Th e reasons? Communication becomes 
increasingly aff ordable, and messages are communicated rapidly and easily. Com-
munication becomes overwhelming, not only in ease of access to information, but 
also with opportunities to join multiple online communities. Th e 21st century global 
society requires redefi nition and reconceptualization of how groups of individuals 
organize and form a “community” and what should be a “community” at a time 
when societal fragmentation will occur as opportunities increase for membership in 
multiple communities. Of concern also must be the increased opportunities for 
criminality and anarchy, which communication technology has enabled on a scale 
never before witnessed. Of course, what constitutes criminality and anarchy is open 
to defi nition and cultural interpretation, but at what point do opportunities for free 
speech instead create anarchy? Complex questions will arise about what can and 
perhaps should be done to control ubiquitous and inexpensive communication tech-
nology that fuels volatility with a potential for chaos that would have been inconceiv-
able even a decade ago. Abuses and misuses — again, open to interpretation — can 
present immense dangers. Volatile publics can and will form immediately and un-
predictably, irrespective of time and space, and these publics can act with immense 
power. It is impossible to reliably predict, let alone control, how publics will form, 
organize, and respond. Rather, those once possessing power may only be able to 
observe and to monitor and attempt to respond through dialog and negotiation.

Equally signifi cantly, the concept of privacy will fundamentally change, with 
a total loss of personal privacy a distinct possibility. According to Facebook found-
er Mark Zuckerberg (cited in Johnson, 2010), the rise of online social networking 
sites means that people no longer have an expectation of privacy. During the past 
few years, “people have really gotten comfortable not only sharing more informa-
tion and diff erent kinds, but more openly and with more people”. Trust will be 
present, but arguably may be misplaced, given the questionable security of per-
sonal information held by anonymous persons storing this information in the 
“cloud”. Ubiquitous surveillance will be a part of all modern life, and, as evident 
from revelations about the activities of the United States National Security Agency, 
such surveillance could threaten democracy by altering the relationship between 
the people and their government (New York Times, 2013). Orwell’s novel Nineteen 
Eighty-Four (1949/2004), about a hypothetical society having omnipresent govern-
ment surveillance, seems less surreal than it was, particularly today when the In-
ternet is considered by some to be a surveillance state (Schneier, 2013).

While paying lip service to personal privacy, social media also encourage more 
openness at personal, professional, and organizational levels. According to an an-
nual report by the New Media Consortium’s Horizon Project (De Santis, 2012), 
openness — as a concept that describes ideas such as open content, open data, and 
open resources, together with notions of transparency and easy access to data and 
information — is moving from a trend to a value for much of the world. Openness, 
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however, can be problematic. To what extent, in the name of openness, shall organ-
izations disclose information to publics? Does transparency have any boundaries? 
And, if so, what are they?

While there is no defi nitive answer to these questions, diff erent positions have 
emerged. On the one hand, politicians, economists, and scientists are much more 
concerned about complete openness and its implications for societies. For example, 
Ehrmann and Fratzscher (2007), studying central bank communications, under-
score the limits of transparency in relation to fi nancial markets. Th ey stress the 
need for communication to be fl exible and to adjust to market conditions for central 
banks to achieve their ultimate objectives. Bioethical scholars Jansen and Sulmasy 
(2003) are also skeptical about promoting complete openness and transparency in 
relation to disclosing information about bioethical issues because such openness 
and transparency may create a “halo eff ect” on public opinion about a specifi c claim 
regarding an issue. On the other hand, we see other forces in society that push to-
ward a diff erent direction in transparency and openness. WikiLeaks, founded by 
Australian Internet activist Julian Assange, and the activist group Anonymous, 
which originated in 2003 as an online community, are examples of activist organ-
izations in search of more transparency and openness of governments and cor-
porations. Th ese two organizations, however, have been seen as disruptive online 
communities that undermine the security of nations (Yost, 2010).

Th ese issues should be understood from the perspective of the role of public 
relations in society, i.e., for promoting trust within a social system (cf. Valentini 
& Kruckeberg, 2011), even in digital environments. Yet not all online public rela-
tions practices are transparent and open (Fitzpatrick & Palenchar, 2006; Gower, 
2006; Holladay & Coombs, 2013), which, in turn, raises questions about the trust-
worthiness of online public relations intentions. Diff erent phenomena, such as an 
increasing number of transparency requests by the public, coupled with an increas-
ing use of new information and communication technologies, are forcing public 
relations professionals to re-consider: 1) their role as co-producers of information; 
2) their role in devising organizational policies to meet diff erent demands for open-
ness and transparency while maintaining personal security and privacy; and 
3) their duty toward a moral and democratic society.

ACTIVISM AS A DISRUPTING SOCIAL SYSTEM FORCE

Th e 21st century has witnessed growing activism around the world as a form of 
organized activity, oft en against power and hegemonic forces. Activism can be 
considered a sign of democratization and liberation for many, yet it substantially 
diverts social order, sometimes not with the best outcomes. Illustrating the dimin-
ishing power of nation-states over their citizenry are such events as the 2009 Iran-
ian elections, the 2011 Arab Spring and London Riots, and, with less volatility but 
considerable traction, the Occupy Wall Street protests. More recent protests have 
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occurred in Brazil and Egypt. Citizens organize, mobilize, and share information 
through the use of digital media such as smart phones. Digital media have become 
a tool for mobilizing public opinion in autocratic countries (Valentini & Kruckeberg, 
2012). Th ey report breaking news much faster than do traditional journalistic 
media. Th ey also infl uence political agendas and can change values. Th is bottom-
up process of shaping society has been defi ned by Beck (1994) as sub-politics, i.e., 
forms of politics outside and beyond the representative institutions of the political 
system of nation-states. A move toward democracy likely will be facilitated as never 
before. Criminality and anarchy may not be far behind. Such terrorist organiza-
tions as ISIS have developed strong networks of soldiers via the use of information 
and communication technologies.

Furthermore, power among nation-states in the global milieu may fundamen-
tally change. Although they are “social actors”, corporations, NGOs/civil society 
organizations, and governments are nevertheless politically defi ned and controlled. 
Th e constitutive and operational conceptual defi nitions of these three main social 
actors may require re-examination. Cammaerts observes that, in a mature democ-
racy, apolitical groups and political institutions interplay and overlap:

Th e state is not an entity separated from society and neither is there a clear distinction between 
what is called civil society and institutional and formal politics. (2006, p. 266)

Even corporations, argues Cornelissen (2011), are part of this complex interplay 
because they are also part of local and global societies and are being asked more and 
more to take an active social role. Paradoxically, an active social role by corporations 
may result in a loss of political control by nation-states, whatever these nation-states’ 
sense of accountability is to their citizens. Increasingly, this political control is being 
relinquished to transnational, i.e., global, corporations that oft en provide little 
transparency and accountability to the citizens of individual nation-states. An ex-
ample is the case of the phone-hacking scandal involving the News of the World and 
other British tabloid newspapers published by News International. Employees of 
that newspaper were accused of engaging in phone hacking, police bribery, and 
exercising improper infl uence in the pursuit of publishing stories (BBC News, 2011).

Clearly, 21st century activism is disputing public relations’ function of main-
taining mutual and benefi cial relations among diverse social actors in societies 
(Valentini & Kruckeberg, 2011). At issue is what the role should be of public rela-
tions as a boundary-spanning organizational function that bridges society with 
organizations when activism is increasing and the three major social actors, all of 
which employ public relations professionals, need to collaborate to maintain work-
ing social systems. It may be time to acknowledge the possibility that, while the 
public relations profession has its origins in the world of capitalism (Berger, 2005), 
it may have a more promiscuous future with such social actors as governments and 
NGOs/civil society organizations — or it can take primary responsibility to in-
crease corporate morality, responsibility, and commitment towards society. Recent 
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corporate practices show that some corporations are acting as the “custodians” of 
social well-being in some countries. In other words, it is possible and sensible for 
corporations today to undertake social and political responsibilities that go beyond 
legal requirements. By doing so, corporations fi ll a regulatory hole in global govern-
ance (Scherer & Palazzo, 2011; Scherer & Smid, 2000; Vogel, 2007) and indirectly 
support the notion of public relations as a profession that is rooted in society and 
counsels organizations in giving back to society.

BALANCING ECONOMIC INTERESTS WITH GLOBAL SOCIETY’S NEEDS

In economic terms, globalization has substantively transformed the ways in which 
organizations and economic players operate. In particular, three main trends have 
been associated with globalization: 1) lower wages for workers throughout the 
world, together with higher corporate profi ts in Western economies; 2) a massive 
movement of migrants to cities in poor countries; and 3) low infl ation and low 
interest rates, despite strong economic growth (Schiff eres, 2007). Corporations ne-
cessarily take natural resources where they exist, e.g., petroleum and rare metals. 
Corporations then can employ labor where it is least expensive (and sometimes 
exploitative) and, taking these factors into account, pursue markets that are deemed 
most lucrative. Transnational, i.e., global, corporations can choose to be headquar-
tered wherever it is most benefi cial to them. Yet nation-states and their govern-
mental agencies are sustained through taxes paid by corporations, as well as by 
individuals employed by these corporations. And nation-states, including govern-
mental agencies, can operate only if they have suffi  cient resources.

An asymmetry in a sociological sense (see Coleman, 1982, for a discussion on 
asymmetric society) between societal forces can create an unstable social system 
(Valentini & Kruckeberg, 2011), i.e., a society in which the three fundamental social 
actors, governments, NGOs/civil society organizations, and corporations do not 
equally support the weight of society (Kruckeberg, 2007; Valentini & Kruckeberg, 
2011). Kruckeberg (1995, 2007) argues that democratic societies can and will exist 
in the 21st century only through the support of and directly resulting from the 
cooperative community-building eff orts of governments, NGOs/civil society or-
ganizations, and corporations. It is the corporations which not only provide goods 
and services, but also employment, a tax base, and other social benefi ts. Organiza-
tions that outsource or move their headquarters for strictly self-serving purposes 
undermine the stability and viability of their host countries and consequently in-
stigate such phenomena as worker emigration, reduction of business in commun-
ities from which people are emigrating, and less wealth within the community. Th e 
result? Lower-quality public services and/or increasing costs for what was once 
“public service”.

A global economic network means fi nancial problems in one country or region 
quickly transcend to others, becoming a dire worldwide threat of considerable 
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magnitude. An arguably more insidious threat is the economic enslavement that 
promotes consumerism and inducements for over-consumption to achieve an il-
lusory happiness, pushing people into fi nancial debt and tenuous situations. Mick 
and Fournier (1998, p. 126) describe the freedom/enslavement paradox in which 
technology’s ability to facilitate independence and fewer restrictions can lead to 
dependence and more instructions. Rather than integrating technology into their 
lives, consumers integrate their lives into technology. Although consumers may 
adopt technology to simplify or enrich their lives, the use of a technology-based 
service may elicit the need for additional investments to use the service eff ectively.

Public relations professionals, together with marketing professionals, are chief-
ly responsible for such economic enslavement; although the latter have clearly ad-
mitted and have accepted that their professional credo is creating, promoting, and 
delivering goods and services to consumers and other stakeholders, the former 
(public relations professionals) suff er from what we call a “multiple personality 
disorder”. Public relations has helped organizations promote this economic en-
slavement sometimes not admitting it and, at the same time, public relations has 
helped redeem corporations from such ill behavior by helping these corporations 
give back to society through corporate social responsibility initiatives. Yet increas-
ing consumer skepticism shows that publics recognize the existence of these prob-
lems and become more immune to those corporate social responsibility initiatives 
(Crossley, 2003; Klein et al., 2004; Odou & de Pechpeyrou, 2011). Th is “multiple 
personality disorder” is a professional identity issue that existing public relations 
theories barely confront. Most widely used defi nitions of public relations do not 
consider public relations a profession acting on behalf of society. Nor do they off er 
insights into the sociological implications of such “multiple personality disorders” 
for the profession in a global society.

Left  without a clear normative theory of society that addresses the role of public 
relations, we wonder what role public relations will play in contemporary global 
society. Earlier, we asked whether public relations as a professionalized occupation 
contributes to the acceleration of the marketization of society (cf. Nichols, 2011; 
Pierre, 1995), i.e., a society in which anything can be measured through market 
criteria and can be exchanged for a market value, or whether public relations can 
facilitate a post-marketized society and ease today’s uncertainties and increase trust 
among diff erent social systems (Valentini & Kruckeberg, 2011). In our view, public 
relations scholarship fails to off er normative grounds to help the profession balance 
economic interests with global society’s needs.

UNPREDICTABLE SOCIETAL VALUES AND MORES

Finally, global society has furthered the development of unpredictable and ever-
changing social values and mores. Existing global public relations theories (Srira-
mesh & Verčič, 2003, 2009) suggest that global public relations activities require 
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the integration of societal values and mores. Th e question is how to integrate them 
when they are unpredictable and discordant. According to Valentini (2005), a so-
ciety in search of understanding itself increasingly becomes involved in paradigms 
that mirror less the conditions of continuing formations and more the challenges 
of alteration. At a macro-level, the greatest social tension will be between modern-
ity and traditionalism (Goankar, 2001; Portes, 1973; Simadi, 2006), the former 
in its continuing evolution and the latter in its several ideological variations. Mod-
ernity and traditionalism will continue to create a “clash of civilizations” requiring 
cultures to either co-exist, meld, or attempt to dominate one another in a world in 
which confl icting and changing concepts of what it means to be human (and hu-
mane) and in which the concept of the self may be fundamentally changing. Values 
and mores worldwide are being infl uenced in ways that are largely uncontrollable, 
that are oft entimes unpredictable, and that arguably may be deleterious (Chen 
& Starosta, 2000; Moghadam, 2012). However, we can lose sight of the fact that 
beliefs and expectations change, not only over time, but also from one cultural 
environment to another (Valentini, 2005). People in diff erent societies and milieus 
are diff erent in how they live, work, and play and in how they adapt to their social 
environments (Bauer, 2006; Heath, 2006). As a result, people develop special needs 
and acquire peculiar habits and customs. Because people have diff erent experien-
ces and because words are the names that people give to their experiences, lan-
guage diff erences are also created, which, in general, result in particular patterns 
and methods and forms of expression in how people relate to one another (Bauer, 
2006; Valentini, 2005).

In a global society, therefore, contradicting forces of amalgamation and hom-
ogenization persist on the one side, and dispersion, individualization, and re-secu-
larization on the other. According to Qvortrup (2003), communication technolo-
gies play a key role in this dichotomy because they promote “decentered processes 
of mutual observation and coordination among social sub-centers” (p. 4) and con-
sequently allow the maintenance of a certain level of personalization, while at the 
same time allowing the amalgamation of values, mores, and norms. As a result, 
Simadi (2006) argues, modernity and traditionalism can coexist within the same 
social group. Th us, a total victory for modernity cannot be assumed. Powerful re-
sistance will remain from those who long for the psychological security of trad-
itionalism and of indigenous and psychological cultures that fi nd traditionalism 
either reassuring or preferable to what modernity has to off er. In a twist of irony, 
people will be enabled in their quest for traditionalism by the communication tech-
nology that is available to them through modernity.

SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR PUBLIC RELATIONS

We have explored some of today’s ongoing macro trends that infl uence global so-
ciety as well as the impact of digital technologies that shape the environment in 
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which public relations professionals practice. Our thesis has been that 20th century 
public relations paradigms must be re-examined and challenged in a 21st century 
technological, global, and multicultural world. We claim that to understand the 
role of public relations in 21st century global societies, we fi rst need to comprehend 
which factors at macro, meso, and micro levels lie beneath the substantial changes 
in today’s global society. Our article has off ered refl ections on four macro level 
changes and how they challenge the public relations profession and its role in 
a global society.

Yet we need more scholarly work to better understand the dynamics of global 
society and the interplay of diff erent phenomena occurring in contemporary soci-
eties to respond to questions about transparency and openness on the one hand 
and reputation and issue management on the other. More research is needed to 
illuminate:

[…] implications of globalization, interdependence, interconnection, global shift s in power, and 
complexity and the concomitant fallout such as the potential for inter-generational confl ict, secu-
rity, resource wars, and the inability of nations and organizations to deal with these issues. (Greg-
ory, 2012, p. 3)

Public relations practitioners are expected to be well-equipped to cope with 
these challenges. However, their practice, role, and function, as well as their requi-
site education, must be re-examined in light of today’s world. Fundamental ques-
tions persist, e.g., who will be the clients of public relations practitioners? Who will 
pay practitioners to perform their role? To whom will public relations practitioners 
be responsible? More broadly, is the 20th century organizational role of public rela-
tions optimal or even meaningful? Or, as appears more likely, is public relations at 
least partly dysfunctional during this time of rapid societal change? Will the four 
discussed trends in global society result in a continuing evolution of existing 
20th century paradigms? Or will these trends produce a revolution in public rela-
tions scholarship and practice? Th e authors suggest, à la Th omas Kuhn (1970), that 
a “revolution” may not be necessary, but public relations paradigms should be re-
examined and perhaps a “shift ” attempted. Such a paradigmatic shift  should not be 
exclusively or primarily Western in perspective, but should consider changes oc-
curring in a global society as described earlier and must provide new directions for 
practicing public relations globally. In sum, a 21st century technological, global, 
and multicultural society requires continuing critical re-examination of the para-
digms that have guided our thinking and actions.

Future research should start from an analysis of society and globalization and 
provide new ways for public relations to fi nd a balance between diff erent interests 
in society and the multi-faceted, oft en contradictory, expectations of the public 
toward organizations that public relations professionals represent (Heath, 2006). 
A challenge for future research is to provide epistemological and ontological mean-
ings to the public relations profession without imposing colonialist indications of 
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what is and is not acceptable for the practice. We believe that to defi ne and orient 
its practices, public relations as a profession that is embedded in a sociological 
framework should start from the sociological presumption of being part of and at 
the service of a community. Th e concept of community, both in its macro under-
standing, i.e., global society, and its micro interpretation, i.e., a group of individuals 
sharing some commonalities, can off er diff erent venues for discussing the role of 
public relations. Th is same concept of community constitutes the fundamental 
thesis of Kruckeberg and Starck (1988), later reiterated by Kruckeberg and Vujnovic 
(2005). We argue that the concept of community is still normatively germane today 
— although with some adjustments — to help public relations practitioners explain 
what should be their role in an organization and in society-at-large. Public relations 
professionals should not simply act as mediators between the external environment 
and the organizations they represent. Public relations should serve as a catalyst for 
promoting fruitful and constructive interactions among corporations, NGOs/civil 
society organizations, and governments. Th is means understanding the commun-
ities in which each of these groups function. Public relations scholars fi rst must 
explore and critically evaluate positive models of society and then consider compet-
ing normative models of society and their supporting theories in light of these 
global trends. Within this framework, public relations and related concepts must 
be re-examined and possibly redefi ned and re-conceptualized, ranging from con-
sideration of such fundamental concepts as publics, relationships, and organiza-
tions, as well as other concepts essential to public relations theory-building. Es-
sentially, we are advocating new conceptualizations that a normative theory of 
society and a heuristic meta-theory of public relations demand. With such schol-
arly inquiry and process, paradigm shift s — and possibly new paradigms in public 
relations — are likely to emerge and provide a new foundation for public relations 
practice in a 21st century global society.
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