Foreword (1)
While preparing for last winter’s ‘Global Relations and Intercultural Communication’ course for my students of New York University’s Masters  of Science in Public Relations and Corporate Communication….

one of the most surprising evidences I discovered iwas the scarcity of research and literature on (and conceptualization of) the ‘personal influence’ model (save for the Indian scholar Sriramesh Krishnamurthy) and, at the same time, 
the over abundance of evidence from the many existing descriptions of practices from just about every area of the world, 
that this model is widely present and informs a substantial part of the way our profession is implemented. (2)
Many agree, today 
(although not necessarily yesterday…and this is one big quantum leap that many of us take too much for granted…), 
that Public Relations is all about ‘relationships with publics’ and that ‘communication’ is only the principal tool/method adopted by public relators to develop those relationships.
It is clear that the personal influence model is also all about relationships.. and this, in the sense that professionals develop a relationship in order to
-after having listened to, understood and interpreted his/her organization’s influential publics so that the dominant coalition take their needs into consideration before taking a decision- 
influence the dynamics of those publics’ opinions, attitudes, behaviours and decisions so to help accelerate the implementation time of that decision. 
By developing these relationships, the public relations professional exercises as much of his influence as possible. 
Contents and arguments being equal… 
the professional is as effective as his/her relationships are, and this is one the major values he/she brings to the organization…. and certainly the most widely recognized one.
I realize that, for many of us, it is difficult to ‘swallow’ this fact of life…
almost as if professionals and scholars were equally ‘embarassed’ by this bare and crude truth, because nothing is as ambiguous as the terms relationship or personal influence. 
But public relations is ambiguous by definition, and we must accept this, particularly if living, as we now do, in societal dynamics which bend just about every other profession towards similar ambiguities.
But (3), as New Zealander Catherine Arrow forcefully suggests, the personal influence model has recently very much progressed 
-thanks to the progressive institutionalization process of the public relations function into organizations: by the way this is the subject of the 2008 Euprera Congress in Milano (otagnized by Ferpi and Iulm University) and you are all invited to submit papers whose call has just been published-
towards an organizational influence model, implying that it is the organization which, through the professional, elaborates and develops relationships and therefore ‘owns’ them. 
And this is also why it is so important that organizations have their own internal function rather than just farming out to consultants, who are always more important and crucial, but must accept the idea that the internal function absorb also the latter’s relationship networks to the benefit of the organization.  
I am confident that if we only devoted more efforts to studying the personal/organizational influence model we would elaborate sufficiently rational and convincing concepts to place this model into a wider perspective, identify and thoroughly investigate the many specific and professional competences which are needed to effectively implement influence, considering of course all the specific public relations and other immaterial infrastructures of a given territory. 
You might at this point ask: (4) 
what correlation is there between black pr (the theme of this conference) and the personal influence model? 
Membership and competence.

A critical analysis of public relations in Italy today. (5)
60 million inhabitants. Public Relations as a profession thriving since 1946, with ups and downs. 
Now is a period of UP. (6)
Some 100 thousand public relators who operate mostly in the public sector (60.000), but also in the non profit one (10.000) as well as in the private sector, including solo consultants and consultancies (30.000).  (7)
Annual economic impact of public relations in Italy is calculated at 2.2 billion euro, 
if you adopt the method used to calculate advertising: a capital intensive approach which estimates budgets allocated to public relations by a basket sample of organizations and extrapolates to the total; 
or at 12 billion euro, 
if you adopt the method used to calculate other liberal professions: 
a labour intensive approach which estimates the number of operators multiplied by their annual gross cost to the organization times three to include their added value to the organization. (8)
Of the top 100 corporations, all today have a director of public relations reporting to top management. 
They were only 60 in 2004, and 40 in 1994. (9)
Most of the practice is in media relations, 
although this is a declining practice, as media loses credibility and professionals prefer to foster direct dialogue with stakeholders rather than being intermediated by journalists. 
Public affairs remains the second most common practice and is stable, while community relations and corporate responsibility are the fastest growing ones. (10)
By far the most common role is the technical one (some 90%), 
i.e. implementing communication programs developed by others to develop more effective relationships with publics. 
Then there is the managerial role, (8%) 
i.e. developing communication programs by harnessing the work of technical public relators. Finally, but only emerging, is the strategic role (2%), i.e. listening to, understanding and interpreting stakeholder expectancies and needs to dominant coalitions so that they may take better decisions, implement them at a faster pace (this is the reflexive role), and enabling all other managerial functions to develop their own relationships with their respective stakeholders by ensuring adequate channels, instruments and competences (this is the educative role). (11)
This is the bright side of the snapshot…(12) 
now let us turn it around and look at what happens day in and day out in the back stage of our profession. (13)
A few very recent events:
1. (14)
The Government only a few weeks ago, and for the first ever!, changed the role of the Premier’s spokesperson to that of the Government’s spokesperson, 
with the objective of forcing the full cabinet to speak with one voice, or at least, coherently. 
Only a few hours after this was decided and publicly announced –preceded by a very difficult meeting amongst the political leaders of the majority coalition parties and much controversy- a major scandal broke out involving our colleague who had just received that responsibility…. 
with the immediate effect of strongly weakening his public credibility. 
The gossip market, and major newspapers and television channels were flooded with news of photographs in which our colleague appeared speaking from the open side window of his car to a transexual prostitute in the street. 
This is black pr.
2. (15)
Telecom Italia, Italy’s largest operator, developed an internal security system which not only regularly and illegally eavesdropped phone conversations of politicians, competitors and journalists… but also broke into the computer system of Italy’s largest daily newspaper and, specifically, that of his deputy business editor to discover his sources, highly critical of Telecom’s major shareholders. 
The same company also employed journalists to collect personal and embarrassing information on the prime minister and a number of competitors in order to blackmail them. 
This is black pr.
3. (16)
Public relations consultants were recently employed by a (now former..) banker to flood public opinion and financial markets with misleading and false information on the supposed performances of his bank as he attempted to buy out another large bank with the complicity of the then Governor of the Bank of Italy, who resigned when the scandal broke. 
This is black pr.
4. (17)
The Minister of the Public Function in his first days of office formally announced through a press release prepared by his head of media relations, that every Italian would finally receive an electronic identity card. This was only the 11th time a Minister of Public Function had made the same announcement since 1992…
This case is only a metaphor of the many many times in which public sector public relators announce achievements which are at the very least doubtful when not plainly false.
This is black pr.
5. (18)
Media relations managers of many quoted companies usually wait until after 9 pm to release price sensitive news to major media to ensure a last minute publication on the next morning’s edition but at the same time avoid that journalists have time to check on the credibility and soundness of that news. 
When the next day comes and the journalist finally investigates, it is too late as the market effect of the news has already happened. 
This is black pr.
6. (19)
Many advertising contracts with small, medium sized and major publishers usually carry with them a clause of benevolent attitude of their editorial services towards news, products and services from the advertiser. 
In many cases this benevolence is actually quantified in terms of  number of articles and column inches. 
This is black pr.
7. (20)
Most companies noted for their best practices in communication also have the habit of handsomely paying journalists who cover their beat, for articles which eventually appear on the company’s house organs, intranets or web sites. 
This is black pr.
8. (21)
While many corporations today indulge in developing so called corporate social responsibility programs and in the dissemination of sustainability reports to stakeholders, those same companies also indulge in false and misleading advertising as well as anti competitive practices. 
This is black pr.
9. (22)
When companies want to unofficially spread rumours or embarrassing news concerning competitors or specific individuals, they have different options: 
a) they can hire a pr agency or consultant to do this for them without attributing the source; 
b) they can hire one of the 900 members of Parliament to deposit a formal interrogation containing that info as these cannot be sued for slander and then make sure some wire service or other media picks up the news.

This is black pr.
10. (23)
When interest groups wish to publicly disseminate controversial arguments without appearing as the source, all they need to do is commission a so-called research or position paper to any of the tens of academic-based front organizations which are ready to say anything and its reverse in exchange for euros and ensure that the media pick up those arguments so public opinion is informed.
This is black pr.
11. (24)
In many cases ngo’s and non profit organizations, on behalf of generous companies,  endorse their relationships with the media or the public policy process and ‘trade in’ their not for profit credibility in order to obtain favours and coverage for their financiers.

This is black pr:

12. (25)

Martin Sorrell, the world head of the WPP Group (owner of Hill and Knowlton, Burson Marsteller, Carl Byor, Cohne & Wolfe and many other public relations agencies, got caught some time ago in a very nasty riot with his Italian Country Manager and fired him. Marco Benatti, this is his name, moved on to another financial holding company but was sued by Sorrell for having facilitated (to say the least…) a couple of very nasty hate-blogs which largely contributed to deteriorating Sorrell’s reputation. He eventually accepted a formal apology and an out of court settlement for something like 200 thousand euros.

This is black pr.

I could continue for days to describe the good, the bad and the ugly of public relations practice in Italy. 
But I know I would be telling you nothing that you do not know already, or that you do not witness every day in your own country…..that is…. unless you purposefully wear blinders!
So what else is new, you will ask? 
Why are you saying these things? 
Don’t you realise you are slandering our profession? 
This is what all those ostriches hiding their head under the sand always say, when confronted with the other side of the ‘tout va bien madame la marquise’ snapshot. 

Lets face it (26): 
Public Relations professionals are, for the most part, the Masters of Ceremony who connect one segment of a country’s ruling class with other segments. 
In countries where the ruling class is large and diversified, 
where social mobility is active and intense, 
where pluralism of civil society and activist groups are strong and consolidated, 
where the sense of belonging is more deeply rooted in individuals than that of the preservation of self and friends-and-family, 
it is possible to argue that public relations not only serves the interests of the few, but also the overall interest of the public, and even that it might support the strengthening of democratic institutions. 
After all, today no organization -bad, good or ugly as it may be- has not taken the habit of adopting public relations as a way to relate with its influential publics!
But in Italy, the ruling class is formed by less than 10 thousand individuals, mostly related amongst themselves, elderly and male. 
Politicians, magistrates, journalists, businessmen, intellectuals, academics all come from similar backgrounds and know each other, at least indirectly.. through public relations professionals. 
‘People I Know’…. do you remember that Al Pacino film on public relations?
This is what pr is also about. 
Relationships and influence (for the moment more personal than organizational…).
If what I have said is, although, only partly accurate; if we are appalled –as many of us claim to be- by the reputation of our profession, as it grows and grows in perceived importance and power…. 
we must be aware that it is only us who can modify this situation.
But how?
The answer is but one (27): 
we must change our mental framework and stop acting as the masters of ceremony of the elites, by including into our professional infrastructure utmost and priority concern for the public interest and… where this evidently conflicts with the private interest, our own or our employer’s or client’s…
we must be ready to change employer or client..
or ourselves. 
This is the basic difference between paying lip service to corporate social responsibility as most of us do today, and implementing socially responsible communication.
Thank you for your  attention. 
