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“The public relations function is a natural organisational boundary spanner because 

building relationships requires it to have one foot inside and one foot outside”  (White 

and Dozier 1992, cited in Gregory, 2014, p.147).  

This essay will evaluate how public relations can cultivate exchange and communal 

relationships. This will be achieved by initially exploring how systems and games theory 

impacts on the PR role in relationship building. The essay will demonstrate the need for 

PR to be involved in an organisation’s dominant coalition in order to influence 

strategies/goals for exchange and communal relationships.  It will also demonstrate 

open systems are essential to help enable the relationships.   

The opportunities available for PR professionals to build exchange and communal 

relationships will also be evaluated, including social media and the opportunities through 

corporate social responsibility.  Measuring also plays an important factor and will be 

explored on how it can help build the PR case on the impact of relationships to senior 

management.  

The essay will conclude that the role of PR is best placed to act as the boundary 

spanner between organisations and their public. The role plays a central role in building 

relationships, not just externally but also with higher management to influence success 

in cultivating exchange and foremost benefits of communal relationships.  

  

Defining exchange and communal relationships 

Relationships in PR practice first came to light by Fergusson in 1984. The concept was 

adapted and defined as a relational definition of public relations in 1987 where Cutlip, 

Centre and Broom claimed relationships should be at the core of public relations practice 

(Ledingham and Bruning, 2000).  It is apparent building relationships have become an 

essential element of PR, “The fundamental goal of public relations is to manage 

communication in order to build good relationships and mutual understanding between 

organisation and its most important audiences” (Gordon 1997 cited in Grossman 2011, 

p.3). 
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The Public Relations Society in America adopted a new definition in March 2012 to 

acknowledge the importance of relationship building “public relations is a strategic 

communication process that builds mutually beneficial relationships between 

organisations and their publics” (PRSA, 2012). 

These views relate to the relationship management perspective where the role of the PR 

practitioner is to help balance both interests from the organisation and publics via 

managing organisation-public relationships.  It is claimed systems theory and Grunig’s 

two way symmetry model heavily reflect the notion of relationship management 

(Ledingham, 2003, p.181). As a result systems theory and the later development of 

games theory (where two-way symmetry is used) will be explored when evaluating the 

role of PR in enabling exchange and communal relationships.  

 

First of all, it is useful to define the meaning of exchange and communal relationships in 

PR.  Psychologists Mills and Clark began to differentiate the concept of exchange and 

communal relationships in the 1970s (Clark and Mills, 2011). 

Exchange relationships, when one party provides a benefit to the other.  There is then 

an expectation for the receiving party to deliver a benefit of comparable value in return 

(Clark and Mills, 2011).  As an example, consumers pay money for a product they want, 

in return the company receives money in exchange.   

Communal relationships develop when both parties provide benefits to each other with 

no expectation of receiving anything in return.  Grunig and Hon identify the role of PR is 

to “convince management that it also needs communal relationships with publics such 

as employees, the community and the media” (Grunig and Hon, 1999, p.21).    

 

A study conducted by International Association of Business Communicators research 

foundation identified the success of relationships between organisation and public were 

considered excellent when the CEO of an organisation valued the PR department 

(Grunig and Hon, 1999). Grunig established the excellence theory, identifying how 

organisations should practice PR.  In order for PR to enable exchange and communal 

relationships, it seems, PR needs to be part of the dominant coalition. PR professionals 

can advise management on potential risks and effects of decisions. This allows senior 
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management to adapt behaviour to keep a strong link in building mutual relationships 

into the overall business strategy from the beginning (Grunig and Hon, 1999). 

Systems theory  

When assessing the role PR plays in enabling exchange and communal relationships, it 

is useful to begin with ‘systems theory’.  The theory relates to various systems 

connecting and interacting with other systems (von Bertalanffy 1969 cited in Tench and 

Laville, 2014, p.96). Systems theory operates on feedback, both in and out the 

organisation.  Some argue “the PR practitioner as counsel must be aware of... the 

context of the organisation or client they are representing, and acting as the ‘boundary 

spanner” (Tench and Laville, 2014, p.96).  Systems theory has been a central concept to 

the practice of PR which has resulted in other theorists developing further models, 

including Grunig’s excellence theory. The research around systems theory 

acknowledged organisations use both asymmetrical (one way) and symmetrical (two 

way) forms of communications (Edwards, p.124). 

However, some critics argue systems theory is ‘idealistic’ and does not form a realistic 

approach to building relationships. Organisations always have the power and will base 

decisions on what benefits the organisation (L’Etang, 2008). This can restrict the growth 

of PR professionals developing communal relationships, because feedback is not 

welcomed.  Furthermore, some argue PR should acknowledge and work with the effects 

of social background when interacting with publics (Vardeman-Winter and Tindall, 2010 

cited in Edwards, 2014).  L’Etang highlights “If PR practitioners (and their organisations) 

are really serious about establishing ‘dialogue’, then inviting stakeholders to define 

objectives and outcomes might be a first step” (L’Etang, 2008, p.24).   

The critics have a point. More needs to be done to segment, analyse and evaluate 

audiences in order to develop mutual understanding between publics.  However what 

systems theory does offer is a good grounding, a wider business perspective and 

identifies the understanding of how different departments can operate in varied 

environments.  It has been noted that “two- way symmetric communication practices are 

a keystone for excellent PR” (Edwards, 2014, p.124). It is clear in order to build 

communal relationships, two-way symmetric communication is vital to ensure voices are 

heard and information is fed back to both parties to help create mutual understanding. 
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 Games theory was developed in an attempt to overcome the view that the organisation 

has more power in relationships.  Murphy in 1991 developed the model where a 

compromise can be reached between publics and organisation (Edwards, 2014). “In a 

mixed-motive model, by contrast, orgs try to satisfy their own interests while 

simultaneously trying to help publics satisfy their interests” (Heath, 2010, p.12).  The 

model acknowledges the dominant coalition can, at times, manipulate the public in an 

attempt to accept the organisations goals (Heath, 2010). In games theory, PR 

practitioners negotiate with both publics and the dominant coalition to achieve a win- win 

outcome (Heath, 2010). Games theory appears to be an effective model to allow PR 

carry out the role of boundary spanner to help facilitate compromise.  As a result the 

model helps PR enable the opportunity for exchange and communal relationships to 

develop.  

 

Exchange and communal relationships in practice  

What should be noted is the rise of other departments striving to be recognised at 

management level, including ‘marketing’.  Grunig claims “exchange is the essence of 

marketing relationships between organisation and customers” (Grunig, 2002, p.20).    

 L’Etang highlights this can have a negative impact towards the public relations 

profession “conflicts emerge over size and control of budgets and power over definition 

of organizational policy” (L’Etang, 2008, p.164).  This adds another dimension to the 

challenge.  However for PR to enable communal relationships, not only do they need to 

be part of the dominant coalition but they also need to consider other communication 

departments they can work with and utilise skills.  This is evident in Gregory’s view 

“Public relations can best play a role in creating a successful campaign when all the 

other elements of the marketing effort are also present and are integrated with public 

relations” (Gregory, 2004. p.17). An aim of games theory is to provide direction on 

solutions to problems arising. Marketing tends to follow a win-lose format, whereas PR 

management’s aim is to resolve situations mutually (Grunig, 1992).  Perhaps the 

challenge should be seen as an opportunity in strengthening the relationships with the 

marketing counterpart.  As evidenced by Grunig, it is essential the PR role is part of the 

dominant coalition.  This allows PR to operate as a boundary spanner in which the PR 

role is best placed to facilitate feedback between organization and publics. As part of the 

dominant coalition, the PR role can enable exchange and communal relationships. 
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Open and closed systems 

 Organisations who have open systems allow the PR practitioner to operate as a 

‘boundary spanner’. There may be many audiences the organisations decisions have an 

impact on, hence it is important to gain feedback from different groups (Cutlip et al, 2000 

cited in Edwards, 2014). Systems theory is based on organisations adopting an open 

system in order to operate. On the other hand closed systems restrict the opportunity for 

the organisation to engage with stakeholders that can lead to a damaged reputation.  A 

recent example of a successful open system approach involves a tourist locked inside 

the book store Waterstones, after it closed. The tourist sent a tweet to Waterstones 

Twitter feed, resulting in 7000 retweets.  This situation could have potentially damaged 

the organisation’s reputation.  However Airbnb, an accommodation booking site, 

suggested Waterstones should take advantage of the PR opportunity by hosting a sleep 

overnight in the book store.  Waterstones launched a competition through Airbnb which 

resulted in ten winners spending the night.  

 Airbnb benefited from an exchange of media coverage (Rogers, 2014, p.11). The PR 

function of Waterstones acted as a boundary spanner, taking on board Airbnb’s views. 

The PR role would convince the senior management this would be a good idea for the 

organisation’s reputation.  The success of the stunt has not only protected Waterstones 

reputation but also developed trust with Airbnb. This would not have been possible if 

Waterstones operated under a closed system approach. 

 

Hersey and Blanchard (1988) argue when building relationships a lot depends on the 

situation and an organisation’s stability at the time.  This can impact on the flexibility and 

style of leadership (Chia, n,d.).  This is something PR professionals have to contend with 

in enabling the opportunity of developing communal relationships.  It is clear, flexibility 

and openness is important for the PR function to help facilitate feedback.  Therefore an 

organisation operating as an open system is essential in order for PR to enable 

exchange and communal relationships.  

 

Social media 
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Social media offers an opportunity for PR to enable exchange and communal 

relationships.  Social media allows PR to “reach and interact with multiple publics and 

stakeholders, ultimately opening the possibility for mutually beneficial relationships” 

(Berger and don-jin, 2003 cited in Wilson and Supa, 2013, p.6). Seltzer argues the tools 

are only creating spaces. It is the responsibility of the practitioner to engage in 

conversations and build relationships (Rybalko and Seltzer, 2010). 

However some organisations have yet to welcome social media. Organisations can have 

a fear of embracing social media (Bradley and McDonald, 2012). This can be a 

challenge for the PR function to enable exchange and communal relationships to be 

developed online.   

The PR practitioner engages in conversation and therefore humanises the organisation 

(Solis and Breakenridge, 2009).  Being open and transparent with consumers allows 

exchange of information, enabling PR practitioners to develop communal relationships 

through engagement, liking, commenting and sharing.  Some believe “Tapping into the 

conversations that are relevant to your stakeholders allows businesses to build 

relationships, influence communications and ultimately inspire advocacy and trust” 

(Howell, 2012, p.12).  

Grunig suggested relationships usually start as exchanges and develop into communal 

further down the line. However in some cases a communal relationship may need to be 

initiated to enable an exchange (Grunig, 2002). Engagement on social media 

encourages audiences to feel the organisation has a genuine interest, resulting in 

potential communal relationships being developed. This may result in more exchanges 

at a later stage. The other beneficiary will be more willing to share content, for example, 

retweeting content to their own followers.  An example of the impact of building social 

media relationships (also an example of two way symmetry) is Tesco’s recent Christmas 

advert.  Tesco created an advert in response to an individual sending a negative tweet, 

the previous year, claiming she couldn’t find a Christmas hat in one of their stores. They 

created the advert in response and turned the tweet into a positive by creating an 

impressive piece of film to satisfy the customer.  In principle, this builds a reputation for 

the customer to return to shop, as well as influencing others who observe (Tesco, 2014). 

 

Corporate Social Responsibility  
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Grunig suggests publics expect more than just an exchange relationship. They want 

organisations/suppliers “to be concerned about their welfare” (Grunig and Hon, 1999, 

p.25).  

Corporate social responsibility’s purpose is for the organisation to give without any 

expectation of return. However some believe this isn’t a selfless act and the organisation 

may expect a benefit in return, even if it’s further down the line. This resonates with 

Friedman’s strong views that “the business of business is simply to increase profits and 

enhance shareholder value” (Tench, 2014, .p53).  However, CSR helps build trust in 

organisation relationships with stakeholders. Publics perceive an organisation as 

selflessly giving back to the community, resulting in stronger links on how they are 

viewed both internally and externally.  Anderson indicates in his blog “the relationship is 

at a different level than if the stakeholder believes the organization only trades benefit for 

benefit” (Anderson, 2011). Furthermore, in a study involving 47,000 consumers to rate 

the world’s most reputable companies, a total of 42% believe how they feel about a 

company is based on their CSR (Forbes, 2012). 

 

L’Etang highlights “programmes evaluated purely in terms of media coverage and 

organizational reputation indicate strong self-interest” (L’Etang, 2008, p.89).    Therefore 

it is the role of PR to help facilitate and communicate to increase trust between 

organisations and publics. In relation to games theory, this results in a win-win situation 

between organization and publics. Ledingham and Bruning identified in 1998 consumers 

who trusted an organisation are more likely to favour the organisation over other 

competitors (Ledingham, 2003). This helps build the organisations reputation hence 

building trust amongst publics, which will naturally make the organisation more 

appealing.  CSR helps the role of PR to enable exchange and develop communal 

relationships.     

 

Measuring 

Evaluating the success of relationships enables PR to evidence to senior management, 

how exchange and communal relationships can impact or be detrimental to an 

organisation.  Anderson claims “to manage we must be able to measure. This tells us 
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not only where to focus our efforts but also whether we have succeeded” (Anderson, 

2011). 

Researchers came up with four characteristics that define quality relationships- Control 

mutuality, trust, commitment and satisfaction (Grunig, 2002). Chia implies trust and 

commitment don’t just appear in relationships. It is something that needs to be worked 

at.  When trust and commitment are apparent, it suggests the PR professional has been 

successful in building healthy mutual relationships.   “A measure of the degree to which 

a public believes that it has a communal relationship with an organisation is perhaps the 

purest indicator of the success of the public relations management function” (Chia, n.d.)  

What is important to note is the PR involvement in the dominant coalition is essential. 

The PR role would feedback on the success of relationships with publics, therefore 

determining whether an organisation is achieving its overall goals. This will enable the 

dominant coalition to judge how detrimental or effective relationships have been.  As 

Bruning and Ledingham (2000) state “The relationship dimensions and models provide 

tools for evaluating organization-stakeholder relationships and guiding future actions 

designed to alter the relationship” (Heath, 2010, p.10). Measuring enables the PR 

practitioner to evaluate the impact of the relationship. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, it is clear the PR role is best placed to enable exchange and communal 

relationships.  PR operates as boundary spanner in facilitating feedback between an 

organisation and its publics.  When PR is included in the dominant coalition there is an 

opportunity to highlight and convince senior management on the benefits of exchange 

and communal relationships.  This concept mirrors Grunig’s view that PR being part of 

the dominant coalition is essential.     

The development of social media provides an opportunity for PR practitioners to build 

both exchange and communal relationships online.  The PR role in corporate social 

responsibility helps organisations build a strong reputation through the efforts of giving 

back to the community.  Measuring of relationships both online and offline help PR 

practitioners to feedback on the impact to the organisation, highlighting successes or 

suggestions for further improvements. This allows the dominant coalition to understand 

the benefits of relationships to the overall organisation and what steps can be taken to 

improve or resolve them.  
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As a result, it is clear the PR role is best placed to enable exchange and communal 

relationships.  
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