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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

Public  relations  has and, it appears,  always  has  had  an  image  problem.  From  public  relations’
protohistory,  through  the rise  of  the  publicist  and  press  agent,  the  history  of  the  relationship
between  journalists  and  public  relations  practitioners  remained  rocky.  Using  the  New York
Times  as  a  lens,  this  study  seeks  to  examine,  through  a qualitative  framing  analysis  (N  = 106),
how public  relations  was  perceived  and  discussed  by  one  of  its most  important  audiences,
the  journalist,  during  the  early  years  of  the  twentieth  century.  The  study  found  that  while
the tasks  and  media  used  in the practice  of  public  relations  as  framed  by  the Times  may
be accurate,  the  cultural  context  of the  early  20th  century  called  the very  “doing”  of public
relations  into  question.

© 2014 Elsevier  Inc. All  rights  reserved.

1. Introduction

Public relations has an image problem. It apparently always has, for even in the earliest days of the 20th century when
public relations was emerging as a separate, recognized field of professional practice, journalists and publics alike were
either unable or unwilling to accept the distinctions between those who  sought publicity just for the sake of publicity, and
those who sought to link the publicity needs of clients with the news needs of journalists by supplying accurate, truthful
information. Some modern scholars and practitioners have argued the field’s image problem is something new, but this study
found that even the earliest public portrayals of public relations framed the field as populated by plaid-suited, megaphone-
toting hacks (Cities that advertise, 1909) (see Appendix 1) or sweet young things who  flirted their clients’ way onto the news
pages (Press Agents & Public Opinion, 1920).

This study examines how public relations practice was portrayed in the New York Times during Ivy Ledbetter Lee’s working
lifetime. While newspaper content does not reveal much about what individual citizens think about an issue, it does at least
offer insight into how the practice of public relations was  being framed by one of public relations’ most important audiences:
the press. Using the New York Times as a lens, this study seeks to show how the emerging profession of public relations was
perceived by one of its most important audiences, the press, and how the press’ perception, and thus portrayal of the field
to its readers, helped shape the general perception of public relations in a city with a high level of corporate activity.
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2. Literature review

2.1. Underpinning for the study

Lee was one of the earliest practitioners of public relations as we think of it today. As early as 1906, Lee issued a declaration
of principles by which he pledged his publicity firm would operate. Those principles included transparency, which he termed
as not operating in secret; accuracy; and truthfulness (Hiebert, 1965), all concepts with which public relations practitioners
and academics of today are familiar. Russell and Bishop, however, wrote that “previous scholarship on Ivy Lee identifies
the ‘declaration’ as a seminal moment in public relations history, while also suggesting that Lee’s legacy is mixed” (2009,
p 93). Focusing on the New York Times,  the primary newspaper in the city where Lee, as well as the majority of public
relations practitioners of the day were based, this study analyzes how that newspaper framed the profession, its practices
and practitioners during the early years of an emerging field.

2.2. Antecedents to the declaration

Sociologist and journalism and society scholar “Alfred McLung Lee has shown that there have been press agents almost
as long as there have been newspapers. They existed in the United States during the eighteenth century, and probably earlier
in England” (Pimlott, 1951, p.6). And while Lee’s declaration was a major turning point both in how public relations would
be viewed not only by those within the profession but also outside the practice, it was  preceded by nearly 200 years of
the practice of press agentry, propaganda, and publicity. This earlier time frame can be characterized as the protohistory
of public relations (Watson, 2012). That period, from approximately 1690 with the publication of Publick Occurrences, Both
Foreign and Domestick,  until 1833 when newspapers were popularized by the New York Sun, is marked by a blurring of the
lines between public relations and journalism – exemplified by the antecedents to the American Revolution.

The publishers of the time, such as Samuel Adams and Benjamin Franklin, used their printing presses to communicate
public relations messages for causes in which they believed. In this case, the messages supported America breaking away
from British rule. While these events should not necessarily be considered public relations as we know it today (and would
likely be more accurately described as propaganda), they did set the stage for it by showing the importance of communicating
messages to the masses via the media. As there was  no wholesale support for independence at the time, no less a revolution
to achieve it, the ability of a small group of insurgents to transmit their message to the larger populace through a combination
of propaganda and publishing was unprecedented up to that point.

The second era of public relations could best be characterized as “the rise of the press agent.” This era should not be
confused with the press agentry model of public relations (Grunig, 1984). Rather, it refers to a time when organizations
first employed a person whose primary responsibility was to communicate messages about that organization to various
constituents and stakeholders. In other words, this time period primarily coincides with what many scholars would refer to
as the early beginnings of modern public relations. When, in 1833, the Penny Press began with the publication of the New
York Sun, the mass media was brought to the people of the United States as never before. It began an era of journalism that,
over the next twenty years, would see the rise of the New York Times,  the introduction of newspaper sections (sports, society,
money, reviews), special editions, nationwide coverage due to inventions such as the telegraph, and the formation of a group
of journalists that would eventually become the Associated Press. But with all the growth, and the increased emphasis being
placed on bringing value to the consumers of the newspaper, came the need to constantly present new information. Enter
the press agent, or publicist, the person whose job it was  to provide information to the journalists in order to fill the growing
news hole.

This era defined many aspects of not only journalism, but of public relations as well. It might be best classified as an era
of not only growth of the fields, but also an era of trial and error with regard to professionalism. This period lasted until Lee’s
declaration of principles in 1906, which ushered in the modern era of public relations, and represented a fundamental shift
away from public relations as it was known during the 19th century, a time epitomized by the legacy of P.T. Barnum.

Barnum, known for his many events, promotions, quips and stunts, summed up his own contributions to the public
relations landscape in a letter written to his partner James A. Bailey shortly before his death in 1891: “I am indebted to the
press of the United States for almost every dollar which I possess and for every success as an amusement manager which I
have ever achieved” (Saxon, 1995, p. 76). Saxon continued to describe Barnum’s affection for the press:

On earlier occasions he was fond of attributing his success to “printers ink” – when a friend was  expatiating on this
topic at a banquet honoring him in 1874, the showman interrupted to remark, “Yes, without printer’s ink I should
have been no bigger than Tom Thumb” – under which heading he also included advertising. The effective use of the
latter, and of publicity in general, was a matter of keen study to him, and especially in Humbugs of the World and Funny
Stories he recalled those expert practitioners among his contemporaries who had made a lasting impression on him.
(p. 76)

Barnum knew the media, and knew how to garner attention for his “amusements.” Whether it was  parading through
Europe with Tom Thumb, promoting Jenny Lind across the United States, or plowing a field with an elephant in North
Carolina, he attracted attention like few others. He was  the father of modern publicity, and has served as the inspiration for
many people, and tactics, in public relations.
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