PART THREE
Stakeholder Relationships Governance 

To effectively assist an organization in governing its different stakeholder relationship systems implies the adoption of a generic scrapbook approach [table 5] named GOREL (governance of relationships), developed in the mid eighties and subsequently many times adjusted to the ever changing environment
. 
Mind you, this has nothing to do with a detailed methodology, Gorel may preferably be described as a ‘scrapbook’ approach to the day-to-day practice of global public relationships which enables any professional to always ask h/er self that one single good question which rarely arises in our intense and increasingly twittered environment in which we practice: what the hell am I doing?
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1. envisioning

A public relator -always and before anything else- needs to be aware of (when it exists), or contribute to define (when it doesn’t), an organization’s mission (where are we today? what are we about?); vision (where and who do we want to be in 3 years?); guiding values (which rules are we going to abide by while transiting from mission to vision?); and strategy (how and following which specific operational processes do we plan to get there?).

In management consultancy jargon, this is sometimes called the envisioning process and is a prerequisite necessary even for a simple product launch, let aside any full or more complex public relations program. 

This envisioning process may be approached in various ways, formats, will require some time (according to available resources and situational urgencies), but is essential. 

It is clear that the more the definition and diffusion of the envisioning contents are participated and shared inside and outside the organization, the better it is for all the right reasons.

A purely fictitious example (which will accompany the whole description of this Gorel process) is that X’s mission (an auto manufacturer)  is to enable drivers to comfortably move from one place to another; its vision is to facilitate sustainable mobility;  its guiding values are to respect the environment and future generations; while its strategy is to invest in research and alternative fuel propelled processes…. Clearly this, as the following attempts to contextualise the process, may seem highly simplistic and  naïve, but it does help in understanding the process.
2. (identifying and listening to)  active stakeholders

In itself, an organization is a relationship system of different subjects who bring together resources and competencies to achieve common goals. 

In order to achieve those very goals, the organization also needs to constantly develop and entertain relationships with many other subjects who either bear consequences on those goals, or receive consequences from the organization while it pursuits those goals, and/or both.

Thus, the organization needs to identify and be well aware of all the subjects who respond to this description, who may be defined as active stakeholders [table 6] and proceeds to attentively listen to their expectations by: 

a) collecting all relevant info and data related to positions, policies, attitudes, behaviours related to those pursued goals (and this can be done by desk work; market, social and political research; participant observation; as well as direct involvement in dialogue and conversation…);

b) understanding the collected data and information;

c) interpreting what has been understood from the perspective of the organization and evaluating if those pursued goals need to be fine tuned, adapted or even sometimes changed in order to ensure that the vision may be effectively pursued.
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This is where the organization’s decision making process may improve and also accelerate the time of implementation of a specific decision, a management variable which has increasingly become one the principal indicators of the quality of an organizational decision process.

It is however important here to underline that it is not the organization to decide who these active stakeholders are. Active stakeholders decide themselves to ‘hold a stake’. 

And this because they are aware of the organization’s goals and interested in relating with the organization to either collaboratively or adversely condition them. 

The organization, in turn, needs to involve and engage these active stakeholders, relate with them and supply them with easy access to information; as well as appropriately respond to their opinions, suggestions and voiced expectations and, where possible and convenient, co-create both the decisions and their consequences.

This is typically a pull format of relationship maintenance and communication, in the sense that, being aware and interested, it is often the active stakeholder who initiates the relationship by requiring that the organization adapt its goals (how do I go from mission to vision, remember?) in order to reduce the negative consequences and time delays that some of these stakeholder groups might wish to activate.
Continuing in the previous fictitious example of X,  active stakeholders would be active employees, trade unions, local plant communities, major suppliers, federal and state regulators, automobile clubs, major business partners, investors, suppliers and shareholders…
3.(defining) specific objectives

The implementation of any business strategy implies the definition of specific objectives to be pursued in different phases related to different time frames of that strategy’s pursuit. If these are decided keeping in consideration the expectations of the active stakeholders, it is more than likely that the time of their implementation will benefit.

In the case of X specific objectives could be reduction of manufacturing capacity; outreach to alternative fuel research groups worldwide; retention and attraction of the best human resources.

4. (involving) potential stakeholders

Each of those specific objectives requires the prompt identification of other publics (specific, by single objective), which may be identified as potential stakeholders. 

This, in the sense that -contrary to the active ones- these are not necessarily aware of the organization, nor are they particularly interested in developing a relationship. Therefore, in this case, it is the organization who decides to have an interest in relating with them, believing that their opinions, attitudes and behaviours will have consequences on the pursuit of that specific objective.

This is clearly more of a push format of relationship creation developed by communication. 
The organization -having thus far formed an acceptable scenario of its active (principally related to its goals) and potential (mostly related to its specific objectives) stakeholders- decides, in the autonomous and responsible judgement of its leadership,  to intensify the  relationships and to actively engage those stakeholder clusters believed to be more relevant.

This again implies listening to their expectations by: 

a) collecting information, understanding and interpreting it to leadership, so that it might take their expectations into consideration for the implementation phase of its specific objectives;

b) changing those objectives 

or even

c) deciding to pursue them in any case, but well aware and prepared of the problems the organization will be facing induced by the actions of potentially dissenting stakeholder groups.

Again, in the case of X, potential stakeholder groups by specific objective could be replacement organizations and suppliers, research fellows and university labs, employee motivators as well as head hunters.

5. (relating with) issue influencers

But the organization’s license to operate, its understanding of social issues and general pursuit of both strategic goals and tactical objectives, in the effort to avoid assuming a risky fundamentalist approach to organizational governance, may not limit its role in this ‘golden cage’ of its stakeholder involvement and engagement processes. 

Society is more complex, and organizations needs to understand the wider environment in which they operate [table 7].
In the late seventies and early eighties of the 20th century many organizations adopted an issue management approach to policy development, which implied a careful selection of cultural, technical, economic and social issues whose dynamics were not only believed to create consequences on the organization as such, but also had the characteristics of being potentially influenced by an organization’s proactive activities.
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Once these issues are identified, the next step is to identify those subjects (issue influencers) who the organization believes have a direct or indirect power to influence the dynamics of those issues. This, to develop a relational and communicational effort to dialogue with those influencers [table 8].
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Of course, it is more than likely than many of those influencers will have already been identified within the two preceding stakeholder clusters. 

But not necessarily so, and it would be mistake not go through this process and to identify them.

So, we have thus identified a third segment with whom the relationship building format is very similar to the one adopted with the potential stakeholders, i.e. initially push to attract their attention and, once this has been achieved, by involving and engaging them into a continual dialogue and negotiation.

Continuing with the X  example, priority issues could be the price of oil, social unrest in closing plant locations, competitor activities in alternative fuels, societal environmental issues; while, respectively, issue influencers could be Opec decision makers, social activists in plant locations, environmental active citizen groups and competitor management groups.
6. (con-vincing) opinion leaders

Finally, the public relations professional is also required to identify opinion leaders: those subjects believed by the organization to have the power and the means to influence opinions and behaviours of the organization’s final publics. 

Thus, a fourth specific cluster of organizational publics [table 9]. 
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Once more, it is likely that many opinion leaders will already have been identified in the three preceding clusters, but not necessarily so and it is wise to situationally indulge in the entire exercise in order to avoid neglecting subjects which could turn out to be very relevant for the achievement of both the organization’s strategic goals and tactical objectives.
It is at this point, and only at this point that, by having listened to the specific expectations of these publics, the public relations professional will be enabled to develop appropriate contents and arguments and to create specific platforms (real or virtual spaces and other mainstream pr tools) in which these publics may access those contents and discuss amongst themselves and, where deemed useful by and for them, with the organization. 

And this is also where the evaluation of the quality of both relationships and communication contents and tools may begin to develop.

Again, in the  example of X opinion leaders could be car racing celebrities, soft economy thought leaders, op-ed and major editorialists in mainstream and social media.

7. Contents, channels and ‘spaces’
According to the complexity of the issues and the available resources, the professional may now, on the basis of the findings of this ‘scanning’ process, elaborate and create appropriate and specific contents related both to the strategic goals and to tactical objectives which are believed to attract single or multiple stakeholder groups into being involved or engaged in an effective relationship. 

Yet the effectiveness and quality of both the communication contents and the relationships need to be pre-tested so to:

a) verify if the ground work has been effective before proceeding to roll out the contents; 

b) identify specific communication and relationship objectives to be pursued and whose achievement may be verified. 

This can be done through a savvy use of social, political and market research tools. 

There are at least three indicators related to the effectiveness of a communication content, and four indicators related to the quality of relationships which may be usefully adopted.

The first are:

a- source credibility

b- content credibility

c- content familiarity

The second are:

a- trust in the relationship

b- commitment in the relationship

c- satisfaction in the relationship

d- balance of power in the relationship

8. Pre-test and the setting of communication and relationship objectives
By performing this, the professional will not only be able to refine and fine tune the contents; not only will s/he become aware of the quality of existing stakeholder relationships; but s/he will also have sufficient data to identify specific objectives to be pursued by the public relations effort in itself, along both lines of action (communication and relationship effectiveness).

For example –once more related to X- if  prepared contents receive from a representative sample of specific stakeholder groups a source credibility score of 5; a content credibility score of 4; and a content familiarity score of 6… the professional may negotiate with client/employer, in a given period of time and allocated resources, the objective of reaching a score of respectively 6, 5 and 7.

Similarly –and this time related to the existing quality of the relationship with a specific stakeholder group- if a representative sample of that group indicates in the relationship a trust score of ;, a commitment score of 6;  a satisfaction score of 5; and a balance of power score of 4…then the professional may negotiate with client/employer,  in a given period of time and allocated resources, the objective of reaching a score of respectively 6, 7, 6 and 5. 

I hope this is clear. 

Sure, one may well wonder if this approach to setting measurable objectives is not too complicated and, at the same time, gross. 

Could be, but it is certainly more sophisticated than most (if not any) other generally accepted systems which evaluate financial, marketing, human resource, production or research objectives within an organization.

9. Roll out

There are tons of books, manuals, websites, blogs and other resources meant to assist a public relations professional in improving operational performances. 

At the same time, as we have argued all along this chapter, actual situations continue to change, while, if there is one thing which is certain, it is that one cannot but adopt a fully situational perspective to this part of the public relations process which is of course of paramount importance.

It would be a mistake to consider this aspect as ‘business as usual’, particularly from a global public relations perspective and therefore a blatant contradiction with the whole scope of this chapter.

Even more so, the fairly recent surge of the Internet, and more specifically of social media, implies that we acknowledge the existence of a new environment, the virtual one, in which communication and relationships are conducted with stakeholder publics through the adoption of different parameters and processes which are still to be seriously and substantially conceptualised. 

This issue also has many available manuals and resources to improve professional performance.

Yet, there is at least one relevant concept worth specifically elaborating here, in the context of global public relations, which aligns the work of the global public relator to that of an architect.

Ever since the second part of the 19th Century (i.e. Barnum) the creation and implementation of pseudo-events has been one of the building blocks and prime competencies of professional public relations. 

Pseudo-events -defined as such in 1965 by the reputed American contemporary historian Daniel Boorstin in his ‘pamphlet’ ‘The Image: what has happened to the American Dream?’- are artificially created and developed by organizations to attract the attention and the interest of specific publics. 

Often they are journalists and opinion leaders, but increasingly they tend to belong directly to various specific clusters of organizational stakeholders. 

Many tens of thousands of these pseudo-events are being held every minute of the day, in every country, for a multiplicity of reasons…. and the public relations professional is usually involved in their planning and organization. 

Their overall scope, as mentioned, allows for the organization to convene (more or less carefully) selected publics into one physical space in which a product, a service may be illustrated, a change may be announced and explained, an issue, a policy or a decision may be argued.

On traditional event organization and how an event may be effective, there are many available sources of information. 

But the Internet, telecommunications technologies and social media have made possible the creation of virtual events, which are not necessarily tied to a physical place or specific territory or a determined time-frame (once more the different concept of time and space!). 

This very much enhances opportunities for the public relations professional…as long as s/he keeps well in mind that: 

a) a virtual relationship is certainly diverse from a face-to-face one and has its specific rules and processes; 

b) that, differently from physical pseudo-events, virtual pseudo-events allow participants not only to relate with the ‘convening’ organization but also, and more importantly, with other participants. 

In other words, the relationship process, rather than going top-down (when a communicating-to mode is applied) or bottom-up (when a communicating-with one is in place), tends to move left-right-left, and the ‘convenor’ is no longer necessarily ‘in control’ of the conversation. 

All this implies, possibly, that the specific professional competency of event organization, so typical of the public relations profession, takes on another profile. 

Namely, that of creating attractive (at least more attractive than the competition..) ‘spaces for dialogue and relationships’ in which stakeholder publics are incentivated to participate and relate in, amongst themselves, and with the convening organization.

10. Evaluation and Reset

The GOREL process enters now in its last conceptual phase, before rewinding in a never ending loop (see table 5). 

The allocated resources have been deployed by the professional in the given time which have also led to the identification of specific communication and relationship objectives to be achieved. 

It is now time to check if those objectives have been met. 

As in the pre-test phase in which elaborated contents as well as the state of relationships had been submitted, by specific indicators, to a representative sample of the different identified stakeholder publics, and following the roll out of operational activities, a second representative sample of those same stakeholder groups needs to undergo a similar analysis related to the status of those indicators.

It is clearly important to avoid questioning the same sample of the pre-test, as it is well known that specific stakeholders selected to participate in opinion research tend to be highly influenced by these exercises and therefore the analyst would never know how much having participated in the first sample actually has influenced the final outcome. 

So, one should use a different sample of the same universe. 

Yet, it is also very important for the public relations professional to understand how much the participation to the pre-test actually influenced the final result for that first sample. 

One possible way out is to divide the second sample in half: i.e. question one half of the first sample and add another half of new participants representatives of the same groups of course.

Alternatively -when the sample is too small to be significant when so divided- expand the size of the second sample. 

Adopting this method will not only allow the public relation professional to validate if h/er overall professional activity has under/over or simply achieved the defined communication and relationship objectives, but also to understand how much the selected involvement of stakeholders in the active listening process of the pre-test has in fact influenced the final result. 

Which of course turns into one more vivid demonstration of the power of the whole stakeholder relationship governance process.

(end)

� In 1984 the author of this chapter was Ceo and principal shareholder of SCR Associati, then Italy’s largest, most reputed and successful public relations consultancy. In the eighties, the market was booming and annual income increased by 20%. Yet, one of the major challenges was that young professionals came in and went out without capitalizing on a specific and detailed operational process which would allow them to ask themselves ‘what am I doing?’ and formulate an acceptable answer. We decided to dedicate four of our senior practice directors for two months to carefully analyse the last 50 completed programs from a random selection of clients and issues, and identify all the commonalities and differences. Mind you, at that time public relations education in Italy was in its pre-infancy! 


The result of this effort led to a ‘scrapbook approach’ to a systemic process focussed on the evaluation and measurement of public relations effectiveness, which was then benchmarked with what the very limited global body of knowledge (mostly American textbooks) could offer. Little did we know that in that same period a group of academics was developing the Excellence project (see note 10). We decided to define that process as Gorel (in italian: Governo delle Relazioni). Little did we know that in the nineties scholars and professionals would subsequently elaborate both the reputational and relationship schools of public relations. For us it was clear then that public relations, as the term indicates, implies the governance of an organization’s relationships with influential publics (we did not use the term stakeholders then because in those same months Freeman was writing his first conceptualization of the term). Since that first effort, the Gorel approach has been many times revisited and adapted and will certainly continue do be updated.


� The topical issue which arises here is if current academic, corporate, as well as practice groupings and associations’ ongoing professional education programs are tailored to meet the skill and competencies needs of public relators who are increasingly being absorbed in stakeholder relationship governance practices. Here are, randomly listed, some of these skills and competencies: consulting, project management, research and data collection, issues analysis, problem solving, creating and presenting proposals, networking, advanced influencing skills, organizational analysis, stakeholder identification and analysis, organizational development, strategic planning, strategy, envisioning, managing and implementing change, running workshops, internal marketing, con/vincing, persuading, involving, engaging, evaluating, relating, decision making processes…In a recent exchange on the collective global blog � HYPERLINK "http://www.prconversations.com/?p=545#comment-87391" ��http://www.prconversations.com/?p=545#comment-87391� Bill Huey acutely suggests the addition of resolving as a necessary added skill.





