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Gender Differences in Communication Styles and their Influence on 
Workplace Communication and the Practice of Public Relations in the United 
States 
 
Amelia Reigstad 
 
This thesis will examine gender differences in communication styles and their 

influence on workplace communication and the practice of public relations in the 

United States, specifically, Minneapolis and St. Paul (Twin Cities), Minnesota. In 

this study, existing literature is contextualized within four theoretical frameworks of 

public relations theory, liberal feminist theory, gender studies and power-control 

theory and introduces key concepts such as public relations, gender, gender 

communication, communication styles, feminism, power, intersectionality, social 

constructionism and performativity. Research questions were examined through 40 

qualitative, semi-structured, in-depth interviews with public relations professionals. 

Results suggest that significant factors such as gender, stereotypes, 

communication styles and ageism influence how men and women communicate in 

the workplace within the public relations industry. In addition, performativity in 

public relations, women taking on male traits to be successful, levels of power and 

inequality within leadership positions, work/life balance for mothers and diversity, 

inclusion and intersectionality in the workplace are all significant as they pertain to 

the relationship between workplace communication and the practice of public 

relations. 
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Chapter One – Introduction 
 
“A gender-equal society would be one where the word 'gender' does not exist: 
where everyone can be themselves.” ~ Gloria Steinem 
 

“No traditions have grown against women’s 
participation in public relations and women will share 
the responsibility of developing and shaping this new 
profession.” ~ Doris. E. Fleischman 

 
“Leadership is a way of thinking, a way of acting and, most importantly, a way of 
communicating.” ~ Simon Sinek 

 
“To effectively communicate, we must realize that we 
are all different in the way we perceive the world and 
use this understanding as a guide to our 
communication with others.” ~ Anthony Robbins  

 

Inspirational quotes are used to illuminate meaning in the spoken and written word 

and provide motivation and insight in varying ways. The quotes above were 

chosen as profound statements that resonate with my study and demonstrate the 

significance of gender, communication, leadership, equality, public relations (PR), 

and workplace communication. Gender differences in communication styles have 

the ability to impact workplace communication and public relations professionals 

are faced with challenges when these differences influence the practice of public 

relations (L. Grunig, et al., 2001). This research problem is important because 

while evidence of these challenges is apparent, recognizing the significant 

differences between how men and women communicate in the workplace 

(Tannen, 1990,1994) and learning how to navigate these relationships is essential 

to the public relations industry. Furthermore, although the public relations industry 

is considered a feminized profession, women PR practitioners continue to lack 

power and equality within leadership positions remain an issue. With a goal of 

solving this research puzzle, looking at the profession from both a male and female 

viewpoint is imperative and may provide unique insight into how communication 

differences impacts the public relations industry. 
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As scholarship suggests, men and women communicate differently and these 

differences impact workplace communication (Tannen, 1990,1994) but we need to 

decipher if these communication differences impact and therefore influence the 

practice of public relations. This study matters and is significant because by 

studying gender, communication styles and public relations, we are able to 

advance scholarship and establish an in-depth understanding of how these areas 

of study intersect with one another in a feminized environment.  

 

Purpose of the Study 

This thesis will examine gender differences in communication styles and their 

influence on workplace communication and the practice of public relations in the 

United States, specifically, Minneapolis and St. Paul (Twin Cities), Minnesota. It 

will aim to determine the differences between how men and women communicate 

within the public relations industry and uncover meaningful factors that contribute 

to challenges within workplace communication. In addition, it will explore the 

relationship between performativity and public relations and consider whether 

communication styles and personality traits are socially constructed.  

 

By analyzing data and drawing on semi-structured, in-depth interviews with 40 

public relations professionals in the Twin Cities, the purpose of my research is to 

provide a clear rationale to why understanding differences in communication styles 

is important and identify how this relates to gender communication, the manner in 

which men and women communicate differently and how this impacts and 

influences the relationship between workplace communication and the practice of 

public relations. I will also draw conclusions to the importance of studying public 

relations, gender communication and workplace communication, introduce key 

concepts found throughout the thesis and will also outline characteristics that limit 

the scope and define conceptual boundaries of my research. 
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Summary of Literature & Conceptual Framework 

Existing literature is contextualized within four theoretical frameworks of public 

relations theory, liberal feminist theory, gender studies and power-control theory 

and introduces key concepts such as public relations, gender, gender 

communication, communication styles, feminism, power, intersectionality, social 

constructionism and performativity. This thesis provides a context chapter that 

outlines the professional culture of public relations in the United States, explores 

the PR landscape in the Twin Cities and discusses employment laws and 

workplace culture. Second, this thesis reviews literature regarding public relations 

theory and reflects on the early development of PR through the eyes of women. As 

much of the existing literature on the history of public relations is credited to the 

contribution men have made, aligning my study with women pioneers is more 

suitable. By exploring the contribution of women such as Doris. E. Fleishman and 

uncovering how women led a wide variety of PR-type activities during the First 

Reform Era in response to slavery, temperance, women’s rights, abolition and 

suffrage has created an opportunity to discover a different narrative of PR history. 

 

Understanding public relations theory is important and within the literature review, 

a variety of theories are discussed as it is insufficient to only have one singular 

perspective on PR theory (Sison, 2012) and because the field is characterized by 

several overlapping theoretical paradigms that are based upon differing 

assumptions and starting points. Systems theory, cybernetics and boundary 

spanning is explored as is the excellence theory and Grunig and Hunt’s (1994) 

contribution to the field with the two-way symmetrical model. Dialogic theory offers 

an opportunity to move PR research towards a two-way relational communication 

model and literature explores the significance dialogue has to public relations 

(Kent & Taylor, 2002; Lane, 2014; L’Etang, 2003, 2005, 2008 and 2013; Davidson, 

2016). Rhetorical theory approaches public relations by examining discourse 

through argumentation and persuasion (Heath, 2000) whereas critical theory is 

viewed through a lens of authority and views organizations as power structures of 

dominance (Newsom, et al, 2013). Legitimizing the definition of public relations, 
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validating the field and recognizing criticisms proves important. Theunissen and 

Wan Noordin (2010) value the importance of dialogue and relationship building as 

does Heath (2000) who from a rhetorical perspective argues PR as a management 

function. L’Etang and Pieczka (1996) argue the definition of public relations 

requires a normative approach and postulates a need to consider an ethical 

framework to distance definitions from propaganda and negative persuasion.  

 

Through a liberal feminist framework and as scholarship suggests, feminism 

(Freedman, 2002; Stone, 2010; Munro, 2013; Kinser, 2004; Rakow & Nastasia, 

2009, 2018; Golombisky, 2015) is also critical to understanding how the industry is 

considered a feminized profession (Fitch & Third, 2010; Pompper, 2014; L. Grunig 

et al., 2001). Through the revolution of the waves of feminism to feminist activism 

and current status in the United States including the women’s march and #metoo 

movement (Darweesh & Abdullah, 2016, Przybyla & Schouten, 2017, Brewer & 

Dundes, 2018, Donegan, 2018), feminism and PR as a feminized profession is 

significant to this thesis and the literature reviewed articulates the challenges with 

a male-dominated society (Cameron, 2007). This thesis also reviews scholarship 

pertaining to intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991; Spelman, 1988), particularly how 

intersectionality has been identified within public relations scholarly activity 

(Vardenman-Winter & Tindall, 2010) and identifies the intersection of race, gender, 

power, sexuality and feminism (Place, 2015). Gender scholarship (Connell & 

Pearse, 2015; Andersen, 1988; Taylor, at al., 2012) also provides support for this 

study in exploring the various debates surrounding the distinctions of sex, identity 

and biological determinism as well as gender being considered a social construct 

(Haslanger, 1995, 2017; Wood, 2010) and a performed act (Golombisky, 2015; 

Butler, 1988, 1990, 2004).  

 

In addition, a theoretical base from which this study has evolved from aligns with 

scholarship pertaining to gender communication, the manner in which men and 

women communicate differently (Cameron, 2007 & Tannen, 1990, 1994) and the 

necessity to understanding masculine and feminine personality traits (Funder, 
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1997; Lippa, 2005). The literature examines how different communication styles of 

men and women are developed at a young age and how communication between 

genders is a continual balancing act.  

 

Finally, through a lens of power and its association to interpersonal relationships, 

the literature provides the foundation for understanding power and the many 

different ways it has been explored (French & Raven, 1959). Through a leadership 

theory, known as the five bases of power, French and Raven explore how social 

influence and social power can be represented through coercive, reward, 

legitimate, referent and expert power. The literature also explores how gender and 

power align with public relations (Aldoory, et al., 2008) and why understanding 

gendering of organizations is important (Kanter, 1977; Acker, 1990; O’Neil, 2003; 

Dunn, 2019;Chammorro-Premuzic, 2019). Scholarship also suggests the dominant 

coalition (Lauzen & Dozier, 1992) reflects a power-control perspective to 

organizations and this too is critical to how power is portrayed at an organizational-

level.  

 

An initial review of pertinent literature demonstrates there is a plethora of scholarly 

activity about gender communication, feminism, power and public relations but 

existing research also reveals a gap. This therefore has provided an opportunity to 

identify a research niche and produce a study that combines these areas of 

research together in developing a new contribution of knowledge. I am interested 

in exploring this topic because I am fascinated with dialogue and how words 

translate into actions and have the ability to impact perceptions, especially 

between males and females. Understanding the importance of workplace 

communication is essential in business operations and my passion towards public 

relations fuels my interest in exploring how gender differences and communication 

styles impacts the profession, therefore the following research questions have 

been developed: 
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Research Questions 

RQ1 – How does gender impact communication styles in the public relations 

workplace? 

 

RQ2 - What is meaningful about the relationship between workplace 

communication and the practice of public relations? 

 

Terminology  
There are many different terms and concepts discussed within this thesis and 

some have varying and contested definitions. In this section, I define the key terms 

used frequently within my study. 

 

Public Relations – Public relations is a professional practice, a process of 

communication and a rich field of scholarly activity (Place, 2010). From an industry 

perspective, it is often conceptualized as a strategic management function that 

builds mutually beneficial relationships between an organization and the public 

through a variety of different communication initiatives. In addition, it can be 

considered deliberate communication that is typically pursued for the objectives of 

persuasion, influence and reputation/image management.  

 

Public Relations Practitioner – A public relations practitioner is responsible for 

internal and external communication initiatives and roles are key to understanding 

the function of public relations and organizational communication (Dozier et al., 

2013). Katz and Kahn (1978) articulate the importance of the concept of role and 

ascertain that roles “are a central place in our theory of organizations (Katz & 

Kahn, 1978, p. 186). Practitioners are responsible for a variety of tasks such as 

writing, media relations, crisis communications, publicity, etc. and can be 

positioned within both technician and managerial roles.  

 

Gender – The concept of gender is at the forefront of this study and examines 

gender in a variety of different ways providing varying definitions and meanings 
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ascribed to the word. The most common usage of the term refers to the “cultural 

difference of women from men, based on the biological division between male and 

female,” (Connell & Pearse, 2015, p. 10). It’s important to note the male and 

female gender were used within this study despite the many definitions and types 

of gender recognized in society. Providing all of the different paradoxes pertaining 

to gender, a more concrete definition describes gender as “the structure of social 

relations that centres on the reproductive area and the set of practices that bring 

reproductive distinctions between bodies into social spaces,” (Connell & Pearse, 

2015, p. 11). This definition allows us to take into consideration the complexity of 

gender and how it relates to human societies.  

 

Feminism – A contested term, feminism is described as women’s desire to be seen 

as capable and as valuable as men (Freedman, 2002) through advocacy based on 

the equality of sexes. It is used within this study to demonstrate a feminized 

profession, the distinction of the wave of feminism and how it aligns with the 

Women’s March and #Metoo movement. 

 

Performativity – Defining performativity is critical as a link between gender being 

considered a performed act and public relations being a performed act is a part of 

my research puzzle. Rakow (1986) explains “gender is accomplished through 

embodied performances accountable to social context, which have social and 

material effects, (Golombisky, 2012, op. 21) and argues “gender is a verb and is 

distinctly communicative,” (Golombisky, 2015, p. 402). In attempting a connection 

to public relations being a performed act, performativity within my study is 

described as acting or playing a role.  

 

Social Constructionism – As Haslanger (1995, 2017) points out, social 

constructionism is applied to a wide variety of items and argues that an idea or 

concept will vary depending on the context but is usually accompanied by 

genealogical inquiry. As Butler (1988, 1990, 2004) ascertains gender as a social 

construct, the term social constructionism is used throughout this study to 
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determine whether identities, personalities and communication styles are 

influenced and created by society, hence being considered social constructs.  

 

Gender Communication – Gender communication is defined simply as the manner 

in which different genders (men and women for the sake of this study), 

communicate with one another specifically within conversations (Tannen, 1990, 

1994).  

 

Power – Defined as “the ability to get things done by affecting the perceptions, 

attitudes, beliefs, opinions, decisions and behaviors of others,” (Berger & Reber, 

2006, p. 5), the term power is used throughout this thesis to shape examples of 

interpersonal influenced and gendered power within public relations and 

demonstrate how inequality within leadership positions impacts female PR 

practitioners.  

 

Intersectionality – A relatively newer area of research pertaining to the public 

relations industry, intersectionality refers to “individuals’ independent and 

simultaneous identifies” (Vardeman-Winter, et al., 2013) and considers all axes 

(race, gender, sex, socioeconomics, etc.) that determine ones’ identity.  

 

Summary of Research Method 

To best illustrate how gender differences in communication styles influences 

workplace communication and the practice of public relations, a qualitative study 

was designed in order to draw conclusions that would demonstrate how gender 

differences may impact PR practitioners and the industry as a whole. I chose a 

qualitative research method that utilized 40 semi-structured, in-depth, face-to-face 

interviews with both men and women public relations practitioners located in the 

Twin Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul, Minnesota. Recruited and interviewed 

between May 2017 and September 2017, through purposive, snowball sampling 

methods, practitioners received emails requesting their involvement in my study. 

With the support of the International Association of Business Communicators 
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(IABC) Minnesota chapter, information about my study and requesting participants 

was included on their website, on social media and in member newsletters. My 

interview schedule was developed and interviews took place with 30 female PR 

practitioners and 10 male practitioners during the summer of 2017. 

 

To analyze my qualitative study, thematic analysis was used (Braun & Clarke, 

2006) where I familiarized myself with the data, generated initial codes, identified 

themes, developed mind maps and reviewed and labeled my findings. Validity of 

methods, generalizability and potential bias remained a consideration throughout 

the study. 

 

Significance of the Study 

This study is important to the practice of public relations and the discipline as a 

whole as well as to the future of scholarly activity pertaining to gender differences, 

communication styles and workplace communications. It is significant because it 

generates new knowledge not only for researchers but also provides PR 

practitioners with information on how best to interact and engage with colleagues 

in hopes of increasing effective communication in the workplace.  

 

Limitations of the Study 

This study was limited by its sample based on the ratio of male and female 

practitioners (30 females:10 males). Securing more male interview participants 

would have enriched my study and provided additional data to analyze. 

Interviewing independent consultants proved challenging as they seldomly 

interacted with people in an office-setting outside of their home or small office and 

some of my interview questions could have been re-worded to elicit an open 

compared to closed response. As a former public relations practitioner, I was 

aware of potential bias and the manner in which I asked the interview questions 

and was also aware of my own gender potentially influencing results as a female 

researcher.  

 



 20 

Organization of Thesis 

This chapter has provided an introduction to my study by discussing the purpose of 

the study, a summary of literature and conceptual frameworks, research questions, 

terminology, summary of the research methods and the significance and limitations 

of my study. In Chapter Two, I will provide an overview of the professional culture 

of public relations in the United States, examples of the types of positions in the 

industry, educational programs available and the skillset required to be proficient at 

PR. I will position the PR landscape within the Twin Cities and discuss the industry 

pertaining to agencies and large corporations found in the Midwest. Chapter Three 

will draw on existing literature and will contextualize my study within the theoretical 

frameworks of public relations theory, liberal feminist theory, gender studies and 

power-control theory (five bases of power) with the ontological viewpoint of 

interpretivism and an epistemological approach that examines how reality is 

constructed within society. I will present literature through the frameworks listed 

above and explore how key terms such as public relations, gender, communication 

styles, workplace communication, feminism and power in public relations align with 

social constructionism and performativity and share how existing literature shaped 

my research questions. In Chapter Four, I will discuss my rationale for qualitative 

research and identify how semi-structured, in-depth interviews will test the aim of 

my study. I will provide an overview of my research design, selected methods, 

examine procedures and data analysis and will discuss validity of methods and 

ethical implications. Chapter Five will provide the results of my study and present 

specific examples from my interviewees that shares their perceptions on gender 

differences in communication styles and how it contributes to the relationship 

between workplace communication and the practice of public relations. In Chapter 

Six and Chapter Seven, I will present the specific themes of my thesis study and 

discuss how existing literature contributes to my findings and demonstrates 

appropriate relevance. Chapter Eight which is the concluding chapter of this thesis 

will discuss methodological and researcher limitations, achievements and 

contributions of new knowledge and articulate recommendations to the future 

direction of research.  
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Chapter Two – Public Relations in the United States 

 
Given the complexity of this thesis, I found it important to provide a context chapter 

that focuses on the professional culture of public relations in the United States, an 

overview of Minnesota, the PR landscape within the Twin Cities of Minneapolis 

and St. Paul, educational options for those seeking a career in PR, the purpose of 

professional public relations organizations and explain employment laws and 

workplace culture in the United States. 

 

Professional Culture of Public Relations in the United States 

Public relations as an industry is dynamic and fast-paced and within the United 

States has grown rapidly with the world-wide revenue projected to grow from 14 

billion U.S. dollars generated in 2016 to approximately 19.3 billion by 2020 

(Statista, 2019). Considered a fast-growing sector, PR agencies in the United 

States generated a revenue of 12.48 billion dollars in 2017 (Statista, 2019), 

experiencing significant growth from previous years. Leading players include 

private firm Edelman, which, according to industry ranking, is considered the 

largest PR agency worldwide with a fee income of 875 million dollars in 2016 and 

nearly six thousand employees around the world, followed by Fleishman-Hillard, 

Ketchum and Weber Shandwick. The average income of PR specialists according 

to the Bureau of Labor Statistics is approximately $60,000 US dollars depending 

on education and experience (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2019) and as of 2016, 

close to sixty thousand people were employed at PR agencies in the United 

States. This does not include people who work for small and large companies that 

also employ PR professionals.  

Having appropriate skills and competencies are important within the twenty-first-

century employment market as occupations have changed over the years due to 

complex information and communication technologies (Dede, 2010). Based on 

industry expectations, the skill-set required to work in public relations varies but 

most importantly, it can be said, one who succeeds in PR will possess skills such 
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as honesty, knowledge and research, relationship-building, ability to multi-task in a 

high pressure work environment, attention to detail, strategic thinking, social media 

savviness, written and verbal communication and presentation skills (Flynn, 2014). 

In addition, collaboration and teamwork have been identified as being key 

competencies for working in public relations as the “degree of importance for 

collaboration capacity is growing in an era where work in knowledge-based 

economies is increasingly accomplished by teams of people with complementary 

expertise and roles, as opposed to individuals doing isolated work in an industrial 

setting,” (Karoly, 2004, p. 111). Within the United States, public relations 

professionals are responsible for a variety of tasks including writing, engaging with 

the media, producing presentations, dealing with inquiries from the public on behalf 

of an organization, organizing and publicizing events, public speaking, research, 

analyzing and gaining media coverage and more. PR professionals in the U.S. are 

experts and savvy in their communication techniques and people rely on their 

skillset to meet client or organizational objectives.  

Public Relations – Firm vs. In-House 

Noteworthy is the difference between firms and in-house public relations. With a 

trend of outsourcing, more and more organizations are reaching out to public 

relations firms to assist with their communication initiatives and as mentioned 

earlier, fee income in the United States demonstrates how successful PR firms 

are. Public relations firms provide a variety of services such as marketing 

communications, speech training, media relations, research, crisis communication, 

media analysis, public affairs, branding and corporate reputation as well as 

financial relations (Wilcox & Cameron, 2012). Firms also have the ability to offer 

more specialized services to niche industries and sectors and have a varied 

portfolio of clients to work with. In-house public relations are responsible for similar 

tasks but working in-house allows practitioners to focus on one brand and its 

assets. This allows professionals to become brand experts and focus on industry 

issues and the company’s products and services (Dale, 2014).   
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Minnesota 

Known as the ‘Land of 10,000’ Lakes, Minnesota is located in the Upper Midwest 

in north central United States and borders Canada. Situated between North and 

South Dakota, above Iowa and beside Wisconsin, the name Minnesota comes 

from Dakota Indian words meaning ‘sky-tinted waters’ or ‘sky-blue waters.’ 

Minnesota is on the shore of the largest Great Lake – Lake Superior and is where 

the world’s 3rd largest river, the Mississippi begins. With a relatively affluent and 

well-educated population of 5.5 million and being the 12th largest state in the 

country, Minnesota is home to a booming economy including shipping, 

manufacturing, agriculture, mining, bioscience and tourism (Explore Minnesota, 

2019). According to the Minnesota Management and Budget department, the 

economic forecast signals caution for Minnesota and shows Minnesota’s revenue 

is declining. Although fueling growth in the national and global economy, 

companies investing in new technologies and businesses planning new capital 

investments, there is slowing growth due to labor shortages, increasing costs of 

healthcare, taxes, etc. and uncertainty in federal policy (Minnesota Chamber of 

Commerce, 2019). Although forecasts predict a decline, in comparing average 

household incomes, poverty rates and unemployment percentages, Minnesota is 

ranked within the top ten riches states in the USA as of 2019 (World Population 

Review, 2019).  

 

Political Environment 

Minnesota is considered a democratic blue state with two major political parties, 

the Democratic-Farmer-Labor Party (DFL) and the Republican Party of Minnesota. 

Tim Waltz was sworn in as the 41st Governor of Minnesota in January 2019 

replacing Governor Mark Dayton who served the previous eight years in office. 

The political environment within Minnesota is interesting given how some 

politicians have or continue to be prominently featured in the media. Al Franken, 

U.S. State Senator from Minnesota resigned in January 2018 due to sexual 

harassment accusations, Amy Klobuchar, U.S. State Senator is running for 

President of the United States and Minnesota member of Congress Ilhan Omar 
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has faced many challenges within her short time in Congress - all which have 

generated continual media coverage. Minnesota typically has a high-voter turnout 

and played an important role in the 2018 mid-term elections that helped the 

Democratic Party win a new majority in the House while the Senate remained a 

Republican majority. Considered a relatively liberal state, Minnesotans are 

concerned with healthcare, gun control legislation, taxes and President Donald 

Trump (Slocum, 2018).  

 

Demographics and Diversity 

Minnesota is not the most diverse state within the United States and in general, 

many organizations and corporations face challenges when hiring and retaining 

diverse individuals. According to the U.S Census Bureau and Minnesota State 

Demographic Center, people of Color (those who identify as a race other than 

White and/or those who are Hispanic) only make up 19 percent of the total 

population within the state and Non-Hispanic White Minnesotans represent 81 

percent of the remaining statewide population (Minnesota State Demographic 

Center, 2019). The difference is significant and demonstrates diversity issues that 

are apparent within the state of Minnesota.  

 

Interestingly, the Department of Employment and Economic Development 

conducted a study in 2016 and surveyed nearly 3,000 employers in Minnesota to 

better understand how companies are approaching workforce diversity 

management (Minnesota Employment and Economic Development, 2019). The 

survey focused on how employers define diversity, whether or not employers think 

they have a diverse workforce, are employers actively diversifying, why employers 

are seeking to diversify their workforces and what employers are actually doing to 

create a diverse place of employment. Results indicate that Minnesota employers 

are actively trying to increase racial diversity and that they recognize significant 

benefits such as attracting best applicants, improvement of work environment and 

culture, and increase in employee productivity. It is not clear what type of 

organizations are included in the category of professional and business services or 
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whether any PR-related organizations or firms were surveyed but within that 

category, only 18% of the workforce in Minnesota identified with being non-white, 

yet 76% within the same category reported that their workforce is diverse 

according to their stated definition. This, however, could be associated with self-

assessment and their interpretation of diversity.  
 

Twin Cities 

Commonly referred to as the Twin Cities, Minneapolis and St. Paul, and the seven-

county metropolitan area had a population of over 3 million people as of 2015 

according to the Minnesota State Demographic Center. Home to many Fortune 

500 headquarters including 3M, Best Buy, General Mills, Land O’ Lakes, Target, 

Xcel Energy and Thrivent Financial, a plethora of private companies 

headquartered in the Twin Cities, as well as one of the world’s largest shopping 

malls – the Mall of America, many professional sports teams, universities and 

world-renowned theater and arts district, the PR industry is thriving. The 

Minneapolis/St. Paul Business Journal publishes an annual list of the top 25 public 

relations firms in the Twin Cities based on number of employees and net fee 

income. Topping 2018 was Carmichael Lynch Relate followed by Padilla and 

Weber Shandwick.  

 

The International Association of Business Communicators (IABC) and the Public 

Relations Society of America (PRSA) are only two of many professional 

associations within the Twin Cities that practitioners can become members of. 

Professional associations are designed to offer support, knowledge, networking 

events and professional development to PR professionals including accreditation 

opportunities. According to the PRSA Minnesota Chapter website (PRSA, 2019), 

there are close to 400 members registered in the association’s directory with IABC 

following at 150 members. This does not count for all practitioners as there are a 

plethora of professional associations practitioners can be members of and 

membership is voluntary.  
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Educational opportunities for up and coming professionals are also plentiful in the 

Twin Cities. The University of Minnesota is home to the Hubbard School of 

Journalism and Mass Media and is considered one of the top journalism and 

media schools across the country. St. Catherine’s University, the University of St. 

Thomas, Metropolitan State University, Hamline University, Augsburg University, 

Concordia University as well as other smaller colleges have numerous degree and 

course options in communications and public relations.  

 

Employment Laws and Workplace Culture 

The Department of Labor in the United States administers and enforces over 180 

federal employment laws ensuring that employers follow legislature pertaining to 

wages, hours, overtime, workers compensation, employee benefits and protection, 

workplace safety and health, family and medical leave, etc. (U.S. Department of 

Labor, 2019). However, federal, state and local laws differ with many variables 

such as number of employees worked and size of an organization. The most 

important employment law that pertains to my study is the Family and Medical 

Leave Act (FMLA). Unlike progressive countries, such as Canada or many 

countries in Europe who offer upwards of 18 months paid leave, the United States 

does not have a national law mandating paid maternity leave. The Pregnancy and 

Parental Leave Act falls under the federal Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) 

and grants up to 12 weeks of unpaid leave upon the birth or adoption of a child if 

an employee works for a company with 21 or more employees, has been with the 

company for at least 12 months and they worked at least half time during the past 

12 months. An employee must request the leave from their employer and in return, 

the employee will retain their position and benefits will continue during the leave 

(U.S. Department of Labor, 2019). Many parents, women in particular within the 

United States will use paid holidays to increase the time they can spend with their 

newborn child. That said, corporations such as Target are expanding parental 

leave and child-care benefits which will provide workers up to four weeks of paid 

time off to care for a new or ailing family member (Gibson, 2019) as well as extend 
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backup child-care options. Although heading in the right direction, it is still 

significantly less than leave benefits offered in other developed countries.  

 

Workplace culture is also different within the United States. Labeled by the 

Hofstede Center which specializes in intercultural comparison and communication, 

the United States is considered one of the most individualistic countries in the 

world where people are generally focused on ‘I’ compared to ‘we’ (Hofstede 

Insights, 2019). Defined as a cultural pattern, individualism “stresses individual 

autonomy and independence of the self,” (Vandello & Cohen, 1999, p. 279) and 

with an emphasis on equal rights in all aspects of American society and 

government, it is pointed out that within the workplace, “hierarchy is established for 

convenience, superiors are accessible and managers rely on individual employees 

and teams for their expertise,” (Hofstede Insights, 2019, para. 6). It can also be 

said cross-cultural research (Triandis, 1994) “has demonstrated that the United 

States is a prototypical individualist culture on the individualism-collectivism 

dimension,” (Vandello & Cohen, 1999, p. 280). Based on Vandello and Cohen’s 

study (1999) in which they looked at patterns of individualism and collectivism 

across the United States, Minnesota, ranked 40th on the list with a low score of 41, 

indicating less collectivism was apparent than in other states (Hawaii – 90, 

California – 60, Florida – 54).  

 

In avoiding an underpinning theology that is often used to blame lower-income or 

disadvantaged members of society for their situation, the nature of work in both 

developed and developing countries signifies that individuals work hard. Given the 

accepted influence of protestant work ethic on U.S. culture, Americans take great 

pride in considering themselves hard workers. However, it is also recognized that 

there are distinct differences pertaining to workplace culture compared to other 

countries despite individuals ‘working hard’ that may not be viewed as positive. 

Rooted in the ‘American dream’ ideology, other significant differences in the United 

States include lack of vacations, minimal family leave, long workdays, working on 

the weekends, limited breaks during the day and do-it-yourself-mentality.  
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Understanding organizational structure within the United States is also important to 

this study given the results and discussion in later chapters. In creating 

organizational structure, various aspects and functioning of the business must be 

considered. Organizational structure “determines how resources and knowledge 

will be shared and within the United States, most businesses approach structure 

with efficiency and control in mind,” (Johnson, no date, para. 3). Generally, there 

are three types of organizational structure: functional departmentalization, 

divisional and matrix. Functional departmentalization refers to employees of a 

specific function form a department where hierarchy and lines of authority are 

important. (Woodruff, 2018, para. 3). Divisional structure organizes activities into 

geographical, products or market areas with functional structure within each and a 

matrix model combines both functional and divisional structures. Based on my 

study, functional departmentalization is the most common. Within the organizations 

and PR firms that I conducted my interviews, it was apparent that a dominant 

coalition exists and hierarchal structures of leadership teams, department 

managers, coordinators and assistants were in place.  

 

By providing background information on the professional culture of public relations 

in the United States, the PR landscape within the Twin Cities of Minneapolis and 

St. Paul, Minnesota, educational options for those seeking a career in PR, the 

purpose of professional public relations organizations and explaining employment 

laws and workplace culture, I hope to create understanding and perspective 

throughout this thesis since the study is positioned within the United States. In the 

next chapter I will present literature through the theoretical frameworks of public 

relations theory, liberal feminist theory, gender studies and power-control theory 

(five bases of power).  
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Chapter Three – Literature Review 
 

The purpose of this study is to examine how gender differences in communication 

styles influences workplace communication and the practice of public relations. In 

this chapter, I present literature through the theoretical frameworks of public 

relations theory, liberal feminist theory, gender studies and power-control theory 

(five bases of power), all which are relevant to key themes discussed throughout 

the thesis: public relations, gender, communication styles, workplace 

communication, feminism and power in PR. It will also explore how the concepts 

above align with social constructionism and performativity.  

 

This chapter will discuss the PR landscape from a historical perspective by 

addressing the contribution women have made to the industry. It will also explore 

the main theoretical school of thoughts pertaining to public relations such as 

systems theory, excellence theory, dialogic theory, rhetorical theory and critical 

theory. Through the theoretical framework of liberal feminist theory, this chapter 

will also discuss the waves of feminism, liberal and radical feminist theories and 

feminist activism which leads to identifying public relations as a feminized 

profession. In addition, it will discover how intersectionality works within public 

relations and why studying intersectionality is important. Within the theoretical 

framework of gender studies, this chapter will discuss gender, gender as a social 

construct and how performativity and identity play a role. It will also analyze how 

men and women communicate through different styles and how personality traits 

and stereotypes are important considerations. This literature review chapter will 

conclude with a discussion about the nature of power, power-control theory, the 

dominant coalition, gendered power within public relations and gendering of 

organizations.  
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The Public Relations Landscape 

Since my study is positioned within the field of public relations and this thesis 

explores the intricacies of the industry, the following section will discuss the 

historical contribution women have made to public relations, explore different 

public relations theories, provide reasoning and justification in positioning PR as an 

academic discipline and authenticate the profession given the many different 

definitions, misconceptions and debates about the industry.  

Public Relations History 

Historically, the early development of public relations within the United States was 

positioned as an area of professional practice linked to propaganda and war-time 

communications. Formally founded in the 1900s (Coombs & Holladay, 2012), the 

public relations discipline was mainly male dominated. Although historically 

documented in US-based textbooks as the founding fathers of modern-day PR, 

well-known propagandist Edward Bernays and Ivy Lee are not the sole 

contributors to the history of public relations despite Bernays pushing the 

periodization narrative which was extremely influential in the development of PR 

(Lamme & Russell, 2010). Although women are not credited for their role in the 

history of public relations within the United States, it is noted through existing 

literature (Somerville, et al., 2019), the importance of historicizing gender in PR 

work and how history is being put to use in relation to features such as 

periodization, managerialism, US-centrism and socio-cultural context.  

Existing literature explains, “it is unsurprising that many public relations histories 

have deployed ‘periodization’ to present a view of PR as an evolving practice on 

an upward trajectory towards a sophisticated, strategic and ethical activity,” 

(Somerville, 2019, p. 3). Therefore, in positioning my study, periodization proves 

useful in an attempt to fully understand the important contribution women have 

made to the history of public relations especially because few PR histories focus 

on women in the industry and “the lack of attention to women in PR history can 

partly be attributed to a poor understanding of historiography within the discipline,” 

(Fitch, 2019, p. 64). Therein lies a number of challenges in considering, “broader 
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societal changes around women and work, the masculine coding of the 

professions, and the ways in which feminization is entangled with processes of 

professionalization,” (Fitch, 2019, p. 64). 

 

In addition, because US public relations history scholarship has a tendency to 

focus on the relationship between business and public relations, this too has 

produced a skewed view of the histories of public relations (Somerville, et al., 

2019) especially as it relates to the excellence theory, a dominant paradigm of US 

public relations practice and the focus of corporate management strategies. Since 

the history of public relations is usually framed as an industry developed by men 

and historically there has been a US-centrism focus within existing literature 

(Somerville, et al., 2019), it can be said that texts have in general ignored female 

innovators and protagonists and this is problematic for a feminized profession from 

a socio-cultural perspective. This is one of the reasons, my thesis explores gender 

differences in public relations as “there is little reflexivity around the lack of 

recognition of women’s roles in societal debates or their contributions to the 

development of PR,” (Fitch & L’Etang, 2017, p. 128).   

 

In further developing my argument, I have discovered a plethora of other narratives 

that are more suited for this thesis that take into consideration women trailblazers 

and pioneering campaigns led by women, so I have opted to discuss how they 

have helped shape the public relations industry. This is important because the 

industry today is comprised of over 70% women (Golombisky, 2015) and “little 

research has been done on women’s influence on the [PR] profession’s coming of 

age,” (Horsely, 2009, p. 101).  

 

Within some academic literature it is stated that public relations was a reaction to 

activist activities (Coombs and Holladay, 2012) and during the First Reform Era, 

“social reform addressed a wide array of topics including slavery, temperance, 

women’s rights, prison reform and the treatment of the mentally ill,” (Coombs & 

Holladay, 2012, p. 349). However, the reactions were not necessarily labeled as 
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public relations. Advocacy served as a tool for “community-building, for enhancing 

a movement’s legitimacy, for articulating a movement’s message, for propagating 

a movement’s mission and for recruiting, mobilizing and sustaining support and 

membership,” (Lamme & Russell, 2010, p. 3). Arguably as an important foundation 

to public relations as a profession, causes such as abolition, suffrage and 

prohibition employed maximum publicity effect (Wilcox & Cameron, 2012) and for 

all intent and purposes, were PR campaigns led by women. What is being 

unearthed within this thesis is a hidden history of public relations that is not labeled 

as such, at least within existing U.S. literature. For example, in 1848 the first 

women’s rights convention in New York used a variety of PR tactics to promote 

their cause such as press releases, speaking tours and brochures, etc. but this 

was labeled as activism, not public relations. It was during this gathering, The 

Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions was delivered and some 300 women, 

“formulated an ideology that would be articulated during the long public relations 

campaign for women’s rights,” (Patterson, 2009, p. 6). This led to eventually 

raising public awareness of the women’s suffrage campaign that would support the 

19th Amendment to the U.S Constitution that would allow women to vote. Again, 

raising public awareness is considered public relations, yet this monumental 

movement that would allow women to vote was not considered such nor is often 

associated with the history of public relations. Instead, literature relays on 

propaganda techniques and credits Edward Bernays, Ivy Lee, amongst others as 

significant contributors to the history of PR instead of a revisionist history of PR 

perspective which should “examine individuals, organizations, and societies rather 

than the typical textbook and biographical approach of promoting the singular 

successes of ‘fathers’ of PR,” (Vardeman, et al., 2019). From a socio-cultural 

context and in consideration of other countries, the historical contribution of women 

to the Australian public relations industry is seldomly acknowledged. Fitch (2016) 

argues “public relations histories tend to be shaped by particular ideologies that 

support a narrow conceptualization of public relations and identified a need for 

more critical histories of public relations,” (Fitch, 2016, p. 88) as historical 
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narratives in the United States was influential in the development of PR within 

Australia.  

 

Additionally, further examples explore how the Women’s Christian Temperance 

Union (WCTU) were concerned with the destructive power of alcohol (Patterson, 

2009) and also used a variety of PR tactics in order to ban alcohol and promote 

the suffrage movement such as distributing information kits, holding 

demonstrations, putting up posters and handing out brochures to support their 

cause (Wilcox & Cameron, 2012). Although not labeled by early PR textbooks and 

literature, (Coombs & Holladay, 2012), these women were practicing public 

relations activities, and this is extremely significant to PR history. Although social 

structures of the 1900s barred women from the workplace and their PR skills 

would not be recognized at the time to gain employment in the first departments or 

agencies, one could argue that from a campaign perspective, these women laid 

the foundation and set the template for the future of public relations campaigns.  

 

It is evident that the pioneering PR campaigns discussed above are significant to 

the history of public relations and “there are new ways from which to build and 

learn and conduct public relations around an understanding that women formed 

the field equally to and uniquely from the men we’ve traditionally understood to 

have powered the industry,” (Vardeman, et al., 2019). There is, however, specific 

women trailblazers who positioned themselves within a male-dominated public 

relations space worthy of discussion. It is not clear within existing literature 

whether women such as Inez Kaiser, Anne Williams Wheaton and Doris. E. 

Fleischman were involved or inspired by social movements which led them to be 

involved in public relations, but they remain significant contributors. Kaiser was the 

first African American woman to run a public relations company with national 

clients and Wheaton was an American publicist and PR director for many national 

women’s organizations. She also was the first women associate press secretary 

for the White House sworn in 1957.  
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One of the most significant trailblazers was Fleischman, a leader in public 

relations, an activist for women’s rights and the advancement of women in media 

careers and the earliest woman recorded to make her living, as a PR professional 

(Patterson, 2009). She was responsible for publicity and fundraising for a New 

York non-profit organization and was a journalist for the New York Tribune where 

she was a reporter for the women’s pages and covered news such as the women’s 

suffrage movement (Ruiz, 2015). In 1919, Fleischman was offered a position at 

Edward Bernays public relations firm where she become his equal partner in the 

firm upon marriage in 1921. Given how involved she was with her husband’s 

agency and understood the nuances of the business, she was concerned for 

women in PR. Because of her direct experience, she believed that both men and 

women were pioneers in public relations and “no traditions have grown against 

women’s participation in it and women will share the responsibility of developing 

and shaping this new profession,” (Fleischman, 1955, p. 385). This is a profound 

statement from Fleischman and is invaluable in the way public relations has been 

shaped in U.S. history especially in positioning my study within a feminized 

profession where inequality issues are still present. 

 

What is most interesting is there is little mention of Fleischman in existing literature 

that addresses the history of public relations in the United States despite working 

as her husband’s uncredited professional partner who had a profound and 

enduring impact on the media (Henry, 2012). According to Henry (2012), 

Fleischman was considered “the most important of the field’s women pioneers, and 

this period is significant one for understanding both her as an individual and the 

patterns of what was to become her 62-year-long collaboration with Bernays,” 

(Henry, 1999, p. 86) so it leaves me perplexed that she is not mentioned often in 

literature. Many authors have instead, written about Bernays amongst others and 

credit him as the founding father of PR when in fact, Fleischman “would help invent 

the field of public relations,” (Henry 2012, p. 9). It is unfortunate that there is little 

mention of the meaningful work of Fleischman and it is only through Henry’s 

(2012) detailed account, has it become clear what a trailblazer Fleischman was.  
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Although the most frequent narrative about public relations history in the United 

States involves men, the above indicates a different story. Assumptions could be 

made that women were the ones that paved the way for public relations suggesting 

that narratives should change and also include more of an emphasis on the work 

of women as it pertains to public relations history. Without mention of the 

significant work of women and their important contribution, existing literature has 

done a disservice to the history of public relations. 

 

Public Relations Theories 

As part of investigating the origins of public relations, problematizing the term and 

positioning my study within the most relevant PR theory, it is first necessary to 

identify a key theoretical trend which shifts public relations from a functional 

perspective to a co-creational one (Sison, 2012) and will also explore, rhetorical 

and critical theorizing of public relations. Botan and Taylor (2004), argue there is a 

progression from functional to co-creational perspectives. A functional perspective 

“sees publics and communication as tools or means to achieve organizational 

ends, while a co-creational perspective sees publics as partners in the meaning-

making process,” (Botan & Taylor, 2004, p. 651-2), meaning that PR practitioners 

working on a project or campaign work to understand the views of employees, 

clients and communities so they can collaborate effectively (Sison, 2012). This 

demonstrates why public relations theories are significant as alternative views 

seek to understand public relations practice from societal, organizational and 

individual perspectives (Ihlen, van Ruler & Fredriksson, 2009) and it is insufficient 

to only have one singular perspective on public relations theory (Sison, 2012) as 

PR as a field has a number of different schools and theoretical perspectives. In 

addition, significance is placed on building an understanding of various theoretical 

contexts that apply to PR such as systems theory, public relations theory, dialogic 

theory, rhetorical theory and critical theory. By understanding these theories, it will 

allow me to view public relations through different lenses and challenge how 

practitioners and scholars make sense of this complex industry. The theories will 
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assist in the framing and development of my thesis by explaining how each align 

with gender and communication styles. 

 

Systems Theory 

Systems theory is considered the interdisciplinary study of systems and has been 

used as a dominant framework within public relations “with parallels being drawn 

between systems and how communication is practiced, “(Gregory, 1999, p. 266). 

Since my study focuses on public relations and uses the industry as the platform 

for conducting qualitative methodology to understand communication practices in 

the workplace, it is imperative to reflect on how systems theory can assist in the 

development of my research questions and analytical framework. Originally 

developed by Ludwig von Bertalanffy (1968), systems theory allows us to think of 

an organization as a system made up of multi-faceted parts. When positioning 

public relations as a systems theory, one must consider how organizations adapt 

to changes based on whether the system is open or closed. For example, “open 

systems are those that regularly interact with their environment, such as their 

audiences or publics, while closed systems are isolated and do not interact with 

their environment,” (Sison, 2012, p. 60-61). In public relations, organizations who 

operate in an open system regularly ask for feedback from their publics and/or 

target audience in order to improve. Within open systems, “units within an 

organization affect and are affected by other units and the organization as a whole 

is responsive to environmental change,” (Gregory, 1999, p. 267). Because public 

relations aims to build an understanding between an organization and the public, 

system theory and operating within an ‘open system’ proves necessary. 

Considered a functionalist perspective, “systems are used to understand how 

processes work, [therefore], effectiveness and productivity are essential factors,” 

(Sison, 2012, p. 61).  

 

As part of systems theory, it is necessary to briefly discuss cybernetics and 

boundary spanning and how these concepts are related to public relations. The 

concept of cybernetics refers to the study of regulations and control in systems 



 37 

(Littlejohn, 1999) and is used in public relations as part of soliciting feedback 

through a source control. Examples such as organizational communication 

(employers asking for feedback from employees), community relations and even 

social media has increased the opportunity for members of the public to provide 

feedback on any given situation. Boundary spanning is defined as “those who work 

with publics that interact with people outside their own group or organization and 

convey information and influence between the constituent group and outside 

groups,” (Springston & Leichty, 1994, p. 697). PR practitioners are considered 

boundary spanners in the sense that they “represent the management philosophy 

to external publics and interpret the concerns of external publics to the 

organization’s management team,” (Springston & Leichty, 1994, p. 697). This can 

pose challenges and conflict between the needs of an organization and the 

external group and for those who are charged “with developing and protecting 

corporate identity, [may] face difficulties with clearly defined organizational 

identities because of the blurring of organizational boundaries,” (Sison, 2012, p. 

63).  

 

As my study involves researching communication styles and conversations that 

take within the workplace as well as interactions with clients, systems theory is 

relevant in the sense that these conversations are taking place within an open 

system. If PR practitioners are routinely interacting with their target audience and 

publics, their particular communication style is likely impacting the conversation 

whether with colleagues or clients.  

 

The Excellence Theory 

Although I am not necessarily positioning my study within excellence theory, I 

argue it is necessary to understand and reflect on this theory as it is considered a 

dominant paradigm within public relations theory and there are many debates 

within scholarly activity. Given my study is located within the public relations 

profession, deepening my understanding is important. Within functionalist 

scholarship, Grunig and Hunt (1984) developed the four-models of public relations 
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(press agentry, public information, two-way asymmetric, two-way symmetric) but 

align much of their work to the two-way symmetrical model which is characterized 

by a willingness of an organization to listen and respond to the concerns and 

interests of its key stakeholders (Roper, 2005). Two-way asymmetrical 

communication is when organizations “listen to their stakeholders but use the 

information thus obtained to tailor their communication to relay the concerns of 

stakeholders, but do not make a corresponding alteration to their behavior,” 

(Roper, 2005, p. 69).  

 

Although Grunig’s ideas were not necessarily accepted by other academic fields or 

within critical traditions of PR scholarship (J. Grunig, 2000), it is important to make 

note that his development of the two-way symmetrical model as part of the 

International Association of Business Communicators (IABC) Excellence project 

was a significant development in the mid-1980s, especially within North America. 

The two-way symmetrical model is positioned by Grunig as a normative model and 

focuses on open and honest two-way communication with an understanding of 

mutual benefit with the aim of distancing public relations from propaganda. With a 

goal of making public relations a respectable practice, the two-way model was 

designed for elites and management as the most important orientation for the field 

and in using tactical compromises to ensure management goals were secured. 

The excellence theory is not about agreement but more about tactical 

compromises to ensure management elites achieve their objectives.  

Although many scholars have embraced the models because “they fit well with 

reality and describe the experience of many PR practitioners,” (J. Grunig, 2000, p. 

12), there are many scholars who criticize Grunig and the two-way symmetrical 

model (L’Etang and Pieczka, 1996; Moloney, 2006) as it is considered “the most 

controversial and most debated component of the Excellence theory since the 

book was originally published,” (J. Grunig & Dozier, 2003, p. 307).  

Arguments are made that the two-way symmetrical component is over-idealized, 

and the premise of the systems theory in which it was developed is questioned 
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(L’Etang & Pieczka, 1996). The notion that issues arise because “they make 

perfect and profound sense to the converted but appear problematic to those who 

operate outside them,” (L’Etang & Pieczka, 1996, p.355) are challenged. L’Etang 

(2003, 2005, 2008 and 2013) postulates “the dominant paradigm in public relations 

has tried to build theory in a coherent way that is useful (functional) for 

practitioners,” (L’Etang, 2008, p. 11) but she argues there are other ways of 

exploring and understanding public relations practice, for example, understanding 

the role ethics plays within PR. (L’Etang, 2008). What these scholars are alluding 

to is that the excellence theory and two-way symmetrical model, are too limited 

and leave room for interpretation.  

Roper (2005) offers a perspective in which symmetrical public relations can 

operate and be used as a strategy for keeping power. Described as a “domination 

without physical coercion through the widespread acceptance of particular 

ideologies and consent to the practices associated with those ideologies,” (Roper, 

2005, p. 70), hegemony is maintained and contested by power struggles. She 

argues that organizations from their dominant positions, “make substantive 

changes to their practices and do so in order to maintain their existing hegemony,” 

(Roper, 2005, p. 81). Edwards (2007, 2009, 2012) reflects on assumptions 

pertaining to functional and non-functional approaches to PR and explains there 

are different ways of understanding relationships between different approaches. 

She discusses different paradigms in public relations and positions public relations 

as a contested field as scholars have “argued that the prevalence of a functional 

paradigm in PR research has produced a static field where limited space exists for 

voices that advocate other perspectives,” (Edwards, 2012, p. 11). She recognizes 

challenges with paradigms as “divisions are emphasized when those who adopt a 

non-functional approach position themselves in opposition to functional work, 

reinforcing difference rather than commonality,” (Edwards, 2012, p. 11).  

In response to criticism, Grunig (2000) argues the research evidence has 

accumulated in support of the symmetrical model “as the most effective model in 

practice as well as theory,” (J. Grunig, 2000, p. 17) and critics should recognize the 
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numerous revisions of the theory over the years. He distinguishes between a 

positive and a normative theory in describing the models of public relations and 

argues “a positive model is a theory that describes how public relations is practiced 

and a normative model explains how public relations should be practiced, “(J. 

Grunig, 2000, p. 13). Grunig evolved the model and positioned the two-way 

symmetrical model as originally conceptualized – a mixed-motive approach. 

Although originally developed by Murphy (1991), the mixed-motive model provided 

the opportunity to place the two-way asymmetrical model at one end of a 

continuum and the two-way symmetrical model at the other end. For example, if a 

public relations strategy was placed at either end, it would favour the interests of 

the organization or the public to the exclusion of the other and the “middle 

continuum contains a symmetrical win-win zone where organizations and publics 

can engage in mixed-motive communication,” (J. Grunig, 2000, p. 25). By 

combining the two-way symmetrical model and the two-way asymmetrical model 

“almost always could increase the contribution of public relations to organizational 

effectiveness,” (J. Grunig & Dozier, 2003, p. 309).  

Excellence theory implies a distance from persuasion by win-win compromises of 

consensual dialogue. There is, therefore, an argument that if the excellence theory 

is more about tactical compromises to ensure management elites achieve their 

objectives and not about agreement, communication styles and gender which my 

study focuses on may also be of concern and cause challenges between 

employees and the dominant coalition.  

Dialogic Theory 

In order to move public relations theory and research towards a two-way relational 

communication model, scholars have taken into consideration the significance of 

dialogue to the practice of public relations as “there has been increasing pressure 

on public relations practitioners to demonstrate that they can be even-handed and 

non-partisan in how they deal with stakeholders on behalf of organizations, (Lane, 

2014, p. 124). Dialogue as a public relations theory is credited to Pearson (1989) 

who sought to develop a more ethical framework for public relations by stating 
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“public relations is best conceptualized as the management of interpersonal 

dialectic,” (Pearson, 1989, p. 177). It is argued the terms ‘dialogic’ and ‘dialogue’ 

are increasing in use to describe ethical and practical approaches to public 

relations and although the “concept of dialogue is deeply rooted in philosophy and 

relational communication theory, it’s inclusion in PR vocabulary is an important 

step toward understanding how organizations can build relationships that serve 

both organizational and public interests,” (Kent & Taylor, 2002, p. 21).  

The term dialogue, however, is challenging to define and is “ubiquitous in public 

relations writing and scholarship” (Theunissen & Wan Noordin, 2011, p. 5). Kent 

and Taylor (2002) agree that the concept of dialogue in public relations requires 

strengthening in order to reduce the ambiguity and allow for more consistency in 

its usage. In addition, dialogue is important because it “serves to mitigate power, 

relationships, values individual dignity and self-worth and tries to involve 

participants in decision-making,” (Capizzo, 2018, p. 523). 

Public relations as a discipline has adopted functionalism as an extension of the 

systems theory (L’Etang, 2008) and because it “has become process-driven, 

dialogic theory per se appears to have made little inroads in mainstream public 

relations thinking,” (Theunissen & Wan Noordin, 2011, p. 5). As a dialogic 

approach to public relations is not easily operationalized, it is necessary to discuss 

the five features of the concept of dialogue within public relations proposed by 

Kent & Taylor (2002): mutuality, propinquity, empathy, risk and commitment. 

Mutuality refers to acknowledgement that publics and organizations are tied 

together. Without their publics, “organizations would serve no purpose; therefore, 

organizations should seek collaboration with their publics in spirit of equality and 

respect,” (Bentley, 2012, p. 5). Collaboration and spirit of mutual equality is also 

important within mutuality as dialogue seeks to understand positions of others, 

avoids the exercise of power and superiority and dialogic exchanges should strive 

to maintain relationships of equality (Kent & Taylor, 2002). Propinquity takes into 

consideration how organizations consult with publics on matters that influence 

them and in exchange, means the publics are willing to articulate their demands to 
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an organization. For example, PR professionals may conduct research on a 

product or service on behalf of an organization and may ask for the publics input 

before the decision process takes place. Immediacy of presence, temporal flow 

and engagement suggest parties are actively communicating presently compared 

to after decisions have been made. As dialogic communication is relational, “it 

seeks to construct a future for participants that is both equitable and acceptable to 

all involved,” (Kent & Taylor, 2002, p. 26) and includes engagement of all parties. 

In order for dialogue to succeed, empathy needs to be taken into consideration as 

it aligns with support and trust. Empathy creates an environment where others are 

encouraged to participate through a communal interaction and “supporting others 

and confirming the importance of their views, even if a person or organization 

disagrees with those views,” (Bentley, 2012, p. 5) is of importance. The 

assumption of risk is characterized by three features: vulnerability, unanticipated 

consequences and recognition of strange otherness. Dialogue involves sharing of 

information, beliefs, values, etc. so those participating in dialogic communication 

may be vulnerable and at risk, “yet it is through self-disclosure and risk that 

relationships are built and the possibility for change on the part of the participants 

exist,” (Kent & Taylor, 2002, p. 28). Because dialogic communication is not 

rehearsed, unanticipated consequences may take place in conversations. 

Recognizing that participants are unique individuals “and are accepted in their own 

right because of the differences that they bring to dialogic exchanges,” (Kent & 

Taylor, 2002, p. 29) is critical. The final feature of dialogue is commitment where 

genuineness, commitment to conversation and commitment to interpretation is 

noted as significant. Dialogue is honest and transparent, conversations are mutual 

and understanding and since dialogue is intersubjective, dialogue “necessitates 

that all participants are willing to work at dialogue to understand often-diverse 

positions,” (Kent & Taylor, 2002, p. 29). Commitment is important because “it 

involves the genuine endeavor to place the good of the relationship above the 

good of the self,” (Parackal, 2016, p. 136).  In order to incorporate dialogue into 

public relations practice and for it be effective, a dialogic approach requires 

commitment from the organization and acceptance of the value of building 
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relationships. Dialogic theory should “help organizations look beyond dyadic 

organization-public relationships to more holistic understandings of their 

relationships with others,” (Capizzo, 2018, p. 523). 

Considering dialogue traditionally is positioned as the “form that bests enables 

public relations practitioners to conduct ethical and effective interactions between 

organizations and their stakeholders” (Lane, 2014, p. 123) by advocates of the 

two-way symmetrical model,  L’Etang (2003) postulates that dialogue is difficult 

and perhaps even impossible to carry out in practice “as the emergence of post-

Grunigian and post-symmetrical perspectives on public relations calls into question 

the usefulness of theories and models that are unattainable in practice,” (Lane, 

2014, 124). Based on her qualitative study, Lane (2014) concludes dialogue 

cannot occur in public relations practice and “instead articulates an empirically-

based practitioner perspective on two-way communication which displays 

pragmatic characteristics that significantly distinguish it from dialogue,” (Lane, 

2014, p. 123). She argues dialogue is a specific type of two-way communication 

and the “disjuncture between the ideal of dialogue and the reality of two-way 

communication in PR exists because of the issues of power between participants,” 

(Lane, 2014, p. 139) which contradicts Kent & Taylor’s principle of collaboration 

and spirit of mutual equality where the exercise of power and superiority within 

dialogic exchanges is avoided.  

If dialogue as a public relations theory is conceptualized as the management of 

interpersonal dialogue, then dialogic theory as it pertains to gender and 

communication styles within my study may imply that PR professionals, both male 

and female can use dialogue in the attempt to mitigate power and build 

relationships between colleagues and clients. Although Kent & Taylor’s (2002) five 

features of the concept of dialogue (mutuality, propinquity, empathy, risk and 

commitment) acknowledge the relationship between organizations and the public 

being tied together, an argument can be made that because dialogue seeks to 

understand the positions of others, that PR professionals can use dialogic theory 

within the workplace in order to increase effective communication. 
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Rhetorical Theory 

In theorizing public relations as rhetoric, this approach “examines organizational 

discourse created by public relations and communications practitioners and 

explores how argumentation, persuasion and influence are used in communication 

materials,” (Sison, 2012, p. 74). It also focuses on the “symbolic and relationship 

building aspects that organizations engage in to achieve specific political or 

economic goals, “(Ihlen, 2011, p. 456). Rhetorical perspectives help to shape and 

construct meanings and as existing literature discusses, rhetorical dialogue is “the 

process for forging conclusions and influencing actions,” (Heath, 2000, p. 31) and 

by doing so “gives insights into the social importance of the meaning that public 

relations practitioners help to shape in their efforts to assist the building of society 

– of community,” (Heath, 2000, p. 31). Rhetorical theory also “facilitates these 

efforts as it furthers our understanding of the symbolic activity of public relations 

practices and the consequences these practices have for society,” (Ihlen, 2011, 

456). It is argued that unlike systems theory, rhetoric doesn’t view how people 

interpret a product or a service but instead recognizes that advocacy is a 

necessary part of creating meaning. It is postulated that, “a rhetoric enactment 

view of public relations acknowledges that all of what each organization, does and 

says becomes meaningful because of interpretations that people place on those 

actions and statements,” (Heath, 2000, p. 32). Criticized and associated with 

persuasion, there is hesitancy to integrate rhetorical theory into public relations 

because it has been equated to manipulation (Pfau & Wan, 2006), however Heath 

(2000) argues that rhetoric is the art of persuasion and “is ethical because it 

empowers participants to engage in dialogue - private or public,” (Heath, 2000, p. 

32). He elaborates, “it is ethical because individuals use dialogue to define and 

advance their interests within the limits of others’ opinions about those matters,” 

(Heath, 2000, p. 32).  

Rhetorical theory is challenging to align with gender and communication styles 

from an interpersonal perspective because of the association rhetorical theory has 

with argumentation, persuasion and influence from a macro-organizational level. 

However, as Rakow and Nastasia (2018) explain through the works of Smith 
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(1990), women support or generate language in public relations through ways of 

speaking in a language which is associated with patriarchal institutions. By the 

“use of and proficiency in speaking the “father tongue,” rather than concentrating 

on women’s ways of sliding away sideways toward the “mother tongue,” [language 

first learned at an early age] arising from bifurcated consciousness, and an 

awareness of the discrepancy between their experience and authorized 

knowledges,” (Rakow & Nastasia, 2018, p. 364), women may be limited in 

workplace conversations. In positioning my study, rhetorical theory could be used 

to describe how male and female colleagues may try to persuade or influence one 

another in meetings and to convince colleagues or clients that certain project ideas 

are better than others. Rhetoric is also quite aligned with public performance and 

assumes good communication performs to the best of its ability, and in public so 

an association to performativity within my study may also be possible.  

Critical Theory 

Although the development of critical theory within PR scholarship has not been 

uniform (Edwards, 2007, 2009, 2012), it is now considered a wide and expansive 

field and is significant to public relations as it “encourages us to be self-aware and 

transparent in the way we think, write and teach,” (L’Etang, 2005, p. 522). Critical 

theory looks at organizations as power structures of dominance, “examines 

sources of power in an organization and questions control of organizational 

discourse, (Newsom, et al., 2013, p. 112). In positioning my study, critical theory is 

relevant as it relates to corporate culture and interpersonal power between 

colleagues and senior leadership teams within organizations as “the dominant 

coalition reveal[s] the chaotic, partial and political world of management practice,” 

(L’Etang, 2005, p. 522). Berger (2005) demonstrates managerial life is not rational, 

logical or predictable and articulates the role resistance plays in which the “public 

relations practitioner aligns him/herself with alternative organizational structures to 

subvert the domain or official culture prescribed by management,” (L’Etang, 2005, 

p. 522).  Since my study is concerned with power, if PR practitioners perceive they 

have limited scope of authority, power and influence because of their non-

membership in the dominant coalition (Berger & Reber, 2006), resist current 
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management structures and align themselves with alternatives, this may insinuate 

a problem that will cause challenges in the workplace.   

Critical theory also brings in the importance of culture and social relationships as 

important components when studying public relations and organization theory and 

management “especially in bringing about change in organizations in terms of 

dialectical relationships as the product of tensions between opposites,” (Ogbor, 

2000, p. 592). Edwards (2007, 2009, 2012) postulates as a paradigmatic 

assumption, “PR is shaped by the cultures and societies in which it operates and 

the effects of public relations work must therefore be measured in social and 

cultural terms as well as in terms of organizational interests,” (Edwards, 2012, p. 

18). Within this paradigm, relationships within organizations, gender and 

communication styles lies with how power dynamics within a society could be 

reflected in the workings of the PR industry and profession as gendered power 

relations and ideologies could be replicated but also contested within PR functions. 

In continuing to develop my research focus, exploring social structures through 

functional management expectations and social relationships could position my 

study within critical theory.  

In bringing these theoretical approaches together, it is clear that public relations 

scholars and practitioners have the ability to implement new ways of thinking and 

practicing PR so that it “has value and is valued by the community, the public and 

organizations practitioners work for,” (Sison, 2012, p. 78). By understanding the 

different theoretical perspectives and comprehending the varying tensions that are 

apparent within public relations literature I can now more appropriately build on my 

analytical framework and continue to develop my research questions. 

Different Approaches to Public Relations  

Understanding how scholars’ approach public relations differently, make different 

assumptions about what matters and have distinct areas of focus is important to 

my study as to position it within the most appropriate PR theoretical framework. 

Public relations is criticized due to misconceptions of the industry, stereotypes 
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seen in the media, debates and negative connotations associated with public 

relations (Reigstad, 2013), yet despite some truth in the criticisms depending on 

how those who practice PR are viewed, the Public Relations Society of America 

(PRSA) uses normative definitions on how it would like to be seen. PRSA defines 

public relations as a “strategic communication process that builds mutually 

beneficial relationships between organizations and their publics,” (PRSA, 2019) 

therefore aligning with Heath & Bryant’s (1992) argument that communication is an 

inherently two-way interaction as well as Grunig’s two-way symmetrical model. 

Cutlip, et al., (1994) also consider public relations a management function that 

maintains mutually beneficial relationships between an organization and the public 

(Heath, 2000) and Mead (1934) claims “through dialogue, individuals and groups 

co-create and negotiate identity, interest and meaning,” (Heath, 2000, p. 36). As a 

former public relations practitioner, I agree with the normative definition of public 

relations and since the practitioners within my study are employed within the public 

relations profession and some are members of PRSA, my assumption is that they 

too would align with normative definitions of public relations.  

Daymon and Demetrious (2015) define PR as “a communicative activity used by 

organizations to intervene socially in and between competing discourses in order 

to facilitate a favorable position within a globalized context,” (Daymon & 

Demetrious, 2015, p. 3). What remains unclear is that there is no control in 

whether the ‘position’ will be favorable as the practitioner responsible for the 

communicative activity is not necessarily in control of the response. Weaver et al., 

(2006) define PR as “a discourse technology of social governance and the 

strategic attempt to control the agenda of public discussion and the terms in which 

discussion takes place where organizations are the actors deploying PR,” 

(Edwards, 2012, p. 13). Again, the problem with this claim is that it lends itself 

more to rhetoric propaganda and persuasion techniques in using the word ‘control’.  

If public relations professionals are practicing ethical PR, the goal would then be to 

practice two-way communication where the public and organization are building 

mutually beneficial relationships.  
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It is argued that because of the emphasis placed on the systems approach, 

scholars increasingly view public relations as a management process rather than a 

communication process, yet I posit this may prove problematic because in order to 

practice public relations effectively and ethically, it must be a combination of both. 

Holtzhausen (2000) criticizes public relations stating that “public relations has 

become an ideology in itself – one that is resistant to change and whose main 

purpose is to gain and maintain power in the world of business and management, 

“(Theunissen & Wan Noordin, 2010, p. 7). The issue here is, dialogue is a process, 

much like public relations is. Building trust, having empathy and mutuality is 

essential for dialogue and it is also essential for public relations because “it’s 

evident that for dialogue to succeed, both organizational commitment and 

recognition of the value of relationship building are needed and in order to practice 

public relations with a relational focus, both the organization and the public need to 

be aware that they can affect each other,” (Theunissen & Wan Noordin, 2010, p. 

10). From a rhetorical perspective, Heath (2000) postulates a concrete definition of 

public relations, stating, “public relations is the management function that 

rhetorically adapts organizations to people’s interest and people’s interests to 

organizations by co-creating meaning and co-managing cultures to achieve 

mutually beneficial relationships,” (Heath, 2000, p. 36). This is a useful definition 

because rhetorical interactions need to help practical problem solving while also 

recognizing that this will not be settled because disagreement, especially within the 

workplace do not go away. This definition portrays public relations as a 

management function and is designed “to foster an organization’s ability to 

strategically listen to, appreciate, and respond to those persons and groups whose 

mutually beneficial relationships it needs to achieve its mission and vison,” (Heath, 

2000, p. 36).  

In concluding this section, the historical contribution women made to the public 

relations industry by identifying the role women played within social movements 

and activism was unearthed. It also highlighted women pioneers who practiced 

public relations within a male-dominated arena and explored theoretical 

approaches to public relations. As my study is positioned within a liberal feminist 
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framework, the next section will discuss the history of feminism as well as current 

activism within the United States. 

Feminism 

In continuing to build my analytical framework and develop my research questions, 

this section will investigate liberal and radical feminist theories, the waves of 

feminism and explore how public relations is considered a feminized industry. It will 

also analyze how the election of Donald Trump as President of the United States 

unleashed extreme anger amongst many women cultivating activism and creating 

the Women’s March and #MeToo movement.  

Liberal and Radical Feminist Theories 

Although liberal feminism is considered the dominant paradigm of feminist theory 

in the Western world and much of the current feminist public relations literature has 

utilized primarily a liberal feminist position (Rakow & Nastasia, 2009, 2018), it is 

necessary to explore both liberal and radical feminist perspectives as there are 

criticisms and debates which argue liberalism and feminism are incompatible. As 

Golombisky (2015) argues, liberal feminism is about “advancing women to be 

equal to men in a man’s world, and radical feminism is about transforming the 

man’s world,” (Golombisky, 2015, p. 396). Existing literature positions radical 

feminism as incompatible and contradictory to liberal feminism and problematizes 

gender and patriarchy. For examples, radical feminist scholars such as Eisenstein 

(1993) and MacKinnon (1989) argue liberalism is viewed as “patriarchal and 

individualist in structure and ideology and feminism as sexual egalitarian and 

collective,” (Eisenstein, 1993, p. 3). As liberalism is difficult to define (Schaeffer, 

2001, p. 699), the argument presented is the contradiction itself, meaning it “lays 

the basis for feminism’s movement beyond liberalism,” (Eisenstein, 1993, p. 3).   

Within my study, the liberal concept of individuality is explored from the 

perspective of PR professionals and their individual experiences, especially female 

practitioners who strive for advancement and equality. My study is positioned 
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within a liberal feminist framework which focuses on an individualistic form of 

feminist theory in which “gender systems should be minimized; woman’s identity is 

rational and individualistic, just like a man’s; power relations, namely unequal 

distributions of roles between individual men and women, need to be reformed and 

social injustice encompasses women’s discrimination throughout history,” (Rakow 

& Nastasia, 2009, p. 256). Although my study is positioned within a liberal feminist 

framework, I appreciate the argument that radical feminists provide in stating 

patriarchy is a gender system which devalues women and what is associated with 

them as well as the problem with power relations and the oppression of women by 

men. My liberal feminist position is against gender discrimination and agrees with 

theorists who advocate for women and have rejected treating men and women 

differently in the PR profession by ensuring women are able to compete with men 

for similar jobs and salaries, therefore producing equal opportunities (Aldoory & 

Toth, 2002; Cline et al., 1986; Grunig, 1988; Toth & Grunig, 1993).  

The Waves of Feminism  

Through the social upheaval of the past two centuries, a revolution has 

transformed women’s lives (Freedman, 2002) and defined the ideology of feminism 

and the desire for women to be seen as capable and valuable as men. For years 

and on a global platform, women have fought for the same rights as men and 

feminist movements have argued for similar political, educational and economic 

opportunities as their male counterparts (Stone, 2010). The historical origins of the 

term feminism are important to articulate and as Freedman (2002) suggests, the 

terms feminism and feminist has always been controversial. Ascribed as a cross-

disciplinary framework for describing feminism, women’s liberation movements in 

Western Europe and the United States often classified chronologically were 

established as ‘waves’ of feminism (Rakow & Nastasia, 2018). The first wave of 

feminism aligned with the suffrage movement from the 1850s to the 1950s where 

social, political and economic factors such as women’s difference from men within 

reproduction and sexuality, gaining the right to vote and women beginning to work 

outside of the home catapulted the feminist movement further in hopes of breaking 

through the barriers that “typically established a hierarchy of men over women, of 
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any aspect of life and culture identified with the male over that of a female,” (Stone, 

2010, p. 56).  

The waves of feminism continued, and responses took two basic forms, either 

protesting misogyny or promoting equality between men and women (Stone, 

2010). Second wave feminism or the women’s rights movement between the 

1960s and the 1980s was based on developments from the first wave where 

feminists “coined the phrase, ‘the personal is political’ as a means of highlighting 

the impact of sexism and patriarchy on every aspect of women’s private lives,” 

(Munro, 2013, p. 22). According to prominent liberal feminists such as Harriet 

Taylor or Susan B. Anthony, in the 19th century to Betty Friedan (1963) and Janet 

Radcliffe Richards (1980) in the 20th century (Rakow & Nastasia, 2009), it was also 

a time where breaking down gender stereotypes was important to the feminist 

movement in hopes that these issues were as important to men as they were 

women. Friedan (1963), author of The Feminine Mystique, was quite vocal and 

rallied against systemic sexism that taught women that their place was in the 

home. Although her book was not necessarily revolutionary in its thinking, the 

reach was (Grady, 2018). Women were angry and a cultural momentum behind 

feminism ensued which brought legislative and legal victories such as The Equal 

Pay Act of 1963 which outlawed the gender pay gap (Hewitt, 2008), the right to 

use birth control through a series of Supreme Court cases (Reed, 2014), Title IX 

gave women the right to educational equality (Boutilier & SanGiovanni, 1994) and 

in 1973, Roe v. Wade guaranteed women reproductive freedom (Schoen, 2000). 

Third wave feminism or a micropolitics movement (Bailey, 1997; Rosen, 2001) was 

made possible by the pioneers of the second wave and began in the early 1990s 

when many feminists of color called for a ‘new subjectivity’ in feminist voice 

(Kinser, 2004). This rhetoric shift and emphasis on race was associated with “a 

clear sign of the strength of white power beyond feminism,” (Kinser, 2004, p. 130) 

where women of color still struggled with being recognized for attribution they 

deserved. Focusing on diversity, intersectionality and individualism as well as the 

argument that sexuality is a fluid category (Munro, 2013), third-wave feminists 
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were personally involved by supporting groups and individuals working towards 

gender, racial, economic and social justice (Golombisky, 2015). Within the third 

wave and from a feminist public relations perspective, “salaries, gender roles and 

gender stereotypes remained the main concern and individualism was the 

overarching ideological frame,” Rakow & Nastasia, 2009, p. 261) Cline (1989) 

highlights progress had been made surrounding removing salary differences and 

bias against women (Rakow & Nastasia, 2009) but it was due to women PR 

professionals “individual responsibility for one’s personal and professional career,” 

(Cline, 1989, p. 308), hence liberal feminism. Fourth-wave feminism began in early 

2012 with the use of the Internet and social media and is argued that the Internet is 

responsible for the “shift to what is coined, ‘call-out culture’, in which sexism or 

misogyny can be called out and challenged,” (Munro, 2013, p. 23). Not that it is 

responsible for this era, but Munro argues that it is clear that “the Internet has 

facilitated the creation of a global community of feminists who use the Internet both 

for discussion and activism,” (Munro, 2013, p. 23). Another argument to consider is 

the Internet is simply the medium in which opinions are stated and experiences are 

shared, and it is the women, the feminists themselves that are creating the global 

community.  

Although the ‘wave’ metaphor, over time became a way to describe and distinguish 

between different eras and generations of feminism (Grady, 2018), there are 

criticisms worthy of discussion. Feminist historian Nicholson (2010) argued, “the 

wave metaphor tends to have built into it an important metaphorical implication that 

is historically misleading and not helpful politically,” (Nicholson, 2010, para.3). She 

explains that the wave metaphor can be reductive with a single unified agenda 

when in fact the history of feminism has many different ideas and conflict 

(Nicholson, 2010). She continues, “the implication is that underlying certain 

historical differences, there is one phenomenon, feminism, that unites gender 

activism in the history of the United States, and that like a wave, peaks at certain 

time and recedes at others,” (Nicholson, 2010, para. 4). What Nicholson is alluding 

to is the wave metaphor can reduce each wave to a stereotype and suggest 

division of generations of feminism even though there is commonality and 
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continuity between each wave. It is also argued that it has become unclear how 

the wave metaphor is useful for understanding where we are in the 21st century 

and that “feminism today should be considered intersectional feminism – a place of 

multiple feminisms,” (Sizemore-Barber, 2018, para.3).  

Although there are criticisms about feminist waves, my position reflects the earlier 

discussion about the historical contribution women have made within the United 

States pertaining not only to public relations but also events that have shaped 

history. What took place during each feminist wave is important and we cannot 

reduce nor diminish the past otherwise we are unable to reflect and account for the 

progression women in society have made and look towards the future.  

Feminist Activism - Women’s March and the #Metoo Movement 

My research was extremely timely as my study took place when significant feminist 

activism in the United States was occurring and many of my female interview 

participants related to the issues. Therefore, it is important to reflect on literature 

that is associated with the Women’s March and #Metoo Movement. The 2016 

election of presidential candidate Donald Trump placed him in a position of power 

despite his blatant sexism towards women (Darweesh & Abdullah, 2016) and 17 

accusations of sexual harassment, inappropriate behavior and rape (ABC News, 

2019). This incident sparked a global outrage where over 2 million participants 

world-wide (Przybyla & Schouten, 2017) moved to the streets, marching and 

donning pink “pussy hats” in response to the notorious 2005 “grab them by the 

pussy” leaked mic tape that was dismissed by the President as locker room talk. 

As Brewer & Dundes (2018) postulate, it was these actions that “appeared to be 

the principal focal point of the march for women galvanized by Trump bragging that 

fame allowed him to be sexually aggressive with women without their consent,” 

(Brewer & Dundes, 2018, p. 49). The election of Donald Trump was only the 

beginning as the #metoo movement surfaced in October 2017 with sexual 

harassment allegations against Hollywood producer Harvey Weinstein. With the 

downfall of male celebrities, politicians and other prominent media moguls, women 

around the world felt empowered to speak their truth and ‘call out’ the men that 
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allegedly abused or assaulted them through the hashtag #metoo. Donegan (2018) 

expressed that the #Metoo movement initiated “conversations about consent, 

hostile environments and power and this began a growing acknowledgement that a 

man’s unwanted sexual overtures were a symptom of broader social and political 

forces,” (Donegan, 2018). Although looked upon as a movement that empowered 

women, the #Metoo movement also caused a central rift within how feminism is 

perceived today pertaining to competing visions of feminism – social and 

individualist. As my study is contextualized within a feminist framework and themes 

are apparent that align with a feminist ideology, this will be discussed in later 

chapters as it relates to the results of the study. 

Public Relations as a Feminized Industry 
It has been determined that public relations as a profession has become feminized 

(L. Grunig et al., 2001) so it is necessary to critically analyze past research and 

examine studies on how gender influences the practice of public relations making it 

a feminized industry. Existing literature points to the fact that “over the last 30 

years, the public relations industry has undergone a process of ‘feminization’ 

whereby women have come to numerically dominate the industry,” (Fitch & Third, 

2010, p. 1). When an industry is defined as feminized, it is suggested that “a 

profession’s salary ranges and status are negatively affected when a field goes 

from male-to female-dominated, and that socialization forces work against women 

who lack salary negotiation skills, and undervalue their own worth,” (Pompper, 

2014, p. 69). In the United States, the number of female public relations 

practitioners first surpassed the number of male practitioners in the 1980s and 

reasons for this is “the process of feminization reflects large-scale transformations 

in the gendering of work in the Western world, partly attributable to the rise of 

second wave feminism and the consequent entry of increasing numbers of women 

into the workforce,” (Fitch and Third, 2010, p. 1). Feminization is important to this 

study because even though the PR industry is female-dominated, “we still live in a 

male-dominated society; a society in which sexes are unequal as well as different,” 

(Cameron, 2007, p. 12).  
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As Pompper (2014) suggests, “a new body of scholarship was established when 

public relations salary disparity was attributed to gender and the field was 

proclaimed feminized with publication of the first comprehensive gender study in 

1986,” (Pompper, 2014, p. 69). Studies by Dozier (2013), J. Grunig and L. Grunig 

(1995) and L. Grunig, et al., (2001) state that the feminization trend escalated and 

pay discrepancy and gender inequality are still issues that challenge the PR 

industry.  

Given the current political landscape in the United States, the era of feminism and 

the continual desire for women to be treated equal in all aspects, an argument can 

be made that there is a wider process of feminization within different industries 

such as human resources, nursing, teaching, etc. (Elkins, 2015) and that the idea 

of feminization is not just unique to public relations. McCracken (2014) describes 

the business of beauty as a global industry that generates millions of dollars in 

revenue, yet also indicates trends and standards about race, class and gender 

norms. She explains that powerful men earn more than beautiful women and 

because the industry is gendered, the industry itself is feminized and “given the 

feminized nature of the industry, leads even the men at the top to be considered 

less than men and their heterosexuality to be called into question in a negative 

way,” (McCracken, 2014, p. 166). It is then made clear that when comparing the 

public relations and beauty industry and labeling each as feminized, feminization of 

any industry relates to gender.  

This section positioned my study within a liberal feminist framework and discussed 

the social upheaval of the past two centuries pertaining to the different waves of 

feminism. It explored liberal and radical feminism, feminism activism in response to 

the election of Donald Trump and looked into why public relations is considered a 

feminized profession. The next section of this literature review will discuss 

intersectionality and how intersectionality is found within public relations.  

 



 56 

Intersectionality  
This section explores how the concept of intersectionality assists with the 

development of my analytical framework and research questions by first probing 

into the origin of intersectionality and then how the concept is identified within 

public relations. As the industry has been labeled as feminized, there are many 

recent studies including mine that pertain to intersectionality in public relations 

from a gender-perspective, therefore, insinuating its importance.  

Intersectionality was hypothesized by legal theorist Crenshaw (1991) and feminist 

philosopher, Spelman (1988) and “proposes that social constructions of identity do 

not exist independently or discriminately,” (Vardeman-Winter, Tindall & Jiang, 

2013, p. 285) The theory suggests “that—and seeks to examine how—various 

biological, social and cultural categories such as gender, race, class, ability, sexual 

orientation, religion, caste, age, nationality and other sectarian axes of identity 

interact on multiple and often simultaneous levels,” (DeFrancisco & Palczewski, 

2014, p. 9). Crenshaw (1991) applied the term intersectionality and used critical 

race theory to analyze social injustice towards women of color. Her objective was 

to: 

“illustrate that many of the experiences Black women face are not 

subsumed within the traditional boundaries of race or gender discrimination 

as these boundaries are currently understood, and that the intersection of 

racism and sexism factors into Black women's lives in ways that cannot be 

captured wholly by looking at the women race or gender dimensions of 

those experiences separately,” (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1244).  

Intersectionality within Public Relations 
Considered a feminist sociological theory, the concept of intersectionality has been 

identified within public relations scholarly activity, is used in the development of 

campaigns, “stressing the importance of studying intersectionality of identities in 

mediated environments,” (Vardeman-Winter & Tindall, 2010, p. 1) and has also 

been identified as a contributing factor in adopting a feminist identity. Since 
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intersectionality has its roots in the ideology of feminism and women, the qualities 

of women from different races, sexual orientation and classes prove important 

(Vardeman-Winter, et al, 2013).  

In a previous study, Vardeman-Winter, et al., (2013) explored how publics’ multiple 

identities questions basic public relations concepts within the PR discipline and 

proposes intersectionality is an emerging approach to identity. This concept and 

the work of Vardeman-Winter et al., is important as they apply intersectionality to 

public relations and focus on the ‘public’ component of the standard definition of 

public relations while introducing “an intersectional approach to publics that 

complements current segmentation strategies with publics,” (Vardeman-Winter et 

al., 2013, p. 279). They identify challenges and take into consideration gender, 

identity work, power and feminism with the hope of “helping researchers and 

practitioners better understand the sociopolitical contexts of public relations 

communication relationships that lead to the construction of identities,” (Vardeman-

Winter et al., 2013, p. 279). As intersectional theory proposes, social constructions 

of identities do not exist in silo as independent factors (Vardeman-Winter et al, 

2013) as it “refuses to treat gender, race, class or sexuality as mutually exclusive 

categories and holds that multiple identities and forms of oppression occur 

simultaneously,” (Place, 2015, p. 63).  

As this study is positioned as a social constructionist study in relation to 

communication styles, identities and personality traits, the work of these scholars 

helps to articulate how identities are constructed and why public relations 

practitioners need to understand intersectionality when targeting particular 

audiences and developing PR campaigns for organizations. It is also necessary to 

consider how intersectionality may alter the relationship between a communicator 

and the audience. For example, audiences are highly diverse and stakeholders 

within organizations may not recognize the importance of communication styles 

and differences as part of campaign development. Important to note here is how 

symmetry and some dialogic theory do not address how diverse modern 

audiences are and publics are highly divided into different groups. The idea that 



 58 

‘mutual benefit’ can be created between all becomes difficult to sustain (Davidson, 

2016). By recognizing intersectionality, this certainly changes assumptions about 

relationships between public relations and audiences. It is common practice to 

analyze demographics and psychographics when researching and determining the 

target audience in order to develop objectives, strategies and tactics for a PR 

campaign. However, not all practitioners take into consideration how different axes 

such as gender, race, class, sexual orientation, etc. intersect with one another, nor 

how the communication styles of colleagues may impact the process. Each axe 

may be viewed as a separate entity instead of taking a holistic approach and 

determining primary and secondary target audiences based on how the axes work 

together to create an identity or target audience.  

Vardeman-Winter and Tindall (2010) explore gendered and intersectional 

complications in media campaigns using the American Heart Association Heart 

Truth campaign as an example. Complications within campaign development 

include how the campaign is actually perceived and interpreted based on women’s 

identities and tension of race and gender representations. It has been determined 

that public relations campaigns often fall short of reaching objectives and 

effectively communicating prevention behaviors (Vardeman-Winter & Tindall, 

2010) so their study “suggests that misunderstandings of the cultural groups and 

their lived identities by the campaign producers lie at the heart of the “misses” in 

health campaigns,” (Vardeman-Winter & Tindall, 2010, p. 1). By examining the 

impact of intersecting identities not being fully addressed in communications 

campaigns, Vardeman-Winter postulates, “the persistent exclusion of discourse on 

the constructions of race, gender, ethnicity, nationality, and sexuality among other 

identities in the development of public relations theory and practice hinders how 

practitioners communicate effectively with publics that enact and engage 

organizations,” (Vardeman-Winter & Tindall, 2010, p. 3-4). This disconnect poses a 

problem because if the campaign is not designed appropriately, nor for the 

intended target audience, the campaign will likely not meet organizational goals 

and objectives of encouraging more women to be conscious of their heart health. 
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According to Crenshaw (1991), “intersectionality is useful for highlighting the 

differences and inequalities among women given the assumption that no group of 

women is homogeneous,” (Place, 2015, p. 63). She articulates by “ignoring 

differences among women within a group can contribute to tension among group 

members and distorts or omits the plural experiences of some individuals; 

recognizing plurality among women avoids the difference-based explanations of 

gender and thus avoids gender stereotypes,” (Place, 2015, p. 63). As much as PR 

theory assumes that it can use rationality to find where all can agree, this may 

need identities to be made visible as identities and their social relations are 

important differences. PR theory has not based itself on assuming irreconcilable 

differences and identities within publics. Where Crenshaw’s (1991) argument is 

perhaps flawed however, is how intersectionality is perceived or applied to all 

genders, in particular, men. Although the public relations industry is pre-dominantly 

female, interview participants within my study are both male and female so 

differences in gender need to be taken into consideration.  

Also noteworthy is a qualitative study conducted by Place (2015) which focused on 

female PR practitioners and how they perceived or understood gender. Although 

“responding to a feminist call for gender to be explored in more holistic ways,” 

(Place, 2015, p. 61) the study did not take into consideration how males perceive 

gender and how this intersects with race, class, age, sexuality, etc. This is 

especially important because “despite its influential role in shaping culture and the 

news cycle, public relations remain a site for gendered stereotypes, myths, and 

discrimination,” (Place, 2015, p. 61). PR practitioners who focus on practicing 

ethical PR may aim to disband the negative connotation and stereotypes 

associated with public relations and so perhaps therein lies an opportunity to 

interview both men and women within future studies. To acknowledge the 

feminization of the industry is important but to have a strong representation of PR 

practitioners, both male and female therefore strengthening and enriching the 

scholarly activity that embodies a holistic approach is critical. Important to also 

contemplate is the fact that literature states, “fewer researchers apply 
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intersectional theory to explore how gender overlaps with other identity constructs 

in the field of public relations,” (Place, 2015, p. 62).  

 

This section discussed intersectionality, how intersectionality has become 

significant within public relations and has examined the correlation between 

gender and different communication styles of men and women and the influence 

these factors have on workplace communication and the practice of public 

relations. It is important to reflect and better understand how these different factors 

can provide insight to the intersections of gender, race, sexuality and age and in 

doing so, how this applies to the public relations industry, assists with the 

analytical framework of my thesis and development of my research questions. The 

next section will focus on another ‘axe’ and discuss gender, gender as a social 

construct, performativity and identity.  

Gender  
This section will discuss gender as it has been explored and treated in a variety of 

ways by different scholars. It is extremely significant to my study and development 

of my framework because of the many debates surrounding distinctions of sex, 

identity, performativity, biological determinism and the consideration of gender as a 

social construct.  

Biological determinism is the view that individual genes control human sex or some 

component of their physiology, (Taylor, et al., 2012) and is determined by 

biological factors whereas gender is commonly defined as “the cultural difference 

of women from men, based on the biological division between male and female,” 

(Connell & Pearse, 2015, p. 11). Sociologists use the concept of gender “to refer to 

socially learned behaviors and expectations that are associated with members of a 

biological sex category; gender is an acquired identity whereas biological sex is 

usually not,” (Andersen, 1988, p. 48). One’s biological sex “refers to genetic and 

physical sexual identity and is established at the moment of conception, is 

elaborated during the period of fetal development in the womb,” (Andersen, 1988, 

p. 48) and is meant to “signify the fact the one is either male or female,” 
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(Andersen, 1988, p. 75). It is argued that one’s biological sex “usually establishes 

a pattern of gendered expectations, though one’s biological sex is not always the 

same as one’s gender identity,” (Andersen, 1988, p. 75). The fact someone is born 

female or male does not mean they will ascribe to stereotypical masculine or 

feminine traits due to masculinity and femininity being considered cultural concepts 

(Andersen, 1988).  

Gender refers to the “socially learned behaviors and expectations that are 

associated with the two sexes thus whereas “maleness” and “femaleness” are 

biological facts, masculinity and femininity are culturally constructed attributes,” 

(Andersen, 1988, p. 75). The distinction between sex and gender is often confused 

but it is important to emphasize “that gender is a cultural, not a biological 

phenomenon,” (Andersen, 1988, p. 75). Given the differences between sex and 

gender and the influence of culture, Connell and Pearse (2015) argue gender as 

“the structure of social relations that centers on the reproductive arena and the set 

of practices that bring reproductive distinctions between bodies into social 

processes,” (Connell & Pearse, 2015, p. 11).  

Gender as a Social Construct 

The difference between sex and gender and the role society has on these terms 

leads to the discussion of how one’s gender is socially constructed. As discussed, 

one is “born male or female (sex), but we learn to act in masculine and/or feminine 

ways (gender); gender is a social, symbolic construct that varies across cultures, 

over time within a given culture, over the course of individuals’ life spans and in 

relation to the other gender,” (Wood, 2010, p. 24). Gender is learned and “we are 

encouraged to learn how to embody the gender that society prescribes for us,” 

(Wood, 2010, p. 24) because “although individuals learn gender and embody it, 

gender is not strictly personal, rather, gender grows out of cultural ideas that 

stipulate the social meaning and expectation of each sex,” (Wood, 2010, p. 24).  

As much as researchers in the late 1980s identified that gender was socially 

constructed, it didn’t accomplish as much as they originally thought as it was 
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“agreed that societies develop and advance particular views of femininity and 

masculinity, [but] many came to believe that social construction of gender is only 

part of the story,” (Wood, 2009, p. 369). Haslanger (1995, 2017) raises questions 

pertaining to social construction and how the term is interpreted and applied. She 

argues that an idea or concept being socially constructed will vary depending on 

the context and it is usually accompanied by genealogical inquiry. She explains, 

“the genealogy of a concept or idea explores its history, not because the origin of a 

concept determines its proper content, but in order to situate the concept within our 

social practices,” (Haslanger, 2017, p. 3). Meaning, that when gender is explored 

or defined as a social construct, it should be “understood as a social category 

whose definition makes reference to a broad network of social relations and is not 

simply a matter of biological differences,” (Haslanger, 1995, p. 98), therefore 

insinuating that social factors play a role in construction. Lorber (1994) postulates 

similar assertions stating, “gender is constantly created and re-created out of 

human interaction, out of social life, and is the texture and order of that social life,” 

(Lorber, 1994, p. 54). She provides an interesting perspective and explains that 

“gender is such a familiar part of daily life that it usually takes a deliberate 

disruption of our expectations of how women and men are supposed to act to pay 

attention to how it is produced,” (Lorber, 1994, p. 54).  

Gender as a concept within my study is positioned as a social construct and 

described as a learned behavior yet I posit gender roles shift and change because 

of social factors and traits that pertain to male and female behavior especially 

because society ascribes gender to a sex category given the biological differences 

between men and women. Although my position on gender aligns with that of 

social constructionism, it is possible those involved in my study may position 

themselves within biological determinism in their assimilation of gender binaries 

instead of considering gender as a social construct. This will be explored further 

within the discussion chapters. 

Gender Performativity and Identity 

Feminist scholar, Judith Butler (1988,1990, 2004) argues there is a distinct 
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difference between biological sex and gender based on a performed act. She 

“rejected the widely held view that gender exists prior to particular actions and 

claimed that gender comes into being only as we perform it in everyday life. We 

simultaneously enact and produce gender through a variety of mundane, 

performative practices, such as dress, gestures and verbal acts, that embody and 

confer an illusory realness on normative codes of masculinity and femininity,” 

(Wood, 2009, p. 369); hence the term coined by Butler as ‘performativity’. We 

perform or “do” gender. Without doing “or without the action of performance, there 

is no gender,” (Wood, 2009, p. 370). What Butler is alluding to is that one performs 

or ‘acts’ in a manner that one deems suitable to their chosen gender identity. She 

explains, “if gender is instituted through acts, then the appearance of substance is 

precisely that, a constructed identity, a performative accomplishment which the 

mundane social audience, including themselves, come to believe and to perform in 

the mode of belief,” (Butler, 1988, p. 520).  

Rakow (1986) also argues gender as performative and wrote, “gender is not 

something we are but something we do and believe,” (Rakow, 1986, p. 289) and 

Golombisky (2012, 2015) articulates “gender is accomplished through embodied 

performances accountable to social context which have social and material 

effects,” (Golombisky, 2012, p. 21). In relation to my study, gender performativity is 

understood as a feminist public relations theory and communicative model that is a 

“culturally constructed system of meaning grounded in the intertwining of biology 

and social norms,” (Edwards, 2018, p. 182). As gender performativity does not 

equal choosing one’s gender but instead constantly shifts, “we perform gender 

through repeated acts that correspond to our socially constructed male/female 

identity and as a collective, we thereby reinforce and sustain gender as an 

organizing principle for society,” (Edwards, 2018, p. 182). My study recognizes 

how gender performativity intersects with socio-cultural research in PR and the 

connections between power and structure and examines both the practitioner and 

the organization.  
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My work therefore builds on existing public relations literature on how gendered 

identities are framed and gender performances are enacted with an emphasis on 

the practitioners’ experiences. It reflects on the work of Butler (1988, 1990, 2004) 

Rakow (1986) and Golombisky (2012, 2015) assertion that gender is a performed 

act but it also applies the concept of performativity to the practitioners themselves 

and the public relations profession outside of gender in reflecting on the work of 

Goffman (1956) and his theory of the performed self. According to Goffman, we as 

society wear a series of masks when interacting with others and we take on roles, 

perform and stage our interactions. Within the theory of the performed self, men 

and women play parts in different situations and are concerned with how they may 

come across to others, so they adapt depending on who they are interacting with 

(Goffman, 1956). 

In addition, Alvesson and Billing (2009) explain “gender is often complex and 

nuanced: ‘gender identity’ is an ongoing project of the self, ‘promoted by social 

interaction’ and is subject to flux and change, hence the term ‘identity work,’ 

(Alvesson & Billing, 2009, p. 98). Gender identities “are not only fluid, but multiple 

which allows for differently gendered performances to be enacted according to 

different social situations,” (Yeomans, 2013, p. 89). Yeomans (2013, 2019) work is 

relevant to this study because she applies interactive definitions of gender and 

gender identities to the role PR practitioners have in agency relationships. Her 

study explored in detail how identity is produced through gendered performances 

and she specifically provides insight into how women’s identities are constructed 

within PR firms (Yeomans, 2013). Her results, although based in the UK indicate 

that women who work in PR firms are continually challenged by gender roles and 

identities. There-in lies an interesting comparison between Yeomans study and the 

research conducted for this thesis, which will be examined in later discussion 

chapters.  

This section discussed gender, gender as a social construct and explored gender 

performativity and identity. The following section of this thesis will apply arguments 

within gender communication and the manner in which men and women 



 65 

communicate with one another, how the PR industry is feminized and the 

implications of gender and power within PR.  

Gender Communication 
This section of the literature review will explore gender, communication styles, 

masculine/feminine personality traits and workplace communication from a 

psychological/trait perspective. It will discuss their significance to this study as part 

of the development of my analytical framework and research questions.  

Communication Styles and Personality Traits 

Communication style is defined as “the way one verbally and para-verbally 

interacts to signal how literal meaning should be taken, interpreted, filtered, or 

understood,” (Norton, 1978, p. 99). Despite many different approaches to studying 

communication styles, the definition is “based on the assumption that trait 

differences in communication behavior are produced by an individual’s 

temperament or personality,” (Allen, et al, 2006, p. 8). Funder (1997) describes 

personality traits as “internal factors, partially determined by experience, heredity 

and physiology that cause individuals characteristic patterns of thought, feeling 

and behavior,” (Lippa, 2005, p. 13). Over the past two decades, personality 

psychologists have agreed (Wiggins, 1996) that at a broad level, personality traits 

of men and women can be classified under what is termed the Big Five: 

extraversion, agreeableness, consciousness, neuroticism and openness to 

experience (Wiggins, 1996). Clearly these are broad terms and there are many 

sub-traits of personalities that exist under each. For example, people who are 

extraverted are sociable, bold, assertive, spontaneous, cheerful and energetic 

where introverted people are the opposite (Lippa, 2005). Feingold (1994) 

conducted a meta-analysis study that focused on determining whether men and 

women had different personality traits under the Big Five concept. He found the 

biggest difference between men and women were facets of extraversion and 

agreeableness. He determined that the largest sex difference within extraversion 

was aggressiveness with men being more assertive than women and the largest 

sex difference within agreeableness was tender mindedness (the ability to feel 
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empathy and concern) with women being tenderer than men (Feingold, 1994). 

Costa and McCrae (2001) critiqued Feingold’s study as he was only able to 

conduct reviews of nine traits within his original study. Their work further 

developed the original concept into the Five Factor Model which included an 

explanation of gender differences into two classes of theories – biological and 

social psychological. Thus, in order to position my study, we need to examine the 

difference between masculinity and femininity; a concept that refers to individual 

differences in gender-related personality traits and behaviors. Stereotypic words 

commonly used to describe masculinity and femininity are as follows:   

Femininity: dependent, emotional, passive, sensitive, quiet, graceful, innocent, 

weak, flirtatious, nurturing, self-critical, soft, sexually submissive and accepting 

Masculinity: independent, non-emotional, aggressive, tough-skinned, competitive, 

clumsy, experienced, strong, active, self-confident, hard, sexually aggressive and 

rebellious (Feingold, 1994) 

Lippa (2005) explored how the categories of masculinity and femininity were 

created and posits that these categories are based on “individual differences or 

variations in people’s gender-related traits and behaviors, variations that exist 

within each sex,” (Lippa, 2005, p. 47). He presents arguments to consider based 

on masculinity and femininity as traits, perhaps even genetic to the categories of 

learned behavior known as social constructs. His position is grounded on a 

scientific study by Terman and Cox Miles (1936) that measured masculinity and 

femininity. Their study which focused on IQ levels of boys and girls determined that 

“sex differences might serve as a means to measure variations in psychological 

masculinity and femininity within each sex,” (Lippa, 2005, p. 48) as single 

dimensions.  

Bem (1974) identified that with the changing times and increase of feminism with 

the Women’s Movement, subjectivity of these categories was plausible. She 

argued that “these categories were separate and independent dimensions,” (Lippa, 

2005, p. 57) and sought forth to develop a new test – the Bem Sex-Role Inventory 
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(BSRI) that measured masculinity and femininity as two dimensions based on work 

from previous scholars (Baken, 1966) that identified personality traits as either 

instrumental or expressive. Because the personality traits were labeled as men 

associating more with instrumental and women associating more with expressive, 

we can conclude that these studies about masculine and feminine categories were 

conducted on a pre-assigned notion of personality categories based on one’s 

gender of being male or female.  

 

Michaud and Warner (1997) conducted an empirical study that tested the 

differences between male and female college students and examined how the 

students responded to different written scenarios that described interpersonal 

problems. The study found that although few gender differences were found, there 

was a high level of expressive/nurturing traits considered feminine and this was 

related to more responses than was gender (Basow & Rubenfeld, 2003).  The 

results of Michaud and Warner’s study generally supported Tannen’s theory (1990, 

1994) that “men and women come from two different cultures of communication,” 

(Basow & Rubenfeld, 2003, p. 183), yet their study concluded that it is gender 

typing, not gender per se that mediates such responses. When discussing gender, 

communication styles and personality traits, it is also noteworthy to reflect on 

masculine and feminine stereotypes. As Pickering (2015) argues, stereotyping 

“involves the representation and evaluation of others in ways which ratify and 

endorse unequal social relations,” (Pickering, 2015, p. 1). He explains, 

stereotyping is a way of representing and judging other people in fixed, unyielding 

terms and stereotypes “diminish the social standing of those targeted, reducing 

them to a particular attribute or disposition that either demeans them or confines 

them to achievement only in association with this attribute or disposition,” 

(Pickering, 2015, p. 1). The idea that masculinity and femininity are assigned 

categories is important to this study particularly within the research design and 

interview schedule as questions will be developed that focus on masculine and 

feminine personality traits as well as stereotypes. This is discussed in further detail 

within the methodology, results and discussion chapters.  
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Different Communication Styles Between Men and Women 

Much has been written in both popular and academic literature about gendered 

communication (Basow & Rubenfeld, 2003) and how “there are two abiding truths 

on which the general public and research scholars find themselves in uneasy 

agreement: (a) Men and women speak the same language, and (b) men and 

women speak that language differently,” (Mulac, 1998, p. 127). It is also postulated 

that the “differences in language men and women use reflects different 

experiences leading to a cultural phenomenon,” (Mulac, et al, 2001, p. 122). Maltz 

and Borker (1992) first articulated the gender-as-culture or ‘two cultures’ 

hypothesis and attribute cross-gender communication break-downs and 

miscommunication to learned differences in language use. Through the theoretical 

perspective of “difference” (Goldshmidt & Weller, 2000), styles of interaction are 

seen as cultural and originating from sex-segregated peer groups where boys and 

girls learn to speak differently. This is carried through to adulthood and 

“miscommunication in cross-sex conversations are seen as resulting from the mix 

of men’s and women’s cultural forms, reinforcing gender identities,” (Goldshmidt & 

Weller, 2000, p. 120). Michaud and Warner (1997) and Tannen (1990, 1994) agree 

that these communication differences stem from childhood and are learned 

behaviors from a young age based on men and women interpreting words 

differently. What is interesting about Maltz and Broker’s (1982) approach to 

gender-specific culture is how boys and girls, men and women share a common 

vocabulary but use it in dissimilar ways and how “miscommunication can also 

occur because of different, culturally based interpretations of a given linguistic 

behavior,” (Mulac, et al., 2001, p. 122). This is similar to what Tannen (1990, 1994) 

believes are conversational rituals in which address “the ritual nature of 

conversation and the confusion that arises when rituals are not shared and 

therefore not recognized as such,” (Tannen, 1994, p. 22). She examines differing 

rituals that typify men and women and proposes that conversational rituals 

“common among men often involve using opposition such as banter, joking, 

teasing and playful putdowns and expending effort to avoid the one-down position 

in the interaction; rituals common among women are often ways of maintaining an 
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appearance of equality, taking into account the effect of the exchange on the other 

person, and expanding effort to downplay the speakers’ authority,” (Tannen, 1994, 

p. 23). What Tannen is alluding to is that if everyone understands these types of 

rituals in speaking, then they work well “but when ways of speaking are not 

recognized as conventions, they are taken literally, with negative results on both 

sides,” (Tannen, 1994, p. 23). The concept of conversational rituals is imperative to 

this study as it is challenging to work in groups and is rare for practitioners within 

the PR industry to work in silo. Producing a campaign and/or project is very much 

a group effort and communication styles, tone of voice, gestures, personality and 

gender all play a role in how well individuals work together.  

 

As my analytical framework and research questions continue to be developed, 

there has been an underlying theme of ‘power’ throughout some of the previous 

sections of this chapter and it is now appearing within gender communication 

literature. The dominance perspective (Goldshmidt & Weller, 2000) argues gender 

differences in language reflect social gender power structure and “this linguistic 

feature indicates subordinate status, as expressed by submissive and hesitant 

speech,” (Goldshmidt & Weller, 2000, p. 120). Interestingly, Tannen (1990,1994) 

posits that men engage in the world as an individual in a hierarchal social order 

and conversations are negotiations to achieve and maintain status which involves 

a certain level or expectation of power. Women however, approach society as an 

individual in a network of connections where conversations are negotiations for 

closeness, confirmation and support (Tannen, 1990, 1994). Henley and Kramerae 

(1991) argue “the most important consequence of gender-related language 

differences is a difference in social power or status, favoring men,” (Mulac, et al., 

2001, p. 123) and they posit that gender-related language differences must be 

“viewed in the context of male power and female subordination,” (Henley & 

Kramerae, 1991, p. 19). In addition, Henley and LaFrance (1984) propose that 

“studies of intergroup differences in nonverbal behavior have demonstrated that 

the dominant culture uses gender differences to maintain the existing disparity in 

status and power,” (Mulac, et al., 2001, p. 123). Mulac, et al., (2001) therefore, 
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argue, that if this point of view is considered valid, “seeing males and females as 

members of separate groups necessarily implies status hierarchies, and therefore 

differences must be interpreted as indicators of dominance and submission,” 

(Mulac, et al., 2001, p. 123).  

 

It could be said that this argument may align with Tannen’s (1990, 1994) concepts 

of intimacy and independence from a hierarchal-status standpoint in explaining 

that intimacy is “key in a world of connection where individuals negotiate complex 

networks of friendship, minimize differences, try to reach consensus and avoid the 

appearance of superiority,” (Tannen, 1990, p. 26). Independence on the other 

hand reflects a need to establish status by telling others what to do and taking 

orders is a marker of low status and seen as inferior. Although men and women 

need both, women tend to align with intimacy, while men align with independence 

linking to traditional personality traits of men and women (Tannen, 1990, 1994). 

Tannen clearly identifies that men and women communicate differently based on 

having different communication styles and that men and women “learn to speak 

particular ways because those ways are associated with their own gender,” 

(Tannen, 1994, p. 17). In examining gender differences and communication styles 

she claims, “communication is a continual balancing act, juggling the conflicting 

needs for intimacy and independence,” (Tannen, 1990, p. 27). 

 

As gender differences in language and emotion are seen as stemming from the 

differing socialization of the sexes (Goldshmidt & Weller, 2000), Tannen (1990, 

1994) also refers to report talk vs. rapport talk within her research when 

distinguishing different communications styles of men and women and status and 

hierarchy plays a role within public vs. private speaking. For most women, they 

engage in rapport talk; “a way of establishing connections and negotiating 

relationships; for men, they engage in report talk, a means to preserve 

independence, negotiate and maintain status in a hierarchical social order,” 

(Tannen, 1990, p. 77). Women tend to base their communications style on 

similarities and matching experiences with others establishing a feeling or certain 
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level of comfort with those they are communicating with. Men on the other hand 

communicate by exhibiting their knowledge and skill set, performing per say to 

those who will listen (Tannen, 1990,1994).  

Tannen’s work outlines categories such as men and women having intrinsically 

different and characteristic natures or dispositions, however, Cameron (2007), 

disagrees with much of the literature produced by her as well as Gray (1992), 

author of Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus. Cameron (2007) argues the 

communication differences Tannen describes between men and women are myths 

and clichés, questions how men and women communicate differently, and that 

evidence based on over thirty years of research tells a different story. She posits 

“the idea that men and women differ fundamentally in the way they use language 

to communicate is a myth in the everyday sense; a widespread false belief,” 

(Cameron, 2007, p. 3) because people tell stories in order to explain who they are 

and what they do. She also provides examples of clichés such as ‘men never 

listen’, ‘women are better communicators’ and ‘women find it easier to talk about 

feelings’ to illustrate her point of view of why these myths and clichés matter 

(Cameron, 2007). She agrees that there is an association between language and 

gender and that this correlates to ‘identity’ but she argues Tannen generalizes and 

this presents a range of problems stating that “one [problem] they all have in 

common is that they treat ‘men’ and ‘women’ as internally undifferentiated 

categories,” (Cameron, 2007, p. 55). It could be said that there are fundamental 

differences in the manner in which men and women communicate but 

consideration could be made for the argument that communication differences may 

also align with personality traits and ones’ identity and are not always associated 

with gender. Cameron’s criticisms are appreciated in the sense that she presents a 

case for men and women communicating similarly and that “many differences are 

context-dependent: patterns which are clear in one context may be muted, non-

existent, or reversed in another, suggesting that they are not direct reflections of 

invariant sex-specific traits,” (Cameron, 2007, p. 163-164). Thus, men and women 

communicate similarly and differently depending on any given situation which 

aligns with the argument that communication differences can be interchangeable.  
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In positioning my study even further, this section explored how gender, 

communication styles and workplace communication are significant to this thesis.  

The literature, therefore, provided insight into masculine and feminine categories 

and how they align with personality traits and stereotypes. It also explored how the 

concepts of intimacy, independence, rapport talk, report talk, and conversational 

rituals is important and how these important concepts continue to build my 

framework and develop my research questions. Because the public relations 

industry is based on communicating between PR practitioners, other employees 

and clients in order to develop a campaign or project, it is imperative to reflect on 

the differences between men and women, the way they communicate and whether 

this plays a role in the relationship between workplace communication and the 

practice of public relations.  

The following and final section will discuss power, influence and change, power-

control theory and the five basis of power. It will also delve into gendered power 

within public relations, the dominant coalition and gendering of organizations which 

will lead to explaining the theoretical and analytic framework this study is based on 

and solidify my research questions.  

Power 
This final section will explore the nature of power as it is significant and worthy of 

discussion as my study is concerned with workplace communication and the role 

power plays within interpersonal relationships. It will discuss the five bases of 

power, the relevance of the dominant coalition, gendered power in public relations 

and gendering of organizations.  

Power has been defined and explored in a variety of ways and existing literature 

examines how the process of power is complex and pervasive (French & Raven, 

1959). Concerned with power, influence and change, French and Raven (1959) 

developed a powerful leadership theory that can be applied to corporate culture, 

workplace communication and relationships. They defined social influence as “a 

change in the belief, attitude, or behavior of a person (the target of influence) 
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which results from the action of another person (an influencing agent),” (Raven, 

2008, p. 1) and social power was defined as “the potential for such influence, the 

ability of the agent or power figure to bring about such change, using resources 

available to him or her,” (Raven, 2008, p, 1). Given the nature of the public 

relations industry and interpersonal relationships within the workplace, this theory 

is suitable in positioning my study as it explores how professionals can recognize 

different forms of power and influence to improve relationships and become more 

effective leaders.  

Social influence and social power are represented within the bases of power which 

include coercive, reward, legitimate, referent and expert power. Coercive power is 

based upon the idea of coercion, meaning someone is being forced against their 

will with the main objective being compliance. Reward power involves individuals 

delegating matters they do not wish to do to other people and rewarding them for 

this. For example, managers valuing and/or rewarding subordinates good results 

on a project. This form of power is based “on the idea that as a society, we are 

more inclined to do things well when we are getting something in return,” (Van 

Vliet, 2010, p. 2). Legitimate power provides the ability to associate feelings of 

obligation or notion of responsibility to management and is defined as that “power 

which stems from internalized values in which the [agent] has a legitimate right to 

influence and the other [target] has an obligation to accept this influence,” (French 

& Raven, 1959, p. 265). Referent power “stems from the target identifying with the 

agent or seeing the agent as a role model that the target would want to emulate,” 

(Raven, 2008, p. 3). For example, a practitioner who admires their supervisor and 

wants to model their behavior after them. Finally, expert power is based on in-

depth information, knowledge or expertise (Van Vliet, 2010) and results from the 

“target’s faith that the agent has some superior insight or knowledge about what 

behavior is based under the circumstances,” (Raven, 2008, p. 3). The five forms of 

power concept is often used in organization-wide communication and they are 

“introduced with observance of the level of observability and the extent to which 

the power is dependent on structural conditions whereas dependency refers to the 
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degree of internalization that occurs amongst individuals subject to social control,” 

(Van Vliet, 2010, p. 1).  

Although social power and influence processes have occupied space in 

psychological theories over the past few decades (Podsakoff & Schriesheim, 

1985), criticisms of the five bases of power emerged in the mid-1980s claiming that 

“such studies either investigate only a subset of the five power bases or they do 

not examine the effects of the power bases on subordinate outcome variables,” 

(Podsakoff & Schriesheim, 1985, p. 387). Critics argue the five bases of power are 

limiting and contradict research from field studies pertaining to the effects of 

supervisory or leader reward with punishment behavior or subordinate 

performance levels and satisfaction (Podsakoff & Schriesheim, 1984). In response 

to criticisms, the power/interaction model of interpersonal influence was 

developed. Raven (1992) postulates,  

“the model begins with a consideration of the motivation for influence and 

the use of power, then to the factors which lead to choice of power strategy, 

preparatory devices for implementing the bases of power, the manner in 

which a power strategy is utilized, the effective changes or lack of change in 

the target of influence, the after-effects and the readjustment of the 

perceptions and choices of future strategies by the agent,” (Raven, 2008, p. 

4). 

What Raven is alluding to is the need to recognize the role motivation plays in the 

bases of power. Determining the benefits of differing power strategies and how 

they will influence the target, implementing the chosen power strategy and 

assessing its effects is key to determining if the target will accept the influence.  

In addition, the dominant coalition reflects a power-control perspective to 

organizations where members “draw power from a variety of sources – authority, 

coercion, charisma, expertise, information, reward, and sanctions – to influence 

decisions,” (Berger, 2005, p. 7). Because this study is positioned within the public 

relations industry, specifically within PR firms and organizations, understanding the 
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significance of the dominant coalition is important as power holders, such as 

leaders within organizations compete to shape decisions and resource allocations, 

and these ongoing conflicts produce organizational structure (Lauzen & Dozier, 

1992) and may directly impact those PR professionals who are not members of the 

dominant coalition. Therefore, power is understood and analyzed within my study 

from an interpersonal relationship perspective, focusing on internal power 

dynamics between professionals within the workplace. The assumption that PR 

practitioners are not part of this inner circle of the dominant coalition insinuates a 

problem and although researchers have identified what practitioners need to do to 

be a part of the dominant coalition, practitioners are believed to be excluded 

because management outside of the PR department, does not understand or 

appreciate the public relations role. This is a valid concern within public relations 

as the dominant coalition is a pivotal concept in PR theory, therefore PR managers 

must be a part of the coalition if they are to influence organizational choices, 

ideology and practice (Daugherty, 2001).  

By understanding French and Raven’s five bases of power and relevance of the 

dominant coalition, we can now consider how power and more specifically 

gendered power plays a role in public relations and interpersonal relationships. 

Gendered Power in Public Relations  

Reflecting on power, influence and change, it’s important to examine how 

gendered power from an interpersonal, organizational perspective is positioned 

within the public relations industry and how it has been systematically researched. 

Existing literature state that issues of gender and power impacts public relations 

and published work demonstrates that “gender inequalities do exist in supposedly 

gender-neutral communication practices and that gender bias is evident in the 

assumptions of traditional public relations theorizing,” (Daymon & Demetrious, 

2014). Limited research encouraged Berger and Reber (2006) to explore power 

relations and develop a perspective for the practice of public relations whereas 

Aldoory and Toth (2004) developed gender theory to examine the gendering of 

PR. The current research “brings together the work of these scholars and analyzes 
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power and gender as intertwined, discursive constructions that influence meanings 

about public relations ascribed by communication professionals,” (Aldoory, et al., 

2008, p. 735).  

 

Berger and Reber (2006) argue that practitioners use the words ‘power’ and 

‘influence’ interchangeably. Since they claim that the words mean the same, they 

define power and influence as “the ability to get things done by affecting the 

perceptions, attitudes, beliefs, opinions, decisions, statements and behaviors of 

others,” (Aldoory, et al., 2008, p. 736). This is problematic from an interpersonal 

perspective because if there is a difference of opinion amongst colleagues, 

influence and the change of behavior likely will diminish because of gender and 

personality differences within the workplace. Aldoory et al., (2008) examined how 

male and female practitioners perceive and enact power-influence in PR and 

reflected on previous research that focused on the number of males versus 

females employed in the industry, stereotypical personality traits and the concept 

of gender that “parallels those developed by feminist scholars outside of 

communication who define gender as a social performance,” (Aldoory, et al., 2008, 

p. 737). By postulating, “there are differences between women and men, but not 

based on biological gender, rather based on gender role orientations that predict 

behavior” (Aldoory, et al., 2008, p. 737), the study was able to examine whether 

power relations in PR had a gendered component. A commonality across PR 

scholarly activity ascribed to gender, Berger (2005, 2007) identified that despite 

more women employed in the PR industry, men still dominate the highest positions 

within organizations. Because of this, the relationship of gender to power in public 

relations is questioned, therefore insinuating a problem. The assertation is made 

that “gender constrains both men and women because it is infused in all 

communicative acts, constructing not only the feminine expectations for women 

but also the masculine expectations for men,” (Aldoory, et al., 2008, p. 738). The 

relationship of power to gender in public relations is questioned and literature 

states that gendered discourse “is constantly in struggle because of its inherent 

power relations about what is valued and who has influence,” (Aldoory, et al., 
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2008, p. 738) to the extent that some organizational scholars believe that the “idea 

of gender and power are socially constructed mine fields that organizational 

workers, both female and male, negotiate every day,” (Aldoory, et al., 2008, p. 

738). This is an important fact to consider within my study because if power is 

assumed to be constructed, it can inherently be present within interpersonal 

relationships of colleagues within public relations departments and firms and may 

pose problems for those in the workplace. Power is understood and analyzed 

within my study as it relates to authority and leadership and is why French and 

Raven’s five bases of power is relevant as it demonstrates primary ways in which 

power can be exerted in social situations. There is also consideration that men and 

women practice public relations and view power and authority differently through 

gendered discourse and it is with these “discursive conceptualizations of gender 

and power that men and women in public relations perceive power, power sources, 

influence tactics, types of actions to influence and perceptions of power 

dimensions,” (Aldoory et al., 2008, p. 738). In addition, Roper’s (2005) argument 

that hegemony is maintained and contested by power struggles is consistent with 

Aldoory’s argument above in which, both cultural and ideological hegemony are 

linked to critical theory and embedded structures could also be at work within 

public relations firms and organizations. In continuing to position my study, 

analyzing managerial and organizational practices and theory from the perspective 

of critical theory (Ogbor, 2000), the concept of hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 

1987) as “external hegemony connected to the institutionalization of men’s 

dominance over women,” (Demetriou, 2001, p. 341) could also be taken into 

consideration in relation to how men and women communicate and exuberate 

authority in the workplace.  

 

Although a feminized industry, there are challenges when men and women are in 

roles that exhibit power (based on hierarchal positions) over the opposite gender. 

Based on the scholarly activity of Aldoory, et al., (2008), it is proposed that gender 

and power in public relations are aligned with one another and “for practitioners, it 

seems that an understanding of how gender and power influence their work and 
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their professional identities would benefit both men and women in the practice,” 

(Aldoory, et al., 2008).  

 

Gendering of Organizations 

Power dynamics play a distinct role in organizations but it’s also important to 

discuss how this lends itself to the gendering of organizations. Although there are 

other contributing factors such as workplace culture and sexism to power 

dynamics between men and women, as long as leadership is associated with 

masculinity, women will not hold leadership positions and power struggles between 

men and women will remain (Chammorro-Premuzic, 2019). The early work of 

Acker (1990) examines how organizations are considered gendered processes 

and she points to critical perspectives of organizations “where women have been 

ignored and organizations insensitive to the implications of gender for their own 

goals,” (Acker, 1990, p. 141). Kanter (1977) suggests gender differences in 

organizational behavior are due to structure rather than characteristics of women 

and men as individuals and she argues “the problems women have in large 

organizations are consequences of their structural placement, crowded dead-end 

jobs at the bottom and exposed tokens at the top,” (Kanter, 1977, p. 291). O’Neil 

(2003) argued that “organizational structure and environment do contribute to 

men’s greater power and access to influence,” (Golombisky, 2015, p. 400) 

meaning that even if men and women have equal roles within organizations, men 

are granted greater access to organizational power and influence (O’Neil, 2003) 

because of the gendering of organizations.  

 

Taking into consideration the public relations field as a feminized profession, a 

classic example of how organizations are being gendered within the PR industry is 

that there are more men holding leadership positions than women. Research tells 

us that as long as leadership is associated with masculinity and employers are 

telling women they must change themselves to be leaders (Dunn, 2019), the lack 

of women in executive positions will remain. Dunn (2019) poses the question of 

whether society is reinforcing the idea that women aren’t as valuable as men given 
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a stereotypical notion of women not being capable of having strong leadership 

skills such as confidence and assertiveness. It has been said that if women are 

lacking these skills, they need to be fixed, trained, groomed and mentored. 

Simpson and Lewis (2007) point out that despite a ‘triumphalism’ of women and 

female values and popular media coverage positioning women as ‘taking over the 

world,’ they argue there are “debates concerning the absence and neglect of 

women’s voices, not only in terms of the lack of women in influential positions 

within the public sphere but also in terms of attaching value to a women’s 

difference,” (Simpson & Lewis, 2007, p. 10).  

This final section of the literature review discussed the significance of influence 

and power and explored a powerful leadership theory (five bases of power) that 

can be applied to workplace communication and interpersonal relationships. It also 

discovered the important role gendered power plays within public relations, where 

the dominant coalition adds a power-control perspective to organizations in 

consideration with cultural and ideological hegemony as well as the gendering of 

organizations. 

Conclusion 

As a result of undertaking this literature review, my study is contextualized within 

four relevant theoretical perspectives. First within public relations theory by 

articulating the various theories and concepts pertaining to public relations in order 

to understand how scholars’ approach public relations differently and make 

different assumptions about what matters. Second, within a liberal feminist theory 

that highlights public relations history and the contribution women have made to 

the profession. It also discusses the importance of historicizing gender in PR work 

and how history is being put to use in relation to features such as periodization, 

managerialism, US-centrism and socio-cultural context and also describes the 

waves of feminism. Third, within gender studies, determining what gender is, the 

manner in which men and women have different communication styles and 

communicate within the workplace and fourth, power-control theory and the five 
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bases of power. The ontological viewpoint of interpretivism combined with an 

epistemological approach that aligns with performativity and social 

constructionism, examining how reality is constructed within society and the 

dynamics of social relationships between individuals (Burr, 2003) is applied 

throughout the study. By understanding how gender and communication are 

socially constructed, aligning gender and different communication styles of men 

and women with the idea of performativity and analyzing how power and gender in 

the public relations industry contribute to interpersonal relationships and 

challenging work environments, the following research questions have been 

developed: 

Research Questions 

RQ1 – How does gender impact communication styles in the public relations 

workplace? 

 
RQ2 - What is meaningful about the relationship between workplace 

communication and the practice of public relations? 
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Chapter Four – Research Methodology 

The following chapter includes a rationale for my chosen methodology, a 

discussion of my research design, strengths and limitations as well as data 

collection, procedures, analysis process, ethical implications and reflection.   

Rationale for Qualitative Methodology  

This is an empirical qualitative study which is contextualized within theoretical 

perspectives of public relations theory, liberal feminist theory, gender studies and 

power-control theory (five bases of power). My philosophical position is from a 

social constructionist perspective and includes an ontological viewpoint of 

interpretivism where reflecting and integrating human interest into the study and 

“understanding how people in everyday natural settings create meanings and 

interpret the events of their world,” (Wimmer & Dominick, 2011, p. 115) was 

important. As an interpretative researcher, I was an integral part of the data as I 

was actively participating in my study. In addition, an epistemological approach 

that examines how reality is constructed within society and considers the dynamics 

of social relationships between individuals (Burr, 2003) was also a critical aspect. 

Thematic analysis was the chosen method to analyze the data and refers to a wide 

variety of patterned-type analysis “ranging from thematic analysis with a social 

constructionist epistemology, where patterns are identified as socially produced,” 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 81). This, therefore, extends the appropriateness of 

using thematic analysis within my study as I was paying close attention to what my 

interview participant’s thoughts were on gender, personality traits and 

communication styles being socially constructed. As discussed in existing 

literature, it is articulated that thematic analysis can be an essentialist or realist 

method which explores meanings, experiences and reality of participants or a 

constructionist method which “examines the ways in which events, realities, 

meanings and experiences are the effects of a range of discourses operating 

within society,” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 81). I postulate that my data analysis is 

considered a ‘contexualist’ method, which sits between both essentialist/realist and 
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constructionist. For example, the interview participants within my study may 

acknowledge certain situations or experiences they had and in turn make meaning 

of said experiences and what broader social context had on their experiences in 

shaping ‘reality’. As a researcher, it is also critical to be aware of the importance of 

transparency that lies in thematic analysis and “any theoretical framework carries 

with it a number of assumptions about the nature of the data, what they represent 

in terms of the ‘the world’, ‘reality’, etc.,” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 81).  

This study used qualitative research methods of semi-structured, in-depth 

interviews and thematic analysis. Interviews were conducted with public relations 

practitioners to investigate the research questions and gather and interpret data on 

what extent gender differences in communication styles influences the relationship 

between workplace communication and the practice of public relations. The use of 

interviews as a research method is appropriate to this study because my goal was 

to understand and interpret constructs that my interviewees use as a basis for their 

opinions, beliefs (Daymon & Halloway, 2011) and experiences pertaining to gender 

in public relations. To suit the purpose of my investigation, using interviews 

allowed me to extract the information required to answer my research questions. 

Coding and generating themes through the use of thematic analysis provided an 

opportunity to immerse myself within the data and examine my findings. It was an 

appropriate choice for analyzing my data because qualitative approaches are 

incredibly diverse, complex and nuanced (Holloway & Todres, 2003) and “thematic 

analysis should be seen as a foundational method for qualitative analysis,” (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006, p.4).  

In justifying the design of my study, I reflected on previous public relations and 

newsroom culture studies within a professional context that addressed gender 

issues and personality traits. I was also considering using similar methodology 

such as observations and interviews so by reviewing the works of others’, it 

assisted in determining what would be most suitable for my study given the 

commonalities of the topic being studied. In reviewing case studies focusing on 

newsroom culture in the journalism industry pertaining to women (Everbach 2006, 
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Djerf-Pierre 2007 and de Bruin 2013), newsrooms were the platform used to 

conduct research and determine gender issues, discrepancies and culture. For 

example, Everbach (2006) conducted her study within the Sarasota Herald-

Tribune newspaper and found that “an all-female management team and the 

culture of the newsroom reflected the so-called “feminine” traits of its leaders,” 

(Everbach, 2006, p. 477). By using ethnographic methods of interviews and 

observation, she was able to explore how feminine personality traits and an all-

female management team enabled the study to draw conclusions to an open and 

encouraging work environment. This guided my decision in using PR firms and 

internal PR departments as the platform for my research in determining gender 

differences in communication styles and their influences on workplace 

communication and the practice of public relations. Everbach’s study also provided 

insight into masculine and feminine traits and how this aligns with power. By 

conducting in-depth interviews with newsroom managers and employees, she was 

able to explore the notion that “for many years, stereotypical male behavior has 

been considered the norm for powerful positions and that so-called masculine 

leadership traits emphasize control, strategy, lack of emotion, and analysis, while 

so-called feminine traits include flexibility, empathy, collaboration and 

performance,” (Everbach, 2006, p. 479). This provided an interesting perspective 

as gender differences such as masculine and feminine personality traits and how 

these align with stereotypes was part of my study. 

Yeomans’ (2013, 2019) studies addressed gendered performance and identity 

work in PR consulting relationships, Tsetsura’s (2010) study analyzed how female 

practitioners in Moscow view their profession and Fitch and Third’s (2011) study 

examined the feminization and professionalization of the Australian public relations 

industry. These were all helpful when developing my research design and given 

the similarities of the topics as they pertained to gender, identity and public 

relations, it was useful in establishing the framework for my study. Yeomans 

(2013) used an empirical phenomenological approach “to examine how PR 

consultants experienced, practiced and understood professional relationships with 
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their clients, journalists and colleagues,” (Yeomans, 2013, p. 92). She used 

sequential interviews with six participants comprising of four females and two 

males. Although our research approach, research questions and number of 

participants were different, the manner in which she structured her research design 

assisted with the framework for my study and that my chosen method of semi-

structured interviews with thematic analysis was appropriate.  

Reflecting on the work of Tsetsura (2010) also assisted with developing the 

framework of my study as she conducted in-depth one-on-one interviews and used 

a thematic analysis technique to “identify reoccurring themes within the data and 

scrutinize them against participants’ explanations,” (Tsetsura, 2010, p. 79). 

Identifying themes are a critical component to thematic analysis and re-occurring 

themes were noticeable as I conducted my interviews. It was apparent early on 

within the collection of data that thematic analysis would be an appropriate method 

of analysis because it is simple to use, designed for novice researchers and can 

be used with any theory the researcher chooses (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

Similarly in topic and research design, Fitch and Third (2011) opted to use in-

depth, semi-structured interviews as their chosen research method in order to 

learn more about the personal experiences of women practitioners in the 1980s. 

Participants were recruited by a snowball sampling technique and through 

interviews, were asked to reflect on their every-day experiences and perceptions of 

gender. This approach enabled the researchers “to reflect upon the ways in which 

feminization and professionalization have impacted individual female public 

relations practitioners’ identities,” (Fitch & Third, 2014, p. 247). Interviews lasted on 

average 90 minutes and were recorded and transcribed. What I found interesting is 

that upon the completion of transcribing the data, the researchers then invited the 

participants to review the transcriptions and amend if necessary, to ensure validity. 

Reflecting on my own research design, this could have been an additional step 

that would have proven beneficial if there were certain parts of the interview that 

participants wanted to clarify, however, the original data could then be jeopardized 

if participants wanted to change initial perceptions or shared experiences.  



 85 

Other scholars and studies pertaining to gender in public relations also assisted 

with the development of my study. L. Grunig, et al., (2001) led a study through the 

Public Relations Society of America (PRSA) that examined how gender influences 

the practice of public relations. What appealed most about this study was how it 

was structured and focused on a variety of topics within gender and public 

relations such as diversity, credibility, power, gender gap, glass ceiling and gender 

inequality, therefore aligning with my research interests. Grunig et al.,’s (2001) 

study used a combined methodology of interviews, focus groups and surveys. 

While focus groups, interviews and surveys were used in their study, it was 

concluded that there were disadvantages to interviews as misinterpretation 

between the interviewer and interviewee was plausible. They attempted “to avoid 

distortions by collaborating with selected participants while writing up the findings,” 

(L. Grunig, et al. 2001, p. 366) and by doing so were able to correct inaccuracies 

before conclusions were reached. When I conducted my interviews and began 

analyzing the data, I was cautious of this to ensure that my findings were accurate 

and that assumptions and/or generalizations avoided. In order to deal with this 

challenge and similarly to the process L. Grunig et al., (2001) used, I followed-up 

with an email requesting clarification if something within the transcript was unclear.  

Because of the importance given to participant’s opinions, experiences and life-

stories, semi-structured interviews were the selected method for this study as they 

are in-depth and respondents have to answer pre-set, open-ended questions 

(Corbin and Straus, 2008). Although interviews were chosen, additional 

consideration was given to other forms of research methodology such as focus 

groups and observations (Daymon & Holloway, 2011). I have concluded that focus 

groups would not have been the most appropriate research method because of the 

topic of my study. I wanted my interviewees to feel that they could be honest and 

transparent and able to express their opinions, thoughts and answers to my 

questions without fear of judgment from others. I also wanted to avoid having a 

dominant personality or self-proclaimed ‘leader’ emerge during discussions as this 

could have silenced members within a focus group (Wimmer & Dominick, 2011).  
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I did however; consider the use of case studies and non-participant observations 

as a method for my study in following the work of Edwards (2007, 2009, 2012), as 

the importance of viewing specific interactions between men and women would 

have enriched my study. Edwards (2007, 2009, 2012) secured access to a Train 

Operating Company (TOC), in the United Kingdom where she spent three months 

as a participant observer within the company. She actively participated in media 

relations, conducted interviews with key communications personnel, reviewed 

official documents and had informal discussions with employees. I learned early in 

my research design process that gaining ‘access’ to public relations firms and 

corporations would be extremely challenging given client confidentiality. I 

contacted numerous practitioners within the industry (mostly, senior practitioners, 

CEO’s, principles of firms, etc.) and for methodological reasons, it became clear 

very quickly that having an external researcher ‘observe’ or be an active participant 

in day-to-day interactions would not be possible. From an ontological and 

interpretivism perspective it was determined that observations would not be as 

suitable because “investigators and research participants are involved in 

constructing social reality,” (Daymon & Halloway, 2011, p. 102). I wouldn’t 

necessarily be able to determine by observing interactions between individuals 

whether that was based on a social construct or how a participant may view and 

interpret the social world and determine reality.  

Research Design 

The research conducted included public relations practitioners within PR firms and 

internal PR departments within corporations in Minneapolis and St. Paul, 

Minnesota. The Twin Cities was chosen as the location due to the connections 

with industry professionals the study required in order to be provided with access. 

As a former public relations practitioner and current university professor, this 

assisted in acquiring research participants. The reason I opted to interview 

participants from both PR firms and internal departments is that public relations 

firms interact with multiple clients in different industries compared to internal public 
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relations departments working for one organization and I wanted a broad range of 

participants with different experiences.  

Taking into consideration other gender in public relations studies (L. Grunig, et al. 

2001) that used interviewing as their methodological approach, my initial goal 

when designing the study was to secure at least 40 interviews in order to receive 

enough rich data to analyze. This goal required flexibility once I formally started the 

research stage as it was unclear how many practitioners would be willing to 

participate in the interviews. It was necessary to conduct online research of the 

public relations industry within Minneapolis and St. Paul first, in order to know the 

size of PR firms and departments, number of employees and the ratio of men vs. 

female employees prior to contacting them. For example, if I had contacted a 

small, boutique PR firm with all female employees, this may not have satisfied my 

research goals, as it would not have provided me with enough data. Narrowing 

down my potential options prior to contacting firms/organizations was extremely 

important and pertinent to my timeline.  

In-depth, Semi-Structured Interviews 

Although the aim of the research guides the qualitative interview process, existing 

literature suggests that “interviewing involves participants and interviewers in a 

form of social interaction through which they collaborate to produce meaningful, 

situated accounts of participants’ experiences,” (Daymon & Holloway, 2011, p. 

220).  

There are strengths and limitations to all research methods but the value of 

interviews is that “they are very flexible because the answers given by 

interviewees inform the evolving conversation,” (Daymon & Holloway, 2011, p. 

221) and the researcher has the freedom to adapt, change or prompt for more 

information if something interesting emerges. Another strength of semi-structured 

interviews is that interviewees are able to share specific details and are not 

hindered by others such as dominant personalities in a group setting or an 

unskilled moderator as within a focus group (Wimmer & Dominick, 2011). 
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Interviews also provide a wealth of detail and can solicit more accurate responses. 

An additional advantage is that rapport can be developed between the interviewer 

and the respondent, which makes it easier to approach certain topics and 

interviewers can form questions customized to the respondent (Wimmer & 

Dominick, 2011). Literature also claims the data collected is situated within the 

interview participants social context, meaning the evidence is based on their own 

personal experiences, thoughts and interpretation and uses their own words and 

jargon (Daymon and Holloway, 2011).  

Although interviewing is a popular method of research, Atkinson and Silverman 

(1997) coined the term ‘the rhetoric of interviewing’, claiming that this method is 

‘over-used’ and “is often viewed naively or uncritically by researchers, who take the 

words of informants at face value and do not reflect or take an analytical stance,” 

(Daymon & Holloway, 2011, p. 238). This is indeed important as I noticed 

discrepancies with some of my interview participants in how they answered 

questions and how I have seen them interact within the PR industry. This may be 

associated with the theme that arose during the interviews pertaining to public 

relations practitioners ‘performing’ in their day-to-day roles and not necessarily 

being transparent in their interactions with colleagues. The concept of 

performativity will be discussed further in the discussion chapters.  

Acknowledging subjectivity of the research process within qualitative methodology 

is important as it is critical to have self-awareness and examine your own location 

within the research (Daymon & Holloway, 2011). Within my study, my identity as a 

researcher, my background, philosophical stance and experiences had the ability 

to “substantially influence both the design of enquiry and the eventual knowledge 

that is [was] produced,” (Daymon & Holloway, 2011, p. 9). By recognizing my 

emotional involvement, I was able to embed myself within the research site and 

build and produce relationships with my interviewees. My subjectivity therefore 

becoming a valuable resource which enhanced my study compared to distorting 

the credibility of my study (Daymon & Holloway, 2011).  
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Generalizability within interviews can also be a problem given that they are usually 

conducted with non-random samples. For example, the study requested volunteers 

within the PR industry (purposive sampling) to participate instead of random 

sampling where participants have the same chance of being selected. Each 

respondent could have answered different versions of a question or a different 

question altogether which had the potential to make it challenging to analyze the 

data (Wimmer & Dominick, 2011). I recognize that my qualitative study was 

conducted with a small sample and this cannot necessarily determine outcomes 

and relationships in other PR workplaces.  

Additionally, interviews are very time-consuming and labor-intensive. I conducted 

forty interviews over a three-month period, sometimes four to five per week 

depending on interviewee availability. This also aligns with the importance of 

reflexivity and “the need for careful, ongoing reflection,” (Daymon & Holloway, 

2011, p. 239). It was essential that I was able to gain insights on the meaning of 

the data collected, better understand the dynamics of the interviewer-interviewee 

relationship and ensure I was looking self-critically at my own assumptions 

(Daymon & Holloway, 2011) during conversations. This was captured by taking 

occasional notes during my interviews to review after as well as take time to reflect 

on each interview upon completion.  

It is argued the “best strategy is to acknowledge limits on one’s ability to know the 

audience, yet strive for a research design that maximizes an awareness of the 

researcher’s own role on molding what is said and how it gets said,” (Seiter, 1996, 

p. 30). Because I am familiar with the public relations industry and am also an 

academic within the field, my knowledge of the industry was critical in developing 

the research design and questions for my interviews to assist in ensuring the study 

received appropriate, unbiased results. Because of this, I also needed to ensure 

that my familiarity of the industry and relationships with my peers, did not lead to 

any bias while conducting the interviews. I achieved this by staying as close to my 

original interview schedule as possible and keeping the interview on track within 

the allocated time frame. Although the interviews were conversational in nature, I 
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was cautious not to agree or disagree with my participants or provide my opinion 

during our discussions.  

Data Collection 

Sample – Purposive 

Determining my sample was based on my clearly defined research design and 

guided by the purpose of my study in hopes of gaining rich, in-depth data to 

analyze. I elected to use a purposive, nonprobability sample for my study as my 

interview participants were selected for specific characteristics or qualities 

(Wimmer & Dominick, 2011) such as PR practitioners responsible for public 

relations functions at either a firm or internal department of an organization. Some 

participants were self-selected as they responded to my direct request for interview 

participants.  

Sample Types 

Snowball sampling is a nonprobability sampling method and refers to a researcher 

randomly selecting contacts and asking for the names of others who may be 

interested in and qualified to participate in the research study. Snowball sampling 

is not recommended for any “legitimate research because the sample may be 

completely biased,” (Wimmer & Dominick, 2011, p. 95) however, I argue that for 

my study, it was appropriate as I was able to secure extremely qualified 

practitioners based on contacts that were forwarded to me. Homogeneous and 

heterogeneous sampling was also used, as PR practitioners are individuals “who 

belong to the same subculture or group and have similar characteristics,” (Daymon 

& Holloway, 2011, p. 214). Some of my interview participants were also considered 

convenience samples as I made the most of unexpected opportunities (Daymon & 

Holloway, 2011) when meeting public relations practitioners at local networking 

events and requested their engagement with my study.  

Limitations of Sample 

Given that I am familiar with the public relations industry and personally knew 

some of my participants, I took into consideration how representative the sample 



 91 

was and whether knowing participants could potentially impact their responses. 

Those who participated in my study are merely a sample of those employed within 

the public relations industry and not a representation of the entire population 

associated with the industry. In considering how representative my sample was, I 

assessed the following: title of practitioner, level of experience of the practitioner 

and place of employment (internal PR department versus PR firm). Given 

constraints of location and conducting my study within the Twin Cities of 

Minneapolis and St. Paul, Minnesota as well as industry demographics, it was 

beneficial to engage with colleagues first in hopes that they would assist in 

recruiting other participants who may be interested in my study. Out of the 40 

practitioners interviewed, 12 were colleagues from within the Twin Cities public 

relations community and although I did recognize that knowing some of my 

interview participants could potentially impact their responses; I was prepared to 

interview other people if this posed any challenges during the interviewing process. 

Knowing some of my interviewees and them viewing me as a researcher in turn 

strengthened my research design as the majority of participants were honest in 

sharing their thoughts, opinions and experiences.  

Recruitment Strategy 

As a former PR practitioner and current educator within the U.S. university system, 

it is critical to my career that I stay connected to the industry through professional 

associations and networking in order to continue to build connections that I can 

utilize in my classes. Because of this, my procedure for recruiting interview 

participants was relatively straightforward. My involvement with the International 

Association of Business Communicators (IABC) organization allowed me the 

opportunity to position my research interests and study within the Twin Cities. On 

May 24, 2017, IABC Minnesota published an article on their website about myself, 

the study and asked for interview participants to contact me if interested (IABC 

MN, 2018). A Consent to Participate form was available that outlined the purpose 

of the research, the study design, details of participation, possible risks and/or 

disadvantages and benefits as well as what information was being sought, a 

confidentiality clause and information pertaining to the recording of the interviews. I 
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was able to share this article on social media platforms such as Facebook, 

LinkedIn and Twitter and use it as support of my research when emailing and 

requesting interview participants as a way to demonstrate the validity of my study. I 

also conducted Internet research to seek interview participants that were not in my 

circle of connections. Giving thought to a wide variety of organizations, 

businesses, non-profits and agencies, I found specific contact details online for 

those working in public relations and reached out to them individually via email.  

In order to keep my interview requests organized, I compiled data for all 

participants in an Excel spreadsheet and included the following: 

• First and last names, title, gender and organization they worked for 

• Contact information 

• Whether it was a public relations firm or internal PR department 

• Level of practitioner (junior, mid or senior level) 

• The day the first email was sent, their response and if a follow-up email was 

sent 

• The confirmed date and time of interview 

• Check box for completion of the interview and a check box for completion of 

transcribing the interview.  

Developing this tool allowed me to remain organized and keep track of the 

interview participants. Seventy-three requests for interviews were sent, 24 did not 

respond, nine declined to be interviewed, five contacted me directly and 40 

accepted. Out of the 40 interview participants, 30 were female and 10 were male. 

Ideally, I would have liked to have had a 50:50 ratio of male vs. female interview 

participants but providing the industry is still pre-dominantly female there was little 

surprise that the majority of my participants were female. The following outlines my 

interview participants: 
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Figure 1 – Interview Participants Demographics 

Gender Experience Level of Practitioner Years of 
Experience 

Interviewees 

Female Junior 1-5 years 3 

Female Junior to mid 6-10 years 7 

Female Mid to senior 11-15 years 4 

Female Senior  15+ years 16 

Male Mid to senior 11-15 years 2 

Male Senior 15+ years 8 

Interview Guide 

While contacting PR practitioners to interview, I reflected on my research 

questions and my literature review in order to draft my interview guide (see 

appendix). As my literature review includes a variety of theories and concepts from 

diverse scholars and my research questions were developed to evoke answers, I 

designed my interview guide to ask questions about five different topics: gender, 

communication styles, workplace communication, performativity and power. 

Ensuring questions were open-ended questions to evoke detailed responses from 

my interview participants was critical. Given the large number of interviews I was 

conducting, the sequencing of questions within my interview guide was not the 

same for every participant as it depended on the process of each interview and the 

responses of each individual (Daymon & Holloway, 2011). This was important as 

depending on whom I was interviewing, not all questions applied or at times 

questions were already answered earlier in the interview. Having a guide was 

helpful as it ensured that similar data was collected from each interview participant 

and since my aim was to understand my participants experiences and 

perspectives to create a meaningful account, I wasn’t overly concerned with strictly 

following my interview guide.   
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Procedure - Interviews  

The interviews took place from June 1 to September 15, 2017, ranged between 

60-90 minutes and took place in either participant’s offices or conference rooms at 

their place of employment. Only a few interviews took place in coffee shops as 

noise was an issue for recording the conversations. I wanted to ensure the location 

was as convenient as possible for my interviewees to secure their participation in 

the study, but I did consider whether the location of the interviews would affect the 

type of responses I received. For example, would an interviewee be uncomfortable 

answering certain questions if their office location was close to other colleagues or 

even a supervisor? On only one occasion did I re-locate to a more private office 

space, otherwise, participants appeared confident in answering questions behind 

closed doors.  

Upon arriving and once small talk subsided; I officially began the interview process 

by starting the recording device, reviewing the consent form they signed and 

affirming confidentiality. Using my interview guide, I would ask questions, request 

clarification, ask additional questions and probe and prompt if new themes or 

interesting topics emerged. During this time, I would take brief notes if I wanted to 

remember something specific. Once the interview was complete, I stopped the 

recording, thanked my interviewee for their time and immediately found a quiet 

place to collect my thoughts, assumptions, listen to the recording and jot down 

notes for future reference (Surma & Daymon, 2012). As reflexivity is important, I 

paid particular attention to the way I asked the questions and made additional 

notes in order to improve my interviewing skills and to determine whether any 

questions asked may have implicated any bias on my behalf. Unlike Surma and 

Daymon’s (2012) collaborative study, which reflected on the gendered cultural 

intermediary role of public relations, my study was conducted on my own for 

completion of my Ph.D. Their study encouraged me to recognize the value of 

collaborative scholarly activity and in doing so, understand the importance to 

converse reflectively with others “in order to maintain a critical subjectivity that 

would ensure the account is an honest and therefore authentic illustration of the 
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experiences and perceptions of men and women working in public relations,” 

(Surma & Daymon, 2014, p. 66).  

Data Analysis  

Although suggested that researchers transcribe their own data in order to immerse 

themselves and draw conclusions on reoccurring themes or important details 

(Daymon & Halloway, 2011), I opted to have the recordings transcribed verbatim 

by two transcriptions companies Scribie and Rev. Both offered reasonable prices, 

a quick turn-around time and transcription copies in both Word and PDF 

documents. Given the large number of interviews conducted (40), the length of 

each (60-90 minutes) as well as personal time constraints, having the interviews 

transcribed allowed me to begin the analysis process earlier than expected and 

immerse myself in the data in other ways.  

Thematic Analysis 

Thematic analysis is a method used for identifying, analyzing and reporting 

patterns and themes within data that are rich in detail, however, there is not a clear 

agreement to how one conducts thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) even 

though it is a widely used method of analysis. It is argued that “thematic analysis 

offers an accessible and theoretically flexible approach to analyzing qualitative 

data,” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 77) and is a method that graduate students and 

new scholars can utilize as it’s the first method of qualitative analysis that provides 

core skills that will be useful in other forms of analysis. There are, however, 

criticism as the method is not grounded in theory and often not claimed as a 

method of analysis or is claimed as something else (Meehan et al., 2000). It is 

argued that a “named and claimed thematic analysis means researchers need to 

subscribe to the implicit theoretical commitments of grounded theory if they do not 

wish to produce a fully worked-up grounded-theory analysis,” (Braun & Clark, 

2006, p. 81). Although I followed Braun and Clarke’s six-step process of thematic 

analysis, it still allowed for me to be flexible and explore different themes in my 

own way, which is a key advantage to thematic analysis. For example, once I 
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started to correlate codes with themes, I started to develop mind maps in order to 

visually display connections; this assisted with developing my key findings.  

Provided that themes and patterns within data can be identified in more than one 

way, I positioned my study within ‘inductive’ thematic analysis compared to 

‘theoretical’ thematic analysis meaning that the themes that became apparent in 

the analysis are linked to the data themselves compared to the analysis being 

driven by the researchers analytic or theoretical interest (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Paying attention to types of ‘themes’ in thematic analysis, the emerging themes 

within my study align more with a latent approach compared to a semantic 

approach. Although themes in my study were initially identified on a surface level 

within the data, which correlates with semantic themes where a researcher is not 

necessarily looking for anything beyond what participants have said, the themes 

within my study were at a latent level.  

Although using computer assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) 

such as NVivo to code, theme and analyze data is becoming more prevalent and 

often used by researchers, there are criticisms pertaining to the use of software 

programs to analyze data. Weitzman (2003) argues that “software is simply the 

tool for the researcher to assist in the analysis, but it does not actually do the 

analysis for the researcher,” (Soliman & Kan, 2004, p. 2). He argued that the 

responsibility lies with the researcher and that software would not do the theory 

building (Weitzman, 2003). As NVivo is based on grounded theory (a theory that is 

grounded in actual data), the analysis and development of theories happens after 

the data is collected (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Using NVivo requires a certain level 

of skill and is challenging to familiarize oneself with and use accurately. It is argued 

that it can have potentially detrimental effect on the actual research if the 

researcher is unable to grasp the power of the software and understand the 

damage it can cause to the study if used inappropriately (Soliman & Kan, 2004). 

Because of these challenges and personal time constraints in attempting to learn a 

new software program outside of my area of expertise, I felt that I could immerse 
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myself with the data more effectively by interacting with the printed transcripts 

directly and visually creating mind maps to draw conclusions.  

Even though I did not transcribe the interviews myself due to time constraints and 

sheer volume of data retrieved from forty, lengthy interviews, the process in which I 

analyzed my data was succinct by utilizing Braun and Clarke’s (2006), six-step 

process. My preliminary step to familiarize myself with the data included immersing 

myself with the data by printing each transcript, reading through each one 

individually and highlighting any interesting points or key themes that emerged 

during the interview. I was reading in an active way and searching for meanings 

and patterns within the transcripts.  

Upon reviewing each transcript and similar to Yeomans’ study (2013), step two 

involved a deeper process of coding and categorization by generating initial codes. 

Coding is a process within analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1984) as you are 

organizing your data into meaningful groups (Tuckett, 2005). It is recommended for 

coding to code as many possible themes and patterns as possible but pay close 

attention to how coding can extract data inclusively as “common criticism of coding 

is that the context is lost,” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 89). In order to preserve the 

context, it is suggested to keep some of the surrounding data if relevant so the 

researcher may refer back and potentially code additional themes and patterns.  

 

Once I reviewed each transcript, I re-read each one and began searching for 

themes. I labeled relevant pieces of the interview by highlighting and writing in the 

margins, thus beginning the process of identifying themes. I highlighted repeated 

comments, content that surprised me, or where my interviewee explicitly stated 

that what they were saying was important. As this phase “re-focuses the analysis 

at the broader level of themes and collating all the relevant coded data extracts 

within the identified themes,” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 89), it was important to 

consider how my codes could be combined together to form a theme.  

At this stage, the use of visual aids can help to draw out different perspectives and 

sort codes into different themes. Providing an audit trail within qualitative research 
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is important (Miles & Huberman, 1984) and since I am a visual learner, the use of 

mind maps assisted in the organization of codes into themes. Mind maps or 

concept mapping is a technique that can demonstrate how people visualize 

relationships between various concepts (Lanzing, 1996). Wheeldon and Faubert 

(2009) ascertain concept maps include “labeled concepts, linking words, and clear 

hierarchies and include other sorts of visual or graphic representation of concepts 

and/or propositions,” (Wheeldon & Faubert, 2009, p. 69). This assisted in building 

an understanding and relationship between different themes and concepts within 

my study, therefore proving beneficial to my data analysis process.  

 

Figure 2 – Gender Mind Map 
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Figure 3 – Communication Style Mind Map

 
Figure 4 – Workplace Communication Mind Map 
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Figure 5 – Power Mind Map 

 

I reviewed themes and highlighted certain parts of interviews that aligned with a 

theory or concept or any pre-conceived theories and concepts. I defined and 

named my themes in the margins and began to decide which were important in 

order to create certain categories by describing the connection; this in turn started 

to provide me with the initial findings of my study. Upon reading and coding the 

transcripts multiple times, I sorted the interview transcripts into six categories 

based on level of practitioner. I then began a process of copying and pasting the 

answers from each question within each interview transcript to one master Word 

document per category so that I could have the answers to all individual questions 

in one place. Upon completion, I then began to read the answers to each question, 

code again and align those back to initial codes and themes while writing a 

detailed analysis of each and producing the final report of my results. This process 

provided me with eight themes that will be explored in detail in the next two 

chapters:  

• Theme #1 – Gender and Stereotypes 

• Theme #2 – Communication Styles and Personality Traits 

• Theme #3 – Ageism and Life Stage 



 101 

• Theme #4 – Performativity in Public Relations 

• Theme #5 – Women Taking on Male Traits to Be Successful 

• Theme #6 – Power and Gender Inequality within Leadership Positions 

• Theme #7 – Mothers and Work/Life Balance 

• Theme #8 – Diversity, Inclusion and Intersectionality in the Workplace 

What I appreciated most about thematic analysis is that it is a relatively 

straightforward form of qualitative analysis and it offered me flexibility during the 

analysis process. Although thematic analysis is a flexible method, research states 

that clarity and being explicit about what you are doing and why is of outmost 

importance and that “rigor lies in devising a systematic method whose 

assumptions are congruent with the way one conceptualizes the subject matter,” 

(Reicher & Taylor, 2005, p. 549).  

Validity of Methods  

Issues in the validity of qualitative research has become increasingly more 

concerning and provided that validity involves determining the depth of the 

researchers’ claims about knowledge corresponding to the reality being studied, 

(Cho & Trent, 2006) it is critical to assess validity within my study. In interviewing 

PR practitioners, some of whom were former colleagues, validity was even more 

important to ensure that I was not biased in the design of my interview guide and 

that my hypothesis was actually measuring what I set out to measure. Nowell, et 

al., (2017) postulate that “to be accepted as trustworthy, qualitative researchers 

must demonstrate that data analysis has been conducted in a precise, consistent, 

and exhaustive manner through recording, systematizing, and disclosing the 

methods of analysis with enough detail to enable the reader to determine whether 

the process is credible,” (Nowell, et al., 2017, p. 1). Validity and reliability are used 

to demonstrate the quality of a research study to ensure the research being 

conducted is trustworthy and credible. According to Kvale and Brinkman (2009), 

Maxwell (2005) and Silverman (2010) the use of validity and reliability within 

qualitative research “offer the most effective means of evaluating the quality of 

research, and that researchers have a general understanding of these terms even 
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though they are used differently in qualitative and quantitative research,” (Daymon 

& Holloway, 2011, p. 78). Given the subjective nature of qualitative research, 

reliability is seldomly used; however, as part of my process, I did conduct a short 

pilot of the interview protocol with colleagues not directly involved in my study prior 

to starting the formal research in order to improve the reliability of my research 

instrument. Doing this allowed me to revise questions or phrase them in a different 

way to ensure that my interview participants understood the questions being 

asked. It is suggested that the researchers own experiences, characteristics and 

background influence what a researcher sees and how a conclusion is reached 

therefore validity is more appropriate in qualitative research because of the 

necessity of the study having ‘rigor’. 

External Validity: Generalization 

Provided the goal of qualitative studies is to provide understanding of human 

experience through intense study and is an act of reasoning and drawing 

interferences from observations, it is argued that not all qualitative researchers are 

concerned with generalization. Given my research is qualitative in nature, 

generalization as a potential issue is important to discuss as it is considered 

complicated and controversial and “generalization requires extrapolation that can 

never be fully justified because findings are always embedded within a context,” 

(Polit & Beck, 2010, p. 1452).  

Firestone (1993) developed three models of generalizability to be used in both 

quantitative and qualitative research: statistical, analytic and transferability. Within 

my study, analytic generalization is most appropriate as researchers “strive to 

generalize from particulars to broader constructs or theory,” (Polit & Beck, 2010, p. 

1453). Analytic generalization occurs at the point of analysis and interpretation, in 

my case, while utilizing Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step process of thematic 

analysis. Morse (1994) coined the term ‘theory-based generalization’ which 

“involves being able to transfer theoretical concepts found in one situation to other 

settings and conditions; if the theory developed from the original date analysis can 

be verified in other sites and situations, the theoretical ideas are generalizable,” 
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(Daymon & Holloway, 2011, p. 82). For example, Edwards (2007, 2009, 2012) 

used theory-based generalization in the study mentioned earlier in drawing on the 

research of Bourdieu as it related to power in public relations and her case study of 

a train operating company in the U.K. Because the goal of a Ph.D. study is to 

generate new knowledge or contribute to existing knowledge in a new way, 

Morse’s (1994) theory-based generalization applies to my study in that it is 

contributing to a ‘greater body of knowledge’ (Daymon & Holloway, 2011), 

however, the findings of my study are valuable and are being confirmed to ensure 

validity.  

Although there are multiple strategies used to enhance generalized interferences, 

replication of studies or at least reviewed studies and replicated methods was 

useful in my study. Perhaps deliberate replication is not “seen as valuable and 

sometimes discouraged for graduate students” (Polit & Beck, 2010, p. 1454), yet in 

my case, provided opportunities to immerse myself with literature from other 

academics and become more familiar with research methods that have proven 

valid within public relations scholarly activity.  

Ethics 

The use of ethics plays a critical role in research and the public relations industry 

and in order to “move the public relations field as a whole toward 

professionalization, ethical standards for the conduct of research, the treatment of 

both data and humans, and the values underlying the meaning of data should be 

agreed upon,” (Bowen & Stacks, 2013, p. 1). This is important because research 

activity pertaining to ethics in PR is rather limited. Existing literature encourages 

establishing ethical standardization in public relations research, measurement and 

evaluation by offering a normative ethics statement to guide public relations 

research. Bowen and Stacks (2013) posit “research should be autonomous and 

abide by the principles of a universalizable and reversible duty to the truth, dignity 

and respect for all involved publics and stakeholders, and have a morally good will 

or intention to gather, analyze, interpret, and report data with veracity,” (Bowen & 

Stacks, 2013, p. 20). By completing an ethics review application as part of the 
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University of Leicester Code of Practice for Research Ethics, this initial step 

provided an opportunity to ensure my chosen method was most appropriate to my 

study, giving thought to potential ethical challenges, the importance of 

confidentiality and anonymity, storage of data, disadvantages and benefits and 

ensuring the protection of my participants were a priority. 

As part of my ethical review application, informed consent and participant 

information sheets (see appendix) were developed to ensure participants were 

knowledgeable and understood their rights as research participants partaking in 

semi-structured interviews. The participant information document included 

information on the purpose of the research, the study design and details of 

participation, possible disadvantages, risks and benefits, details surrounding what 

information was being sought, confidentiality clause and information about 

recording of information. The informed consent document was designed as a 

checklist that each interview participant reviewed and signed prior to the interview. 

It requested consent and articulated to participants that they confirm they have 

read the information sheet and have had the opportunity to ask questions, that 

they understood that it was voluntary and they could withdraw their participation at 

any time, that there were no risks associated with the study, that they agree to the 

interview being recorded and that anonymous quotes could be used in publications 

and presentations. The consent was then dated and signed by myself and my 

interview participant.   

Most importantly, ethical consideration was concentrated on confidentiality and 

anonymity of my participants especially given the public relations industry within 

Minneapolis and St. Paul, Minnesota. Wiles et al., (2008) explain, “the notion of 

confidentiality is underpinned by the principle of respect for autonomy and is taken 

to mean that identifiable information about individuals collected during the process 

of research will not be disclosed without permission,” (Wiles, et al., 2008, p. 417). 

Although there are a plethora of public relations firms and internal departments 

employing hundreds of practitioners in the Twin Cities, the industry is still quite 
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small and many practitioners know one another given their involvement in 

professional associations, mentor circles and personal connections.  

Given that anonymity is how confidentiality is operationalized, concern for ensuring 

that I follow ethical protocol was at the forefront of my study because I knew that 

practitioners within the Twin Cities PR landscape were discussing my project and 

inquiring with one another about participating. It was critical that although I was 

discussing my study to PR practitioners, I was not mentioning individuals who had 

participated in an interview by names or place of employment and there was on no 

occasion where I felt I needed to break confidentiality (Wiles, et al., 2008). 

Confidentiality also pertains to data storage and access to my transcript files and 

this is significant because interview participants were sharing descriptive, specific 

details pertaining to personal examples and experiences in the workplace. They 

shared stories about difficult superiors and at times would mention specific co-

workers by name, which would confirm identities. This was also important when 

writing my findings as I guaranteed confidentiality and anonymity within 

publications and presentations.  

At the time of my research design and ethics application, it was also significant to 

consider ethical issues pertaining to using personal contacts to recruit participants 

and to have a clear understanding of the research ethics process versus the ability 

to research ethically. This in turn was not an issue during my study and essentially 

assisted in securing qualified professionals to interview. To ensure there were no 

ethical issues in my recruitment strategy, I followed ethical guidelines from the 

University of Leicester and presented all potential participants with information 

about the study prior to committing. I did not pressure those who expressed 

interest and made sure I was positioning the study in an unbiased manner. 

Utilizing personal connections in social networks that I am already embedded in 

had ethical advantages, as participants knew me and trusted that my research and 

study was in the best interest of the PR industry. The public relations industry is 

built on networking and building relationships where practitioners work together to 

reach common goals. Contacts included colleagues that I have worked with in the 
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past, volunteered with, built relationships with through professional associations as 

well as connections made via my faculty position.  

Reflection 

My role as a researcher became more and more apparent as I developed my study 

design and began conducting my research. Considering my role not only as a 

researcher but also as a partial insider as a former PR practitioner with knowledge 

of the industry, challenges and opportunities occurred that I didn’t necessarily 

expect. As reflexivity “involves a process of ongoing mutual shaping between 

researcher and research,” (Attia & Edge, 2017) it was important to acknowledge 

that I as the researcher was central to this development process and reflexivity 

was the tool. The importance of “the researcher consciously stepping back from 

action in order to theorize what is taking place, and also stepping up to be an 

active part of that contextualized action,” (Attia & Edge, 2017, p. 33) needs to be 

emphasized. The idea that the researcher is so important to the process was 

apparent as I conducted the interviews, as I needed to change my approach 

periodically and adjust along the way. For example, out of the 40 public relations 

practitioners that I interviewed, three were independent consultants and did not 

work with co-workers on a daily basis. The interview process in regard to asking 

questions was challenging because the participants couldn’t necessarily answer all 

questions or provide examples of their experience in the workplace. Through this 

process, I needed to step back from the interview and reflect on the questions 

being asked and critically assess whether I could include the information they were 

presenting. Minimal points made by the consultants were useful so for the most 

part, I needed to disregard their interview as it did not provide enough rich data to 

analyze nor was the information discussed relevant to my study. 

Understanding my role as a researcher assisted in adapting when needed 

throughout the research process. If challenges arose, they were noted, and 

adjustments were made prior to the next interview being conducted. Some notable 

challenges stemmed from my interview schedule where some of my questions 
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were in fact not open-ended questions. Responses included yes or no, and those 

responses did not provide immediate information. I needed to then probe further or 

rephrase the question in order to solicit a more detailed answer from my interview 

participants.  

As stated earlier, I was only able to secure 10 male interview participants, and this 

did not necessarily pose a challenge, but I imagine some of my findings would 

have been different if more men were involved. In retrospect, I wonder whether the 

lack of men involved in the study influenced my results in an unexpected way and 

if I had specifically asked for men to be involved, would this have changed the 

number of male participants.  

In addition, what I found noteworthy is that I was able to build rapport with my 

interview participants and become somewhat of a silent confidante per se as some 

of my interview participants used the interview as an opportunity to express their 

feelings of frustration or share negative experiences in the workplace. I listened to 

my respondents and engaged in the conversation when appropriate but was also 

cautious of my personal bias, as I didn’t want my questions, interview skills or 

connection with them to influence the outcomes of the interview in any way. 

Because of my background and knowledge in public relations, I considered myself 

a partial insider. This was advantageous because I am familiar with the public 

relations industry, roles of different people and how the industry operates. This 

knowledge provided me an opportunity to really connect with those that I was 

interviewing and continue to build a positive relationship.  

This chapter has outlined the research design, the methodological approach, 

sample recruitment, and research techniques as well as how thematic analysis 

was used for this study. It considers ethical implications, reflects on the interview 

process and foreshadows the next chapter where the results and findings will be 

discussed.   
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Chapter Five – Results 
 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to determine whether gender differences 

in communication styles influences workplace communication and the practice of 

public relations through the use of semi-structured, in-depth interviews and 

thematic analysis. This chapter presents the findings pertaining to two research 

questions. Evidence for each of these research questions is addressed below: 
 
RQ1 – How does gender impact communication styles in the public relations 
workplace? 
 

Analysis of interview data indicates gender impacts communication styles in the 

public relations workplace through stereotypes, communication styles, the manner 

in which men and women have conversations in the workplace, masculine versus 

feminine personality traits as well as the life stage of employees.  

 

Gender & Stereotypes – Many participants articulated that gender is a factor in 

how they perform and communicate in their PR role and that there are advantages 

and disadvantages to being male or female in the public relations landscape. They 

also articulated how the gender of the person they are speaking to changes how 

they communicate with them in the workplace. Participants described situations 

and provided a variety of examples. 

 

The majority of female practitioners interviewed, perceived themselves as being 

better communicators than males and felt that this was important in public relations 

because much of PR is about relationship building. There was a widely held belief 

that female practitioners were generally perceived as being more relatable and 

open with one another and understand the importance of emotional malleability in 

interacting with other people. For example, one participant explained, “I learned at 

an early age as a female within my career to be an observer. I knew the 

differences between males and females, and it was always expected of me to have 
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an emotional intelligence in engaging with other people,” (Caucasian, Female, 

Junior-Mid Level, Internal). Other female participants felt empowered by working in 

a PR firm where the majority of practitioners were female with female leadership. 

“Our workplace has a culture that fosters strong female leadership and women 

empowerment in general and this is what I am used to. When women work with 

women, there is a natural trust that has worked to my benefit,” (Caucasian, 

Female, Mid-Senior Level, Agency).  

 

Some participants recognized that as a female they were treated differently and 

that being a woman was viewed as the ‘weaker sex’ so therefore were taken less 

seriously in the workplace. It was apparent in more than one interview that younger 

PR practitioners need to be aware of their tone of voice as their communication 

style to clients is considered passive and uncertain instead of finding a balance 

between consultative authority and client service. One younger participant 

explained, “I have been told in the past by my supervisors to change my tone of 

voice as women in their 20’s have a higher-pitched voice. I was told that I sounded 

like I was trying to impress them and was less-educated so I started lowering my 

voice more and people started treating me differently,” (Caucasian, Female, Junior 

to Mid-Level, Agency). A senior level practitioner admitted to training and 

mentoring her younger female employees in the same manner. “I’ve been trying to 

coach some of my younger team members that they need to be aware of how they 

communicate with clients and if they want to get to the next level in their career, 

they need to think through how to change some of their communication style,” 

(Caucasian, Female, Senior-Level, Agency). She explained that “when women 

have a younger-sounding voice, there is a perception that you may not get that 

instant credibility than if you were a male voice,” (Caucasian, Female, Senior-

Level, Agency). 

 

Another female participant articulated that there is definitely a bias in terms of what 

people expect from women or what women are expected to be good at. She 

contributes this directly to women having the ability to bear children. She said, “It is 
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easy to get pegged in one area and I think it’s because we bear children. We are 

penalized in many ways in terms of promotions and salaries because we have the 

aspect of being a Mom and it affects how we are then viewed,” (Caucasian, 

Female, Mid to Senior-Level, Internal).  

 

All male participants agreed that gender has an impact and recognize that 

leadership is still heavily male-dominated within public relations despite the 

disproportionate number of females vs. males working in the industry. They are 

aware of differences between men and women and feel that their ‘maleness’ plays 

a role in how they interact with others. One participant explained, “being male 

plays a role in how I interact with others but my age, being raised in a feminist 

household and being a progressive liberal democrat also contributes to that as 

well,” (Caucasian, Male, Senior-Level, Internal). Another male participant stated 

that he has to work harder to find connections while his female colleagues see 

things right away. “Males are better at focusing on one thing and females can have 

five different things going at once, they multi-task much better than men,” 

(Caucasian, Male, Senior-Level, Internal).  

 

As part of the interview schedule, it was necessary to ask participants to share 

their thoughts and experiences pertaining to what extent being female or male had 

its advantages and disadvantages within the workplace. This was important in 

order to decipher how ones’ gender may be associated with how a practitioner 

performs in their current role. Participants articulated their thoughts very clearly on 

advantages and disadvantages of being female and male in PR and both genders 

associated these to traditional traits of men and women. The majority of female 

practitioners felt that women were better listeners, more empathetic and more 

open to collaboration than men. For example, one practitioner explained, “both 

men and women have the empathy bone, but women nurture it more because they 

are rewarded for that. I am a much more empathetic leader and I listen a lot better 

than men,” (Caucasian, Female, Mid to Senior-Level, Agency). Another participant 

agreed that women are better at connecting emotionally and stated, “marketing 
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and PR has shifted to be more emotionally-driven messaging and I feel women 

have an advantage and can tap into that and understand more. Not that men can’t 

but women tend to ‘feel’, and men tend to ‘think’,” (Caucasian, Female, Mid to 

Senior-Level, Agency).  

 

It was apparent with some female practitioners that they labeled themselves as 

‘attractive’ and associated their looks and appearance as being an advantage. For 

example, one participant stated, “I have always associated my appearance with 

success. I like to dress up and look nice; people think I am cute, and I can use that 

to my advantage,” (Caucasian, Female, Junior-Level, Internal). It would seem that 

some of the female practitioners interviewed associated themselves with the 

stereotypical trait of female practitioners being attractive and therefore getting what 

they want based on appearance whereas other female practitioners work hard not 

to be stereotypically placed in this category. Some of the more experienced 

practitioners felt that looks and appearance were disadvantages and that they 

needed to prove themselves more especially when dealing with male clients. 

When asked how she felt she needed to prove herself, one participant said, “I 

need to speak differently, sit differently and exuberate confidence differently even 

though I am a confident person,” (Caucasian, Female, Mid-level, Agency).   

 

Most of the male participants felt that there were many advantages to being male 

in an environment that was mostly comprised of women and was actually quite 

helpful because it meant men are an anomaly. When asked to explain further, one 

participant stated, “when I have been applying for jobs in the past in a department 

that was heavily weighted towards women, perhaps it’s one of the few instances in 

which the guy gets a little extra consideration,” (Caucasian, Male, Senior-Level, 

Internal). One male participant who co-leads a team with majority women, 

identified with gender matching being very powerful in his work environment. When 

asked to clarify, he expanded and said: 
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“If a female has an issue, I do think that gender match often times is quite 

powerful so having a female leader address a female team member [about 

an issue is better,] simply because communication styles tend to match 

gender to gender. Sometimes, in trying to get a message through or help 

address a situation, maybe gender can get in the way. You don’t 

understand what I’m going through, and I don’t understand what you’re 

going through. There are times when being the same gender helps to 

alleviate issues,” (Caucasian, Male, Senior-level, Internal). 

 

The majority of male participants didn’t feel that there were many disadvantages to 

being male in public relations, but an interesting perspective was shared regarding 

diversity. One male participant stated, “if you are a white male with the same 

amount of experience as a women of color, she will get the job over you as there is 

a strong desire for more diversity in the workplace,” (Caucasian, Male, Senior-

level, Internal). Another male participant felt that when working with the majority of 

women, a disadvantage was not being understood by his female colleagues and 

not fitting in. He said, “I remember vividly when I was just starting out, I was on a 

team of all women and they use to talk about their babies and weddings and there 

I was, a 21-year old recent college graduate who had nothing to talk about; I use to 

sit in silence a lot as I just couldn’t relate,” (Caucasian, Male, Mid-Level, Internal).  

 

Most female participants felt that the gender of which they were speaking to 

dictates how they communicate with colleagues and clients and that more formal 

communication takes place with leaders, especially if the leaders are male. One 

participant explained,  

 

“I try and make a point about not changing how I communicate with a man 

or a woman, but I feel more relaxed speaking to a female in an executive 

position compared to a man. I’ve had a lot of experiences with men being 

inappropriate and rude and with women, I can just relate more. Women 
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have fought hard for their positions and it makes me on edge when talking 

with a male executive,” (Caucasian, Female, Junior to Mid-Level, Internal). 

 

Another practitioner shared a similar experience and associated it with males in 

her place of employment being arrogant. She stated, “men are seen as more 

arrogant than women in our industry and this arrogance causes them to behave 

and interact with women differently such as speaking down to women or 

mansplaining. Some men I work with even refuse to speak to younger female 

practitioners because they haven’t been in the industry long enough,” (Caucasian, 

Female, Mid-Level, Agency).  

 

Majority of interviewees felt that women are more personable in conversations and 

men are much more direct and age, tone of voice and body language play a 

significant role in conversations. For example, “I pick up a lot on body language too 

and will change my tone or the way I interact with others based on that. I’m 

mirroring behavior but I’m not doing it consciously,” (Caucasian, Female, Senior-

Level, Agency).  

 

Most of the male participants didn’t think that their communication changed when 

interacting with either males or females in a work environment and that it is more 

about one’s personality compared to gender yet examples that were shared, 

provided insight into differences. One male participant stated, “maybe a joke that 

isn’t appropriate to share with females, I wouldn’t share but with men, I probably 

would. I grew up in a jock culture, playing lots of sports and being competitive,” 

(Caucasian, Male, Senior-Level, Internal). Another participant shared that he felt 

he could be closer to the “real me” when communicating with women because the 

majority of colleagues in his workplace were women and there was a comfort level 

there (Caucasian, Male, Senior-Level, Agency). 
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The majority of both male and female participants stated very clearly what they 

thought were traditional or stereotypical traits of men and women and articulated 

the following:  

 

Table 6 - Traditional/Stereotypical Traits – Men and Women 
 

Male Traditional/Stereotypical Traits Female Traditional/Stereotypical Traits 
What male participants said: 

• Aggressive 
• Passive 
• Very blunt 
• Competitive 
• Direct 
• More concerned with getting 

points across rather than how it 
would be perceived by the 
audience 

 

What male participants said: 

• Take longer to make their point 
• Concerned with appearance and 

take more time with it 
• Sensitive 
• Better writers 

 

What female participants said: 

• Aggressive 
• Direct/serious 
• Less personable 
• Assertive 
• Dominant 
• Powerful 
• Unorganized  
• Smarter 
• Demand a greater presence  
• Arrogant 
• Focus on one thing at a time 

 

What female participants said: 

• Emotional 
• Sensitive 
• Better communicators 
• Gossipy 
• Friendly 
• Weak 
• More reserved because women 

want so badly to succeed 
• Afraid of failure 
• Passive 
• Naïve 

 

One senior-level female interviewee explained, “I think we all bring something to 

the table but females get emotionally charged and caught up in office drama easier 

whereas males, stereotypically are more authoritative and direct – which makes 

me think these may not be stereotypes,” (Caucasian, Female, Senior-Level, 

Agency). Other participants agreed stating, “I use the word ‘stereotype’ as a 
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generalization that may not be based in reality and is less and less useful. 

Stereotypes are used because there is some truth in them, “(Caucasian, Male, 

Senior-Level, Internal). In addition, a younger practitioner also agreed and 

explained, “most of the time, I think stereotypes are true and are not stereotypical 

traits, it’s just the way things are. The problem is society allows you to be though,” 

(Caucasian, Female, Junior-Level, Internal). Another female practitioner stated that 

stereotypes are real and “women are more empathetic than men and understand 

people’s issues more and deal with them, whereas men just bulldoze their way 

through a meeting and not listen to what others have to say – this isn’t a 

stereotype, it’s the truth,” (Caucasian, Female, Junior-Mid Level, Internal).  

 

The results indicate that participants within the sample think one’s gender (male 

vs. female) as well as stereotypes are contributing factors to how men and women 

communicate within the public relations industry as there are distinct differences, 

perceived advantages and disadvantages of both genders as well as stereotypical 

traits that impact communication. 

 

Communication Styles and Personality Traits – Participants explored their 

individual communication styles, explained differences and provided specific 

examples to how men and women speak in conversations in the workplace.  

Female participants acknowledged that their communication style included open 

and transparent communication and they identified with being diplomatic, 

compassionate and personable, good listeners, collaborators, adaptive, casual, 

positive and consensus-builders. One participant explained,  

 

“I am transparent and direct. I try and come from a place of compassion and 

a place of understanding. I have a lot of perception and see where you are 

coming from and don’t easily get worked up. I have a very diplomatic way of 

conversing but also having a compassionate part that makes me feel real 

and genuine,” (Caucasian, Female, Mid to Senior-Level, Agency).  
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Another female participant identified having two styles: overly emotive, passionate, 

positive and energetic and direct, concise and critical. She posits,  

 

“In order to do good work, think critically and analyze, I have to know when 

stuff is good and bad. I need to be able to convey that to people, so they do 

better work and present it to the client well. One style is kind of harsh for 

women. but it works in my favor that I can balance it with this basic, positive 

intent,” (Caucasian-Latino, Female, Senior-Level, Agency).  

 

Some senior level practitioners understood communication style as personality or 

work ethic and what's interesting in some of the participants responses is that one 

participant for example, discusses her distance to persuasion, but actually goes on 

to describe the persuasion techniques she is using. She’s attempting to read a 

room, build a connection between herself and the audience and mimic 

assertiveness; all signs of persuasion science. For example:  

 

“I build consensus, influence but also bring people together. Not 

authoritative persuasion but I use confidence based on common sense, 

logic and data to make a point. I’m good at reading a room; I can mold to 

what the expectation is or mimic an expectation of assertiveness,” 

(Caucasian, Female, Senior-Level, Agency).  

 

On the other hand, one junior participant identified with being open and personable 

but would rather listen than speak in order to understand better and get a sense of 

something. She says, “I like to listen to understand, not just speak to reply,” 

(Caucasian, Female, Junior-Level, Internal). Other participants expressed how 

adaptive they were and communicate with others based on the way they think they 

prefer to be communicated with, essentially mirroring others’ styles and 

personalities and in similar fashion, deploying decorum when sharing their 

experiences. One participant articulated: 
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“I very much feed-off of other people’s styles and that’s how I have learned 

to interact with different types of personalities. If I’m not sure about 

someone’s style or how they work, I will start out with being really generic 

and formal. If they respond with positive energy, I’ll adjust my 

communication style to reflect theirs,” (Caucasian, Female, Junior to Mid-

Level, Internal).  

 

Male participants struggled with understanding the term ‘communication style’ and 

provided different interpretations of styles and personalities. Male interviews stated 

their communication style as engaging, that they were good listeners, empathetic 

and inclusive yet some of the male interviewees acknowledged that they exhibited 

attention seeking behavior, were impatient and casual. One participant explained, 

“I am very engaging, and I manage and lead. I try to pay attention to the situation 

and fill the role that’s most appropriate. I tend to listen a lot, am careful when in a 

situation where I don’t know all the facts and can recognize when a decision needs 

to be made,” (Caucasian, Male, Senior-Level, Internal). Another male participant 

said, “I like to tell stories, command attention and go off on tangents. I will 

intentionally bury the lead in conversations so there is a surprise,” (Caucasian, 

Male, Senior-Level, Internal).  

 

Both male and female participants articulated differences between how men and 

women communicate and use tone and body language differently in the workplace. 

Common themes amongst female participants were that they identified with being 

consensus builders and focused on making connections and building relationships 

and would posture often. One participant explained,  

 

“I think women are more into relationship building and making connections. 

We don’t go into a meeting and jump right in; there is small talk to break the 

ice a bit and we posture. I think women sit more forward and we are more 

engaged, making eye contact with everyone whereas I often feel when in a 

meeting with men in the room, they are more about posturing from a 
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hierarchal standpoint with more visibility from authority,” (Caucasian, 

Female, Senior-Level, Agency).  

 

Another female participant stated: 

“Men are more selective about when to speak up. Women tend to talk all 

over each other. One guy speaks up and everyone stops to listen. Women 

are much more prone to have back and forth conversation. A guy will do his 

diatribe and then he’ll stop and wait for a reaction or applause,” (African 

American, Female, Senior-Level, Agency).  

 

Another participant held the view that “men don’t have as much compassion and 

warmth in a professional sense which is needed especially from a leadership 

perspective,” (Caucasian, Female, Mid to Senior-Level, Internal). A common 

theme that many of the female participants pointed out was that women apologize 

too often and unnecessarily during conversations with male colleagues and clients. 

One female participant explained, “there is an expectation that we don’t know what 

we are talking about or that we can’t be assertive or aggressive, so we apologize 

often,” (Caucasian, Female, Junior to Mid-Level, Internal). Female participants also 

felt that men drive the conversation most times and tend to speak first, are the 

loudest and speak for the longest amount of time. 

 

Majority of male participants felt that in high stress situations within the workplace, 

they will jump right in and assume managing is their role whereas women are more 

cautious or hesitant to lead a conversation. One participant stated,  

 

“Society has created norms both in terms of positional roles but also what is 

expected of each gender and that plays out in the workplace. In high-stress 

situations for example, men whether they are confident or not feel like they 

need to take charge where women are more focused on stakeholders or 

feel less supported to take charge and so are asking more questions before 

they do,” (Caucasian, Male, Senior-Level, Internal).  
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Another senior-level male participant articulated the following:  

 

“I think dudes are dudes. Women are better communicators than men. I’m 

experienced but women are far savvier, far craftier. Guys are simpletons. 

Goes back to caveman days. We take rocks and sticks and build shit. I don't 

know how working women do it all. Women analyze more and men just get 

to the point. Women go through a far more thoughtful journey,” (Caucasian, 

Male, Senior-Level, Internal).  

 

In many of the interviews, both with male and female participants, eye contact was 

a point of discussion and was associated with posturing from a hierarchal 

standpoint. It was articulated that women tend to have more direct eye contact the 

majority of the time especially during conversations and men will have direct eye 

contact when they want to ensure something is understood. One female senior 

practitioner shared her experience and said,  

 

“I think women sit more forward and are more engaged by making eye 

contact and connecting whereas I often feel when in a meeting with men in 

the room, they are more about posturing from a hierarchy standpoint with 

more visibility from an authoritative position,” (Caucasian, Female, Senior-

Level, Agency).  

 

Another male practitioner agreed and explained,  

“Women will have more eye contact in certain situations whereas men will 

have direct eye contact where they’re wanting to ensure that you 

understand what they are saying. Men expect you to be listening but won’t 

necessarily be looking at you. Females will look at you and try to 

communicate what they are saying through their voice and eye contact,” 

(Caucasian, Male, Senior-Level, Internal).  
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Participants shared that traditional or stereotypical personality traits of men and 

women were also a factor in influencing how men and women communicate within 

the public relations industry. Female participants stated that women are more 

emotional, sensitive, are better communicators, are gossipy, friendly, weak, and 

afraid of failure, are passive and naïve. One participant explained, “From a 

stereotypical perspective, women need to be worried about their appearance, think 

three steps ahead of others to live up to expectations, aren’t as smart and can't 

play in the corporate environment with men,” (Caucasian, Female, Mid to Senior-

Level, Agency). Male participants stated that stereotypically, women take longer to 

make their point in order to make sure they are not offending others, they are 

concerned with appearance and take more time with it and are sensitive. A male 

participant stated, “females are sensitive, and men are more competitive, more 

direct and more concerned with getting their point across rather than how it would 

be perceived by the audience,” (Caucasian, Male, Senior-Level, Internal).  

 

A point of discussion emerging from the interviews with a few of the younger 

female participants was that women in public relations are considered the worker 

bees and complete the work while males are the decision-makers in leadership 

positions. It is unfortunate that young women who are so early in their career have 

the impression (or are told) that women need to have things prepared and that 

they are relied upon by their male colleagues. One participant pointed out the 

following, “men know that we will get things done and that we always will be 

prepared but when it comes to something not going right, women are the ones that 

are immediately thrown under the bus,” (Caucasian, Female, Junior, Internal).  

 

A significant number of female participants were quick to articulate stereotypical or 

traditional personality traits of males and conclude that men are aggressive, direct 

and serious, are less personable than women, assertive, dominant and powerful, 

are arrogant and can only focus on one thing at a time. One female participant 

said, “women are afraid of failure and feel the need to be prepared. Men don’t 
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have their shit together and still climb the ladder,” (Caucasian-Latino, Female, 

Senior-Level, Agency).  

 

Data indicated that some participants felt that it was more about ones’ personality 

and communication style compared to gender that allowed them to act a certain 

way in the workplace and that considering a balance of both when communicating 

within the public relations industry is important. For example, one participant 

explained, “I think the way you communicate is a manifestation of what your 

personality and work style are,” (Caucasian, Female, Mid to Senior-Level, 

Internal). Another participant asked, “Are they exclusive of one another? I think 

your personality absolutely impacts your communication style,” (Caucasian, 

Female, Mid to Senior-Level, Agency). Other female participants felt that 

communication styles could mimic personalities and that can interfere with 

effective communication. A senior-level participant stated: 

 

“I think it’s largely personality-driven but it’s so complex because 

communication styles mimic personalities and they can get in the way of 

effective communication and then it becomes a stereotype. At times I see it 

unraveling in front of me and I’m clawing to maintain relevance and 

credibility. They are interrelated and personalities impact the effectiveness 

of communication,” (Caucasian, Female, Senior-Level, Agency).  

 

Male participants found that personality, gender and communication styles were all 

intertwined and that it was hard to separate different aspects. One participant 

explained, “I communicate with different individuals in the department differently 

based on their personalities, regardless of gender,” (Caucasian, Male, Senior-

Level, Internal). Another participant agreed and stated, “I will change my style 

depending on the person’s personality. Some people I work with here at a higher 

level are very much laid back so I can have a conversation with them whereas 

someone else I know, I need to come in with a 10-slide deck or specific notes in 

order to have a simple conversation,” (Caucasian, Male, Mid-Level, Internal).  



 122 

The data reveals that men and women believe that communication styles, 

stereotypes and personality traits are a factor and that being knowledgeable and 

recognizing distinct differences in personalities, body language and tone of voice 

will assist in communicating within the public relations industry.   

 

Ageism and Life Stage – Most participants expressed that ageism in the 

workplace was a significant in how men and women communicate in the workplace 

within the public relations industry. Some participants stated the belief that the 

younger generation communicates differently and less effectively in a work 

environment regardless of gender because most of their communication takes 

place via a screen (texting, instant message, etc.) and face-to-face communication 

is avoided and less favored. For example, one female participant explained, “the 

younger generation needs text messaging. I can send a press release for edits via 

email but then need to text someone to say – please go check your email to read 

the press release I just sent,” (Caucasian, Female, Senior-Level, Internal). A male 

participant agreed, “the younger generation is ready to be managers now and the 

younger they are, the less they want to speak face to face. They always want to 

communicate behind a screen,” (Caucasian, Male, Senior-Level, Internal). Despite 

some of the more experienced participants expressing frustration with younger 

practitioners in the workplace regarding how they communicate, one junior level 

participant stated that she feels incredibly intimidated by older practitioners 

particularly men in senior-level positions as well as male clients because of the 

manner in which they communicate with her. She provided a specific example of 

an older male client she worked with: 

 

“I never think I’ll ever meet another individual like him. He acted like he was 

never impressed, never satisfied and he expected us to do things around 

the clock. He was threatening and only changed his behavior and 

communication style when males were brought into meetings,” (Caucasian, 

Female, Junior-Level, Internal).  
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Another participant felt that if she was older, had more experience and years in the 

PR industry, she would be taken more seriously by male and female senior leaders 

and be more confident in her role. She explains, “If I had more experience, I’d 

definitely feel more confident to say everything I felt like I needed to say. Those 

who are in a position of power, cushions you a bit in regard to what you can and 

can’t say,” (Caucasian, Female, Junior-Level, Internal).  

 

Other female participants perceived mansplaining (to explain something to 

someone, characteristically by a man to a woman in a manner regarded as 

condescending or patronizing) to be happening periodically in the workplace and 

usually with older men in leadership positions. One female participant explained, “I 

think age impacts it and because of seniority and the perception of authority, egos 

get in the way. Older men are established in their careers, so they care less,” 

(Caucasian, Female, Junior to Mid-Level, Internal). Another practitioner agreed 

and said, “Yes, I’ve experienced it particularly with older clients and all male 

leadership teams. Men would treat me like the misfit in the room and would 

actually tell me to leave. I ended up quitting,” (Caucasian, Female, Junior to Mid-

Level, Agency). One male participant agreed that older PR practitioners aged 50 to 

60+ are challenged when it comes to communicating with younger, female 

practitioners. He said, “I’ve seen some men in meetings who will specifically avoid 

interactions, be unpleasant and speak down to my younger colleagues. It seems 

their perception of authority and egos get in the way of treating women fairly in all 

aspects of the organization,” (Caucasian, Male, Senior-Level, Internal).  

 

The section above illustrates some of the men and women within my sample think 

age and gender is a factor when communicating with men and women in the public 

relations industry and that generational differences and power are key factors. It 

would appear, based on the experiences shared by participants that some men 

from older cohorts were in ways antagonistic towards female colleagues and that 

junior-level practitioners perceived this as a negative level of authority associated 

with their job security.  
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Results of the first research question suggests that gender, stereotypes, different 

communication styles and personality traits as well as life stage are significant, 

influencing factors to how men and women communicate in the workplace, 

specifically within the public relations industry. The next section will explore the 

results of the second research question.  

 

RQ2 – What is meaningful about the relationship between workplace 
communication and the practice of public relations? 
 

Analysis of interview data indicates the following themes are meaningful to the 

relationship between workplace communication and the practice of public relations: 

PR practitioners perform in their day to day interactions, women take on male traits 

to be successful, levels of power and inequality within leadership positions still 

exist, work/life balance for mothers is an issue and diversity and inclusion and 

intersectionality in the workplace are important considerations. 

 

Performativity in Public Relations– Both male and female participants within the 

sample shared experiences about hiding true feelings and performing in the 

workplace, putting on fronts and not necessarily communicating what is on their 

mind to colleagues and clients. One participant explained: 

 

“Yes, this goes back to bias and this may be women putting bias on 

themselves, but I am a person that tends to think I better not speak up, I 

better not say exactly what I want to say because people will think I am a 

bitch. Whereas people wouldn’t necessarily think of a man like that who said 

the same thing,” (Caucasian, Female, Mid to Senior-Level, Internal). 

 

Another female individual articulated, “as a women of color, I often do something 

called ‘code-switching’ where people change their agenda and it is often 

associated with black people changing the way they talk to white people,” (African 



 125 

American, Female, Mid to Senior-Level, Agency). Another participant shared her 

experiences when dealing with a reporter, “there is definitely a little acting going on 

to get what I want,” (Caucasian, Female, Senior-Level, Internal) and another 

agreed, “a lot of what I do is building relationships and genuine connections with 

people for the sake of the press not because I like that person. Some of the work I 

do, is straight up fake,” (Caucasian, Female, Junior to Mid-Level, Internal). She 

continues and says, “a lot of my job is performative so if I have to be nice to a man 

for 30 minutes to get what I want, fine.”  

 

One participant shared a very personal experience in the workplace: 

“I have had to change how I say things, my voice, etc. I wanted to be a 

pleaser to everyone so that I was liked, and people thought I was 

contributing. I did change in certain settings to be well liked but it was 

difficult to shake it off and be myself. I did this personally and professionally 

and now I want to be as authentic as I can,” (Caucasian, Female, Junior to 

Mid-Level, Agency).  

 

A junior practitioner states, “I hide my true feelings when dealing with my boss who 

is not independent. I do everything she can’t. I act in these types of situations; PR 

can be an act. The way that I like to describe public relations is like a duck sitting 

on the water. Everyone else thinks it’s smooth sailing, so organized, so tactical and 

underneath, they’re paddling their ass off,” (Caucasian, Female, Junior-Level, 

Internal).  

 

The majority of male participants also expressed their thoughts about putting on 

fronts when interacting with colleagues and clients and offer their perspective. One 

individual states, “PR is a lot of hiding true feelings and the biggest mask we wear 

is in regard to politics,” (Caucasian, Male, Senior-Level, Agency). Another agreed, 

“If I am feeling hurt by senior leader’s comments on a project, I might have to buck 

up and not reveal how it hurt me. In more political situations, I hide my feelings 
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during the day and tell my wife about it a night,” (Caucasian, Male, Senior-Level, 

Internal).  

 

It was also a common theme that when working in public relations, there is an 

expectation to “always be on”, essentially acting or playing a role. One participant 

explained, “public relations is a performed act. There is definitely a level of 

superficiality to the job because you are always on, whether it’s with the media or 

clients,” (Caucasian, Female, Mid to Senior-Level, Agency). Another individual 

stated, “you always have to be on, you are definitely the person they go to when 

anything is good, bad, ugly. I feel like I have to have the right answer and I don’t 

always and that should be ok,” (Caucasian, Female, Mid to Senior-Level, Agency). 

 

Results suggest that men and women within the sample struggle with transparent 

communication when interacting with colleagues and clients within the public 

relations industry and recognize that in certain situations, they are performing for 

the sake of their job in an organization.  

 

Women Taking on Male Traits to Be Successful - Female participants shared 

experiences and cited examples of how they or other colleagues exhibit more 

masculine qualities and behave like men in order to gain recognition and 

promotions that lead to seats at the executive table. One participant associated 

this with generational differences and explained, 

 

“When I first started in the PR industry in the late 1990s, the women leaders 

at that point were in their 50s and 60s and they were getting into areas of 

business that women had not been in before. Their styles were very 

different than today. I’ve reflected over the years and now understand that 

they were successful by mirroring a style that they saw was successful in 

the workplace. They were bold, they were tough!” (Caucasian, Female, 

Senior-Level, Agency).  
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Another individual associated her example with specific experience in the 

workplace and said, “there are four women on the leadership team here and two of 

the women have much more male styles of communicating and two of us have a 

more traditional female communication style. We are fortunate that we balance 

each other out,” (Caucasian, Female, Senior-Level, Agency). Another participant 

expanded on the idea and explains: 

 

“Our President is female but takes on male characteristics in certain 

situations, and in particular, how she reacts to me. She grew up in a very 

male dominated industry, so I think her reactions to things are guarded and 

she protects herself as she grew up through the ranks. There is definitely 

intimidation that’s gender-guided,” (Caucasian, Female, Senior-Level, 

Internal).  

 

It can be said that those in leadership positions, whether, male or female, have 

superiority and authority over those they are managing simply because of the 

nature and responsibility of an employee/supervisor relationship. There is an 

expectation that aligns with a particular management style of behavior and 

discourse that is expected of both males and females who are in leadership 

positions. 

 

A junior practitioner cited, “my female boss has a very different communication 

style than I do. She mirrors the men that work here. It’s very direct and she’s not 

afraid to give feedback,” (Caucasian, Female, Junior-Level, Agency). Similarly, 

another participant stated, “my female boss is very much a female that likes males. 

She works with a lot of male lawyers, so she had to earn the respect of this 

matriarchal profession. She relates better to males and is a female that doesn’t like 

other women. She’s a part of the boy’s club,” (Caucasian, Female, Junior to Mid-

Level, Internal). Another individual explained, “I’ve seen women move up the 

corporate ladder and have been very successful here that have emulated a male 
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style, her confidence comes off as aggression,” (Caucasian, Female, Senior-Level, 

Internal).  

 

In relation to body language, one participant explained, “I see a lot of females 

matching male body language and styles and I think this is something that is being 

trained. Mentors, especially here, will teach our younger associates to match body 

language and styles of others,” (Caucasian, Female, Junior to Mid-Level, Internal). 

When asked to elaborate she discussed specific events she was asked to attend 

that focused on asserting power and matching styles especially if in a male to 

female conversation.  

 

Results indicate that because there has been gender inequality for so long and 

women are witness to behavior of men that is rewarded, women’s desire to be 

recognized has made them shift their own traits to be more like men in hopes of 

being treated equal and being promoted to leadership positions.  

 
Power and Inequality within Leadership Positions – Female participants stated 

there is still inequality between men and women within the public relations 

industry, specifically within leadership positions and the lack of opportunities for 

women to advance within organizations is still an issue. Junior practitioners who 

have minimal experience in the industry express frustration and state, “it’s mostly 

women who work here but all of the men are in positions of power; all of our upper 

leadership are male,” (Caucasian, Female, Junior-Level, Internal). Another 

participant agrees and says, “the President is male, most people in power are male 

and there is no one to look up to,” (Caucasian, Female, Junior-Level, Internal). 

When discussing the types of challenges in the workplace regarding leadership 

roles exuberating power over the opposite gender, one participant explains, “I’ve 

seen it so much here and it’s an issue because it’s so often a man leading a group 

of women and women aren't generally promoted to leadership roles,” (Caucasian, 

Female, Junior to Mid-Level, Agency). Another individual shared her experience 

and says: 
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“I don’t think it’s necessarily intentional, but power struggles do happen. 

Men hold power in the majority of the seats in leadership so intentional or 

not, there is a power struggle there. Even the next generation of leaders are 

all white males so as woman trying to bring change and shift the face of the 

industry, it’s a 30-year project,” (African American, Female, Junior to Mid-

Level, Agency).  

 

Ideas surrounding gender and power influencing professional identity were 

discussed and it was articulated that because men primarily dominate leadership 

roles, there is a need for women in the organization to want power or to feel like 

they have power. One participant explained, “there is always going to be a white 

male in power over me. It makes me work harder and being a woman of color; I 

work 10 times harder than everyone else and am definitely the diversity person 

around here,” (African-American, Female, Junior to Mid-Level, Agency). Another 

participant said, “you have to assert your power, your women power and grasp and 

hold onto whatever makes you different,” (Caucasian, Female, Senior-Level, 

Internal). Similarly, it was stated: 

 

“The struggle is real. I fear that we have done it to ourselves as females. 

Generation over generation, it’s a constant fight. I don’t understand why we 

can’t be viewed as equals because we are so competent and bring forward 

great value and balance each other out,” (Caucasian, Female, Senior-Level, 

Internal). 

 

All male participants were aware of challenges and inequality within leadership 

positions and note the importance of not appearing sexist. One participant 

explained, “as a male leader, some people may perceive your actions differently 

than you intend so it’s important to be cognizant of this,” (Caucasian, Male, Senior-

Level, Internal). Another participant stated, “in other organizations, I have seen 
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women really having to go above and beyond to be respected,” (Caucasian, Male, 

Mid to Senior-Level, Internal).  

 

While many agencies within the Twin Cities have more male leaders than females, 

it was discussed that change is apparent and there are more female-led agencies 

then in the past being developed. One participant articulates, “a more traditional 

leadership style of woman is becoming more valued. I think we see a lot more 

women coming in, being leaders and being their true human. I think it’s really 

powerful to just be your true self,” (Caucasian, Female, Senior-Level, Agency). 

 

Results reveal that women within the sample are concerned with inequality 

between men and women at the senior executive level within the public relations 

industry and that these issues still exist. Women struggle with the lack of 

opportunities available to them in order to advance to leadership positions. Men 

are aware of these challenges and recognize that it doesn’t impact them in the 

same manner as it does women. 

 

Work/Life Balance for Mothers – Both male and female participants recognized 

the daily struggle that women have when trying to fill the role of a mother and 

public relations practitioner and that achieving work/life balance is a desired, yet 

impossible task. One participant shared her experiences and said,  

 

“As a working Mom, I struggle – work-life balance is hard. I think if I am 

coming in a bit later or leaving a bit early, people look at me like I am 

abusing the schedule and not picking it up later. We have a punch in/punch 

out culture, which is very old school. I struggle as a female and people look 

at me and blame me for having kids as though I’m doing less work, but in 

reality, I am doing much more,” (Caucasian, Female, Senior-Level, Internal).  

 

She elaborated, “as a working Mom, I feel something is missing. Either I’m 

sacrificing time at home with the kids or sacrificing time in the office but I’m 
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constantly juggling. There’s always that feeling of you’re not operating on all 

cylinders. When you are exceling at work, something is missing at home and vice 

versa,” (Caucasian, Female, Senior-Level, Internal). Another participant expressed 

frustration and said, “whether or not you are working your tail off, if you have 

children and if you’ve asked for flexibility in terms of attending a field-trip or picking 

up from daycare, it’s automatically an act against you,” (Caucasian, Female, Mid to 

Senior-Level, Internal).  

 

Guilt for having children was a common theme and instead of challenging 

workplace culture and the politics of the situation, female participants internalized 

the situation and blamed themselves. Another participant stated, “You constantly 

have guilt and once that child is born, the guilt will follow you forever. There’s guilt 

in the workplace that you’re not giving it your all or guilt at home. I think we’ve 

created it ourselves,” (Caucasian, Female, Senior-Level, Internal). It was also 

articulated that there is guilt associated with maternity leave. One participant 

explained, “we put so much pressure on ourselves too. The company extended, 

they held our position to come back, we owe it to the company to come back and 

we have to give it our all. From that standpoint, you are penalized for having a 

baby and your career is now stunted,” (Caucasian, Female, Senior-Level, Agency). 

 

Junior participants as entry-level PR practitioners were concerned as its apparent 

early in their careers the challenges with having work-life balance even without 

having children. One participant stated, “we have a very strict 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. 

policy and in one particular situation, someone left early to pick up their child from 

daycare and it was noted as not being ok. My CEO told me that there really isn’t 

such thing as work-life balance. Work is life and life is work,” (Caucasian, Female, 

Junior-Level, Internal). When asked how she felt about not having work-life 

balance, she continued, “I don’t love it and I question when the right time is to have 

children because of it.”  
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Female participants expressed there are societal, personal and professional 

expectations and pressure put on women in the work environment. There is an 

expectation that ‘women can do it all’ and unfortunately women struggle with the 

lack of support by their organizations. One individual blames the profession and 

says, “the profession itself requires you to be highly accessible and flexible but 

there is a sense that women should be able to do everything and have work-life 

balance which I personally think is bullshit. There is an expectation that women are 

the world’s best mom, Super mom, Superwoman,” (Caucasian, Female, Senior-

Level, Internal). Another female participant agreed, “there is an expectation if you 

are female, you have to have it all – the job, the career, the success, the family. 

There is this kind of pressure of perfection from society,” (Caucasian, Female, 

Junior to Mid-Level, Internal).  

 

Other female participants identified with personal pressure and expectations and 

felt that women put it on themselves. One participant articulated, “I think a lot of it 

is us wanting work-life balance. We put pressure on ourselves when starting a 

family and having maternity leave,” (Caucasian, Female, Junior to Mid-Level, 

Agency). Other participants identified with pressure from other women in their work 

environments and articulated that women aren’t necessarily supportive and are 

competing against one another. “I’m not competing against men in public relations, 

I’m competing against women. Women in PR want to get ahead, make a 

difference, make a name for themselves and to be successful,” (Caucasian, 

Female, Senior-Level, Agency). Another senior practitioner expanded on this idea 

and said, “I think because it is such a female-dominant industry that every 

generation casts stereotypes to the next generation. A lot of women are hard on 

one another and there is a sense of entitlement based on ‘I’ve worked this hard, 

you should too’ mentality,” (Caucasian-Latino, Female, Senior-Level, Agency).  

 

The section above illustrates the challenges working mothers face with achieving 

work/life balance and how female practitioners within the sample, internalize 
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different types of pressure and apply certain expectations to their personal and 

professional lives.  

 
Diversity, Inclusion and Intersectionality in Public Relations – Many 

participants expressed diversity and the consideration of intersectionality in the 

workplace was key.  It was articulated that gender plays a role in one’s identity yet 

our culture, race, socioeconomics are also key factors of our identity that intersect 

and make us who we are. All of these axes play a role in how we present 

ourselves and interact with others. One participant explained, “diversity is 

prevalent in gender conversations, but it is really about getting more people of 

color into the public relations industry,” (African American, Female, Senior-Level, 

Agency). One male participant pointed out that he hears more about diversity than 

gender within professional associations and that “getting more minorities into the 

PR field is important,” (Caucasian, Male, Senior-Level, Agency). 

 

When reflecting on different communication styles of men and women, one 

participant stated, “yes, men and women generally have different communication 

styles but it’s not absolute as it doesn't allow for differences because of race, 

socioeconomics, level of experience or sexual orientation,” (Caucasian-Latino, 

Female, Senior-Level, Agency). 

 

Other participants expressed thoughts about working in groups and how a mixed-

gendered group is more beneficial and impacts the end product of a PR project or 

campaign much better. One individual stated, “I think there is always going to be a 

better outcome when you have multiple, different personality types and a blend of 

genders and cultural backgrounds. Diversity makes working together easier, 

produces a better product, better results and creates more success as a whole,” 

(Caucasian, Female, Senior-Level, Agency). Another participant agreed stating, 

“diversity plays a key role in developing a public relations strategy/campaign” 

(Caucasian, Male, Senior-Level, Internal). A male participant expanded on this 

idea and said, “diversity in teams is important and allows for a better mix of ideas. 
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PR thrives as a field because of the differences when it comes to developing 

creative, award-winning campaigns for clients, you need diversity of thought and 

different opinions,” (Caucasian, Male, Senior-Level, Agency).  

When discussing whether the practice of public relations was hindered because of 

gender differences in communication styles of men and women, one female 

participant articulated, “lack of diverse voices in the PR space is what hinders it. 

Studies show that diversity equals more creative ideas and that equals more 

revenue,” (Caucasian, Female, Mid to Senior-Level, Internal).  

 

One male participant who identified as gay articulated the importance of equality in 

the workplace and that values are driven by discovery, debate and difference of 

opinion. He explains, “I am gay, and I’ve never worked in a place where there are 

so many openly gay and lesbian people. Diversity in terms of gender is a lot better 

than other environments. My gender comes with a certain level of responsibility to 

ensure we are paying attention to equality and respecting all of our team 

members,” (Caucasian, Male, Senior-Level, Internal).  

 

Results indicate that there is a need for more diversity within the public relations 

industry and that when working on a project or PR campaign, ideas are better 

formed when the people involved have diverse backgrounds, cultures and there is 

variety in their opinions, thoughts and actions. 

 

Findings of the second research question suggest that PR practitioners perform in 

their day-to-day interactions, women take on male traits to be successful, levels of 

power and inequality within leadership positions still exist, the challenge of 

work/life balance, particularly female practitioners with children is an issue and 

diversity and intersectionality are all significant in influencing the workplace and 

practice of public relations. In the following two chapters, I will discuss the 

implication of each theme and explore how the results of this study align with 

theoretical perspectives and the practice of public relations.  
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Chapter Six – Discussion  
 
This thesis sought to understand gender differences in communication styles and 

the meaningful factors that influence workplace communication and the practice of 

public relations. The literature review uncovered the need to establish links 

between all of these areas as they have for the most part, been studied 

independently of one another. In order to examine gender and workplace 

communication within the industry, I interviewed male and female public relations 

practitioners with varying levels of experience in order to understand how they 

perceive gender and different communication styles and whether and how this 

impacts their day-to-day experiences within the workplace and what relevance this 

has to the public relations industry. Their perceptions, stories and personal 

experiences revealed that men and women are very much aware of gender 

differences in communication styles and how they impact not only workplace 

communication but also communication within their personal lives as well as how 

they perceive themselves within the public relations industry.  

 

In this discussion chapter, I will re-state my first research question, examine my 

findings and explore how this thesis builds upon existing research and develops 

my contribution of new knowledge.  

 

The first research question set out to determine how gender impacts 

communication styles in the public relations workplace. Results suggest that 

gender, stereotypes, communication styles and personality traits as well as life 

stage of public relations practitioners, influence workplace communication.  

 

RQ1 - How does gender impact communication styles in the public relations 
workplace? 
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Gender and Stereotypes  
This section will discuss gender, the perceived advantages and disadvantages to 

being male or female as well as stereotypes and how these factors influence 

workplace communication. Results indicate that male and female practitioners 

understand their gender and articulate the challenges that are associated with 

being male and female within the public relations landscape. Based on the results, 

participants, both male and female articulated a sense of gender 

essentialism/biological determinism (Taylor, et al., 2012) in their assimilation of 

gender binaries instead of considering gender as a social construct. Participants 

expressed an understanding of their gender and associated gender to societal 

norms and personality traits, and this therefore aligned to how their gender is both 

positively and negatively viewed in the workplace. Practitioners relied on their 

interpretation of what it meant to be a man or a woman and assigned stereotypical 

or what they perceived as masculine and feminine personality traits to their 

gender. By acknowledging their understanding and interpretation of being a man or 

a women, participants were able to share their gendered experiences within the 

workplace.  

 

It is observed that practitioners have a strong sense of the advantages and 

disadvantages to being male and female and how this works in relation to how 

gender is perceived in the public relations industry. Because the industry is pre-

dominantly female, it seemed that some women within my sample felt empowered 

in this setting because they were the majority, yet because of their gender, are 

faced with difficulties such as interacting with their male colleagues and being 

treated unfairly within the workplace as it pertains to hierarchy and attaining 

leadership positions. Based on responses from my interview participants, it was 

clear that my participants felt women and men had different communication styles 

within the workplace and they categorized styles and traits as stereotypical or 

having traditional male and female qualities. Although interactions between men 

and women are not always the same and it depends on the context and where the 

communication is taking place, it leads me to assume that communication styles 
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can be socially constructed and are based on practitioners communicating within 

different workplace (and personal) scenarios. It was also noted that some 

participants did not fully understand the difference between communication styles 

and personality traits and when asked about communication styles, reverted to 

providing answers that were personality traits. Perhaps these research concepts 

are not part of everyday language within the public relations profession. I therefore 

explained that communication styles align with how one appears in communication 

whereas different personality traits/types process and communicate information 

differently (Tannen, 1990, 1994). This demonstrated that there was some 

misunderstanding of the definition of the terms as they were used interchangeably, 

however, both men and women described obvious differences between men and 

women both from a communications style and personality aspect.  

 

This leads into a necessary discussion about stereotypes as my participants 

articulated very clearly the stereotypical traits of both males and females from a 

communication and personality perspective and how stereotypical behavior causes 

conflict in the workplace. For example, my interview participants used common 

words such as aggressive and dominating to stereotypically describe personality 

and traditional characteristics of males and words such as emotional and whiney to 

stereotypically describe females. All of these are relatively demeaning and 

attributes men and women to one disposition. In using the examples shared above 

about men being stereotypically aggressive and dominating, it could be argued 

that these various stereotypes contribute to hegemonic notions on gender roles, 

structures and employment practices that disadvantage female PR practitioners. 

Hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 1987) could be at play within the PR profession 

based on the experiences shared by some of my female participants.  

 

Ronen (2018) argues gender essentialism as a mechanism needs to be 

considered as this ‘typing’ produces gender inequality. She explains how work is 

‘typed’, meaning, “ways in which work comes to be presumed to be best performed 

by a person of a particular gender,” (Ronen, 2018, p. 518). For example, both 
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genders within my sample articulated they felt that stereotypically women were 

better communicators, therefore were ‘better’ at doing public relations work than 

men. The importance of her argument lies within how gender even though is 

viewed as an interactional accomplishment (West & Zimmerman, 1987) is seen as 

defining features of individual work (Ronen, 2018). She explains essentialization 

as relying on gender stereotypes that derive from agency and communion (Bakan, 

1966) meaning they still rely heavily on stereotypes of femininity and masculinity. If 

women are truly better communicators than men based on the responses within 

my sample, then logically, most senior, leadership positions within the profession 

should be pre-dominantly female, yet this is not the case with what was discussed 

within my sample from an industry perspective. One explanation for gender 

disparity within leadership positions stemming from my project can be attributed to 

workplace culture within the United States and how masculine personality traits are 

linked to leadership styles (Charmorro-Premuzic, 2019, Dunn, 2019 and Shah, 

2019). This will be discussed in more detail within Chapter 7 as lack of women 

within leadership positions is a key theme derived from my study. 

 

Interestingly, some of my participants stated that although stereotypes are 

considered a generalization, there is some objective truth to them because society 

allows us to be that way due to embedded structures. It was pointed out by one 

participant that she felt stereotypes are associated with power dynamics within 

leadership. For example, she articulated that her male superior takes on 

stereotypical traits such as being dominant and aggressive, yet she recognizes 

that not all males in leadership positions exuberate this type of management style. 

This demonstrates that stereotyping can be “a rigid form of cultural representation 

that prevents such flexible use and so creates barriers between people,” 

(Pickering, 2015, p. 1). Although I agree with Pickering’s argument about the 

validity of the term and how stereotypes can support existing relations and 

structures of power, therefore endorsing patterns of inequality and discrimination 

(Pickering, 2015), I offer the argument that stereotypes are a factor that should not 

be ignored if we want to understand relationships, identities and performativity at 
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work. Situations or experiences pertaining to stereotypes may not be the same for 

each and every person nor all the time given different situations, but I postulate 

based on the conversations with my interview participants about these 

characteristics, that in some part, being male or being female does match how 

society validates stereotypical traits and behavior. Stereotypes may even align with 

the philosophical argument of nature vs. nurture in that both our genes, hereditary 

factors and environmental variables influence and impact who we are and our 

personality traits. I assert that there is truth in some stereotypes and society allows 

these ascribed stereotypes to be more accurate than not as accuracy simply refers 

to a correspondence of belief with reality “to the extent to which a belief about a 

group corresponds to what the group is actually like,” (Jussim, 2018).  

 

From an empirical validity perspective, it can also be said that in certain cases, 

people adapt themselves to stereotypical characteristics in certain circumstances 

(Pickering, 2015) and within social constructions are justifying social relationships. 

For example, some professionals may be fearful of what will happen if a particular 

stereotype isn’t internalized and conformed to the pressures of society. For 

example, if a woman spoke out of turn or expressed strong emotion in a meeting, 

this could be viewed negatively as her behavior isn’t conforming to the stereotype 

of women being more less passive and less aggressive. In other situations and 

places of employment, different factors such as women working part-time or on 

fixed contracts so afraid of losing their job could be at play but from the perspective 

of some of my female participants, it seemed they were struggling against an 

oppressed work environment and so conformed to the female stereotype of being 

more passive or reserved in certain situations which unfortunately contributes to a 

particular stereotype for women that has justified a glass ceiling, therefore 

presenting an impenetrable barrier in a women’s career (Morrison, et. al., 1987). 

According to Heilman (2001), this glass ceiling is “viewed as a natural 

consequence of gender stereotypes and the expectations they produce about what 

women are like and how they should behave,” (Heilman, 2001, p. 657). Pickering 

(2015) also makes reference to how societies have become more modern and the 
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pace of social and cultural changes increases, therefore “there is a strong 

temptation to adopt some form of stereotyping when people are faced with 

uncertainty and loss, disruption in their ways of life and upheavals in social 

processes and social organizations,” (Pickering, 2015, p. 6).  

 

This section discussed how my interview participants view gender, their 

perspective on advantages and disadvantages to being male and female as well 

as the role stereotypes play within the workplace. The next section will discuss 

communication styles and personality traits and will position this finding within 

existing literature.   

 

Communication Styles and Personality Traits 

This section will explore how communication styles and personality traits of men 

and women contribute to workplace communication and the practice of public 

relations. Many of my interviewee participants identified with having a Type-A 

personality, meaning they aligned themselves with behavioral characteristics such 

as competitiveness, drive and perfectionism. In doing-so, they discussed how their 

personality matched the skillset to be proficient in public relations (Kerr & Proud, 

2015). Participants felt personality and communication style differences compared 

to ones’ gender impacted the end goal of a PR project or campaign and the 

practice of public relations was not hindered because of gender differences in 

communication styles, however, the manner in which some practitioners behaved 

and communicated caused problems during the process. Specific campaigns, 

projects and strategies was not discussed within my interviews, but participants 

identified with the challenges that come from working in groups based on how 

ideas are expressed and differences with how ideas are perceived. For example, 

many of my interviewee participants agreed that everyone, both men and women 

in the workplace got along and mixed-gendered groups worked well together when 

brainstorming ideas and delegating and completing tasks but being aware of 

extrovert and introvert personality styles and work style was needed to ensure 

productivity in a group-setting. There also seemed to be a common ground with my 
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interview participants and similar thoughts were shared about the need for diversity 

in teams, different perspectives and an emphasis put on how teams for projects 

are formed to ensure the best project or campaign is produced for an organization 

or client.  

 

Communication and conversation styles vary between males and females 

(Tannen, 1990,1994) and the majority of the females identified their 

communication styles as being open, transparent, consensus builders, diplomatic, 

good listeners, friendly, casual and welcoming whereas males within my sample 

identified with being a leader, engaged, impatient, decision-makers and results-

orientated. Many women within my sample considered themselves “the 

relationship-builders” within their organizations and although they didn’t articulate 

they were “results-oriented” like the men within my sample did, it can be argued 

that perhaps by women being friendly and diplomatic, this was the most results-

oriented approach in a given situation. In reality, practitioners in general, both male 

and female must be results-oriented when working for a client or in-house for an 

organization simply based on how the profession is structured. The profession 

itself is results-oriented. 

 

If we consider the respondents descriptions of communication styles, it is clear 

there are differences between males and females and how these differences, if not 

understood, can impact workplace communication negatively. As Tannen 

(1990,1994) explains, people have different conversation styles based on 

backgrounds, age, class, gender, yet conversation style is invisible. If we are not 

aware of differences in communication and conversation styles, we become 

frustrated and this impacts our interactions within the workplace. For example, 

some of my female respondents articulated how men in their organizations can be 

impatient during meetings yet some women have the tendency to take longer to 

discuss certain things. Although both genders are working towards a common 

goal, a disconnect between the processes could lead to aggravating experiences 

based on how men and women communicate differently. 



 142 

Based on the responses of my interviewee participants, it would seem that many 

PR practitioners do not necessarily reflect on communication differences and how 

understanding different styles between all genders can lead to more effective 

communication within the workplace. That is until an incident takes place which 

causes an individual to reflect, resulting in a negative experience. For example, 

some of my female respondents shared experiences of how men speak over them 

in meetings and it wasn’t until this specific incident occurred, that they began to 

think more about differences in how men and women communicate in the 

workplace.  

 

In addition, an interesting discussion was had with the majority of my interview 

participants surrounding how they speak to a man or a women and whether it 

changes depending on what gender one is speaking to. Some of the mid to senior-

level female practitioners changed the manner in which they spoke to the opposite 

gender and associated it with a certain lens of power. For example, younger 

practitioners would make notes and rehearse what they wanted to say in meetings 

if they were talking with someone in a more superior role than them. Some 

identified that they likely changed their behavior and communication style without 

even noticing it and some shared experiences pertaining to mirroring the behavior 

of others when communicating with either a women or a man. Junior to mid-level 

female interviewees were much more cautious of how they communicated with 

men and provided examples that demonstrated their age and level of experience 

was a contributing factor to how they communicated with males in their workplace. 

Many younger, female practitioners within my sample also articulated they felt 

more comfortable communicating with women, could be themselves and be more 

personable in conversations, such as asking about weekend plans or a sick family 

member, whereas with men, they were intimidated and would ensure the 

discussion was quick and to the point. One male, senior-level participant discussed 

the need to ensure he was always professional when speaking with women given 

global discussions about sexism and sexual harassment in the workplace where 

other male interviewees didn’t feel like they changed their communication style 
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when interacting with women as they associated it more with personalities and less 

about gender. For example, one interviewee explained, if a colleague was more of 

an introvert and didn’t feel comfortable speaking up during meetings, this was 

recognized as a personality trait, and it did not matter whether the employee was 

male or female. Adjustments were made for this particular colleague to share ideas 

with a smaller group of co-workers instead.  

 

Based on the evidence above, this leads me to ascertain that our communication 

styles and personalities are learned behaviors and are socially constructed. Who 

someone is in any given situation emerges less from internal traits and more from 

ways of communicating and interacting with a particular discourse (Raskin, 2016) 

as well as the particular context in which the interaction takes place. Rather than 

having one personality, we have numerous identities which are constructed based 

on relationships and our interactions. For example, one female, African American 

interview participant identified with codeswitching on a regular basis. Code 

switching, a concept in social psychology and similarly, decorum within rhetoric, is 

the process of shifting the language you use or the way you express yourself in 

conversations and is particularly used within minority groups to shape and 

maintain a sense of identity and belonging to a larger community (National Public 

Radio, 2018). The skill of knowing how to tailor the tone and content to what you 

say to your colleagues and/or audience based on the occasion are part of the 

skillset required of the PR profession. My interviewee expressed code switching to 

her means showing up in a space as a different person and that she specifically 

changes the way she speaks to Caucasian people versus African American 

people. Based on her relationships and interactions, her assorted identities are 

unique to the specific situation and shared understanding of those she is 

interacting with (Raskin, 2016).  

 

Many of the female participants within my sample expressed the challenges they 

face when communicating with men in the workplace and shared experiences on 

how men and women speak in conversations with the use of tone and voice as 
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well as body language. Many female participants articulated how men speak down 

to them in conversations and make them feel incompetent, are much louder and 

don’t pay attention to the volume of their voice in meetings. It was shared that if 

there is silence in meetings, men feel the need to fill it and women sit and wait for 

a man to say something so she can respond. Granted these are generalized 

statements based on experiences of my interview participants but I postulate that 

this aligns with Tannen’s (1990, 1994) understanding of rapport talk versus report 

talk (private versus public speaking). For women, language and conversation is 

about building connections and establishing relationships where men are more 

focused on preserving independence and negotiating status in a hierarchal order 

(Tannen, 1990, 1994). Some of my male interviewees explained how they joke 

with other male colleagues, push each other around and tell stories and this too 

aligns with her understanding of report talk as “this is done by exhibiting 

knowledge and skill and by holding center stage through verbal performance such 

as storytelling, joking or imparting information,” (Tannen, 1990, p. 77). As it 

pertains to leadership positions, contemporary literature articulates that in many 

organizations, “leadership readiness is measured in part by our willingness to 

speak up in meetings,” (Shapira, 2019) and by doing this, directly impacts our 

career trajectory. If we take Tannen’s (1990, 1994) perspective that males 

communicate in a report style based on persevering independence and negotiating 

status, it makes sense that if men are speaking up in meetings more than women 

than men are being noticed more and potentially are ‘outspeaking’ women in the 

race for leadership positions.  

 

How men and women use body language during conversations was also a 

common theme within the majority of the interviews and female participants shared 

their perspective on how women for the most part are more engaged in meetings, 

sit forward in their chairs and make eye contact for the purpose of connecting. Men 

generally sit back, cross their legs, are on their phones and aren’t as engaged. 

They also will posture but it is from a place of hierarchy or authority over women. 

Interestingly, some of the males interviewed recognized similar behavior and 
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articulated that women have more eye contact and men will only have eye contact 

when they want to make sure people in the room understand them. Eye contact in 

the examples shared above aligns with Tannen’s (1990, 1994) concept of the 

‘anchoring gaze’, described as a visual home base where women sit close to one 

another and look at each other directly and men sit at angles to each other and 

never look directly into each other’s faces. She explains, “women anchor their 

gaze on each other’s faces, occasionally glancing away, while men anchor their 

gaze elsewhere in the room, occasionally glancing at each other,” (Tannen, 1990, 

p. 246).  

 

A commonality upon many of the junior and mid-level female practitioners 

interviewed, was how females often apologize for no particular reason and do this 

reactively. It was expressed that women apologize often when they are interrupted 

by males in meetings and this leads to being less assertive in conversations as 

women therefore don’t appear knowledgeable. My assumption is that women feel 

the need to be the relationship builder and use ‘I’m sorry’, to keep the conversation 

moving ahead. Tannen (1990,1994) argues that apologizing is viewed as 

something women should stop doing because it is associated with putting oneself 

down. In reality, saying ‘I’m sorry’ isn’t literally an apology but is a ritual in restoring 

balance to a conversation (Tannen, 1990,1994). I propose that if women are 

traditionally good communicators, are caring in nature and are focused on building 

relationships, saying ‘I’m sorry’ is an expression of understanding and part of a 

conversation ritual that shouldn't be confused with taking blame for something. By 

having a better understanding of conversational rituals and recognizing certain 

parts of speech is considered a ritual would prove beneficial for both males and 

females. Given we must understand the literal meaning of words in dialogue and 

recognize “people have different habits for using these rituals and when a ritual is 

not recognized, the words spoken are taken literally,” (Tannen, 1994, p. 43), this 

can lead to conflict.  
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Based on frustrating experiences shared with me by some of my female 

participants, it seemed that they were employed in oppressed working 

environments and this led me to a rather noticeable and interesting observation. 

Many of my female interview participants had a negative perception of male 

colleagues and clients and how they interact and communicate within the 

workplace. Some of the women within my sample were very quick to articulate the 

differences between how men and women communicate in the workplace and their 

perceptions and experiences were shared with me in a negative manner. Some of 

the women I interviewed were hostile and angry towards male colleagues within 

their places of employment. Existing literature addresses why women are so angry 

about gender discrimination and workplace bias and links to research that 

discusses status conferral, gender and expression of emotion in the workplace 

(Brescoll & Uhlmann, 2008). It was determined that angry women violate prevalent 

gender schemas (Valian, 1999), a non-conscious hypothesis members of society 

have on male and female characteristics which include the expectation of women 

being nurturing and kind. Emotion theorists suggest that displays of certain 

emotions, anger for example can communicate that an individual is competent and 

entitled to a higher social status (Shields, 2002, 2005; Tiedens, 2001), men in 

particular. Because women are expected to conform to prescriptive stereotypes of 

being nicer and more modest than men, “female professionals who express anger 

violate this feminine norm and therefore may not experience the boost in status 

enjoyed by angry men,” (Brescoll & Uhlmann, 2008, p. 268). Given the evidence 

above, the women in my sample seemed to harbor their anger in the workplace 

based on how they would be perceived but felt comfortable expressing frustration 

to me as an external researcher. Reflecting on one of the theoretical frameworks 

within this study, liberal feminist theory, I posit that it’s crucial to think about the 

perceived oppression of women over the years and what has taken place with the 

#metoo movement and conversations about toxic workplace cultures (Hartel, 2008, 

Gilbert, et at., 2012). Perhaps some of my female participants are working within a 

more conservative workplace culture that doesn’t necessarily challenge the way 

women are treated and the women don’t feel like they have the power to fight 
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back. In addition, the women within my sample could also be experiencing the 

effects of a misogynistic “bro-culture” in their places of employment; a workplace 

culture that “encourages fraternal old boy networks that inclusively support and 

encourage networking with fellow males and while at the same time, block female 

employees from participating in the male-dominated decision-making circles,” 

(Westerhaus-Renfrow, 2019, para. 2). Interestingly, one of my older, senior-level 

male participants spoke directly about bro-culture and shared stories of men-only 

work trips and golf outings where women employees were purposely not invited. 

Another male participant referred to the men in his office as dudes, 10 times during 

our interview which I found extremely odd coming from a senior vice-president of a 

company. Some of the younger, female practitioners within my sample felt there 

was definitely a bro-culture in their office and were not invited into certain male-to-

male conversations because of their female gender. It was mentioned that it was a 

boys’ club at the top of the organization and a women’s club at the bottom. My 

assumption based on my female respondents and existing literature, is women still 

feel marginalized, disrespected and discriminated against in the workplace and are 

not considered equal to men which results in their negativity. 

 

Male participates also agreed that there were differences between how men and 

women communicate and interact within the workplace, but they articulated their 

thoughts to me in a much more respectable manner and did not harbor anger 

towards their female colleagues. Male participants stated facts and shared 

experiences, but they were more diplomatic than the majority of the women that I 

interviewed. My postulation is men do not experience gender discrimination such 

as inequality within leadership positions and pay discrepancy in the same way 

women do and it does not affect them in the same manner. The negativity with 

female interviewees could also be that as the researcher, I identify with the female 

gender and my female participants felt comfortable expressing their feelings and 

being transparent in sharing their experiences. Perhaps if I was a male conducting 

the interviews, outcomes would have been different. This will be addressed further 

in my final chapter when I discuss reflections and limitations of my research. 
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Many stories and experiences were shared by my interviewees regarding men and 

women communicating in the workplace and as Tannen (1990,1994) argues, men 

and women have very different ways of communicating and communication styles 

are linked to their specific gender. She asserts that if a man or a woman 

communicates in a way other than what is expected of them (given their gender), 

there are consequences and I posit that some of the women in my sample 

associate with gender norms of being female. Since traditional personality 

traits/attributes claim women are less aggressive and more passive, it is not a 

surprise that some of the women, mostly junior practitioners within my sample 

have a difficult time speaking outside of what is expected of their gender status of 

being female. From a theoretical perspective of gender studies, Tannen 

(1990,1994) explains that men typically develop strategies to get a one-up position 

and this results in them talking in a manner that serves them well in a work 

environment whereas women tend to speak in styles that are less effective. She 

offers the assertion “if women speak in a style that is more aggressive, they run 

the risk that everyone runs if they do not fit their culture’s expectations for 

appropriate behavior,” (Tannen, 1994, p. 40). That said, critics such as Cameron 

(2007) and Freed et al., (1993) argue that Tannen’s (1990, 1994) popular literature 

contradicts itself and "simultaneously perpetuates negative stereotypes of women, 

excuses men of their interactive failings, and distorts by omission the accumulated 

knowledge of our discipline,” (Freed, et al., 1993, p. 145) Based on my study, I 

argue that the risk of being un-liked is enough that some of my female participants, 

especially those who are early in their career tend not to speak in this style within 

the workplace because they are concerned with reactions of those around them.  

Through the shared experiences of my interview participants, it is apparent within 

this section that gender, stereotypes, communication styles and personality straits 

influence workplace communication and impact day-to-day interactions within the 

workplace. The next section will explore ageism, life stage, discuss sexism within 

the workplace as well as age stereotypes. 
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Ageism and Life Stage 
An additional theme emerging from my study is that of the life stage of my 

interview participants which is worthy of discussion as age is an axis that intersects 

and forms identities. Described as an age cohort, Edmund and Turner (2002) 

argue that the term generation “comes to have social significance by virtue of 

consuming itself as a cultural identity,” (Edmund & Turner, 2002, p. 527). Age, 

therefore, was noted as a factor as it “has a fixed chronological value, a relative 

concept, a probability indicator of morbidity, and a shared as well as highly 

individualized personal experience,” (Davidson, 2012, p. 57) that my interviewees 

associated with workplace communication. Although I did not request the life stage 

of my participants, they were categorized into levels of experience with a numerical 

value of years worked in the public relations industry where a correlation to life 

stage could be made. It was, however, recognized that this does not always relate 

to career stage.  

 

Many of the more senior-level practitioners within my sample, identified challenges 

when communicating with younger colleagues who were in a different life stage 

and articulated that face-to-face interaction was limited because they were more 

comfortable communicating via technology. Not that senior-level practitioners do 

not embrace technology and the use of social media but many interviewees within 

my sample expressed the need for there to be balance when communicating 

effectively in the workplace and the importance for those in a younger life stage to 

recognize when face-to-face communication would produce a better outcome. 

Although technology has the ability to influence generational divides within the 

workplace, those in a younger life stage may be more adept at recognizing the 

positive shift technology has brought to communication and the ability to work at a 

faster pace while still producing effective work.  

 

One interviewee in particular defined himself as a baby boomer and explained how 

face-to-face communication through the use of verbal and non-verbal cues was 

critical to how he interacts on a daily basis. Because of the differences in how 
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generations communicate there is a potential for conflict and misunderstanding 

causing a generational communication gap (Venter, 2017). My assertion is that as 

long as colleagues regardless of what life stage they are in can recognize 

differences, be empathetic if technological challenges arise pertaining to 

communication and are adaptable in their choice of how to communicate, 

practitioners should have the ability to communicate effectively within the work 

environment.  

 

Life stage of younger practitioners was also discussed in some of the interviews in 

regard to having a certain level of entitlement despite being early in their public 

relations careers. One senior-level practitioner explained that new, younger hires 

expressed entitlement with the attitude of ‘what can the company do for me’ 

instead of ‘what can I do for the company’ and this was a direct correlation to not 

understanding how operations work within a business environment. Existing 

literature articulates the cohort of younger generations “want it all and want it now 

in terms of good pay and benefits, rapid advancement, work/life balance, 

interesting and challenging work and making a contribution to society,” (Ng, et al., 

2010, p. 281). Not that employees of any age wouldn’t want similar benefits and 

perks, but based on the responses of some of my participants in an older cohort, 

they recognize their younger colleagues may not understand that certain benefits 

such as additional vacation time, a private office, flex-time, etc. are earned over 

time within an organization and that public relations is a demanding industry that 

may involve working a schedule that is outside of a typical 8-hour/day norm 

depending on the project.  

 

This aligns with some of the examples provided by my interviewees of their 

colleagues in a younger life stage thinking that they are ready to be managers 

now, despite either just graduating from college or being fairly new in their career. 

Important to also recognize is that we are currently in the 21st century and many 

employees across a broad range of age cohorts are familiar with struggles in 

regard to workplace rights and better working conditions including higher and 
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equal salaries, company-paid vacation time and parental leave which is being 

discussed on a global scale across many industries. My assertion is that perhaps 

the younger cohorts recognize these struggles within organizations and have 

reasonable expectations but could take the opportunity to manage them as it 

pertains to promotion to management quickly and even prioritize career choices 

rather than focus on immediate rewards and advancement. It may also mean that 

younger employees who are early in their careers may need to recognize that they 

are being socialized into the norms of the PR profession (long hours, lower 

salaries, etc.) and the management culture within the Twin Cities public relations 

landscape.  

 

Older respondents could possibly be acclimated to working within organizational 

cultures that don’t necessarily place the same values on working conditions, 

benefits, etc. and are reacting negatively to any idealism for higher expectations 

from younger people entering the workforce. Literature points to the fact that 

employees are driving change and there is multigenerational divide when it comes 

to work/life balance and job satisfaction (Gilchrist, 2020). With different generations 

in the workforce than ever before, literature explains how “the multigenerational 

workforce will play a bigger role in this debate as companies take into account 

varying expectations,” (Gilchrist, 2020, para. 14). From a workplace culture 

perspective within my sample, there seems to be a regional trend within the PR 

profession that involves practitioners who are early in their career needing to put in 

the time and work their way up within an organization. Many who have just 

graduated from college or have one to three years of experience are still only 

qualified for entry-level positions.   

Another issue pertaining to age that affected many of my female interviewees was 

sexism in the workplace and how men who were in a later life stage mansplained 

and spoke down to younger women and at times, bordered on sexual harassment, 

by making inappropriate comments about appearances. I posit that the women 

within my sample that experienced sexism within their place of employment were 
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unfortunately victims of a particular management cycle that fosters a work culture 

where sexism is an appropriate form of behavior in the eyes of older males. These 

males became adults before the social revolutions of the 1960s and 1970s 

(Madmen-era), where it was acceptable to treat women as objects and act in 

misogynistic ways. It would be in the best interest of an organization to be aware of 

this type of behavior if it is occurring in the workplace and ensure it stops 

immediately as it could bring upon legal issues and employee resignations. 

Yeomans (2013, 2019) recent study found similar results pertaining to corporate 

sexism where her participants articulated “patriarchal attitudes and openly sexist 

cultures were prevalent across the PR industry [in the U.K.],” (Yeomans, 2019, p. 

140) and that there was a certain generation of men in elevated positions that 

participants criticized and named the ‘Boomasaurs’, meaning men of the baby 

boomer generation that ‘needed to get with the time’ (Yeomans, 2019). Similarly, 

Yaxley (2013) revealed “high levels of personal agency and ‘feisty’ self-efficacy in 

overcoming career barriers such as misogynistic colleagues and gender 

inequality,” (Yaxley, 2013, p. 163). What I found most interesting in Yeomans 

(2013, 2019) study is how her participants identified with struggles younger female 

practitioners face with male-dominated corporate behavior and how discussing this 

type of behavior with young females was one way of supporting them in a 

challenging environment and workplace culture. As this did not come up with my 

participants, this advice could prove beneficial for some of the younger, females 

within my study. 

Based on the responses of my female interviewees, it does not seem this sexist-

type behavior is being replicated in younger men as the examples and experiences 

shared were specific to older men in a later life stage. Not that there was ever a 

place for such ignorance, the fact that this type of behavior was not seen within 

current workplace cultures by younger men within my study is a positive discovery. 

Societal norms, more women working outside of the home in professional careers, 

ethical advertising standards in place, etc. are some of the factors that have led to 

these changes over the years. Perhaps female employees from a different life 
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stage, in subordinate positions, may feel exploited working in this type of culture. 

My assumption is that they would, given how some of the female interviewees 

within my sample shared specific details about older males making derogatory 

comments towards them. Even with the #metoo movement gaining more 

momentum, I suggest that in order for sexism to be eliminated in the workplace, 

men as well as organizations need to become allies and take an active role in 

confronting sexism (Drury & Kaiser, 2014). Being aware of sexism within 

workplaces should be important to organizations, not only because employees are 

suffering but because sexual discrimination and harassment is illegal under the 

Human Rights Act. Organizations have the threat of prosecution and fines that 

directly impacts the bottom line, but men can also act as agents of change and be 

a part of the conversations.  

 

According to Johnson and Smith (2018), more women’s conferences and 

employee resource groups are increasingly inviting men to attend in hopes of 

making gender equality and organizational diversity efforts more successful. Male 

allies are “members of an advantaged group committed to building relationships 

with women, expressing as little sexism in their own behavior as possible, 

understanding the social privilege conferred by their gender and demonstrating 

active efforts to address gender inequalities at work and in society,” (Johnson & 

Smith, 2018, para. 4). Referred to as tempered radicals – these men are catalysts 

for change. They challenge organizational structures that disadvantage women 

while remaining committed to the success of an organization (Meyerson & 

Tompkins, 2007). If the importance of males as allies was recognized and 

encouraged, perhaps organizations could play a more significant role in changing 

their workplace culture.  

 

Gender stereotypes were discussed earlier in this chapter but it’s also important to 

examine the impact of age stereotypes on women and their careers as it pertains 

to this study. Age stereotypes are beliefs and expectations about workers based 

on their age (Hamilton & Sherman, 1994) and are often “negative, inaccurate, or 
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distorted opinions about people based on their membership in a particular group,” 

(Posthuma & Campion, 2009, p. 158). Some of the women within my sample are 

disadvantaged for being both older and younger and this was apparent by the 

examples shared. For example, some of my younger female participants 

expressed frustration with how they were treated in their organizations by older 

men who spoke down to them, mansplained and treated them with disrespect. My 

assumption is that both gender and age stereotypes as well as personal bias may 

have played a role in this type of behavior. Research suggests the “portrayal, 

linguistic and visual of the characteristics and perceived personality traits of older 

people, plays a key role in constructing responses and expectations of the 

meaning of an ageing society,” (Davidson, 2012, p. 33) as we would expect older 

workers to be discriminated against based on stereotypes as lacking creativity, 

unfamiliar with social trends, therefore being forced out of the job market. This 

wasn’t an experience shared to me by those in my sample, but it was discussed by 

one older, male participant that he felt he needed to work extra hard at 

understanding social media and digital trends in order to keep-up with the younger 

employees in his office.  

 

Although there is an Age Discrimination Act in the United States that forbids 

employment discrimination against anyone at least 40 years of age, age 

discrimination can still be apparent in the workplace (U.S. Equal Employment 

Opportunity Commission, 2019). For example, Google Inc., the largest search 

engine in the world recently faced another high—profile age discrimination lawsuit 

and settled out of court for $11 million. This class-action lawsuit claims that Google 

systematically favors younger applicants over older people despite having a written 

policy that states applicants are not discriminated against based on their age 

(Stangel, 2019). It was not apparent that men within my sample were 

disadvantaged or discriminated against for being older, but women certainly were. 

Despite working successfully in the public relations industry for many years, having 

the respect of co-workers and leaders, some of my respondents still were not 

awarded with leadership positions. Given evidence based on discussions with my 
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female interviewees, my assumption is family commitments and sexism have been 

barriers to leadership positions but perhaps their age was also a variable that 

eluded them from being placed in creative, middle level positions.  

 

This section on ageism discovered how the age and life stage of PR practitioners, 

sexism in the workplace and age stereotypes are important factors that influence 

how men and women communicate in the public relations industry.  

 

In response to the first research question, gender, stereotypes, communication 

styles, personality traits and ageism impact how men and women communicate 

within the public relations industry and it is clear that these factors are important to 

PR professionals and how they maneuver through day-to-day interactions. The 

following chapter will answer my second research question and discuss what is 

meaningful about the relationship between workplace communication and the 

practice of public relations.  
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Chapter Seven – Discussion 
 
In this chapter, I will re-state my second research question, examine my findings 

and explore how this thesis builds upon existing research and develops my 

contribution of new knowledge. The second research question sought to determine 

the significance of the relationship between workplace communication and the 

practice of public relations. Findings suggest that PR practitioners perform in their 

day-to-day interactions, women take on male traits to be successful, levels of 

power and inequality within leadership positions still exist, working mothers are 

faced with challenges pertaining to work-life balance and diversity, inclusion and 

intersectionality are important. 
 

RQ2 – What is meaningful about the relationship between workplace 
communication and the practice of public relations? 
 

Performativity in Public Relations 
This first section will discuss the concept of performativity and the idea that public 

relations practitioners perform in their day-today interactions with both clients and 

colleagues. I consider this discovery one of the most significant findings within my 

study and where I feel my contribution of new knowledge is most noted due to lack 

of existing research. Although Yeomans (2013, 2019) examines performativity 

within public relations, she positions arguments pertaining to gender performativity 

whereas my results are more so associated with the PR practitioners’ role within 

the industry compared to gender.  

 

Stemming from my interest in Butler’s (1988, 1990, 2004) assertion that gender is 

a performed act, I set out to determine whether or not there was any correlation to 

public relations also being a performed act. Based on the results, the idea that 

practitioners ‘perform’ in their day-to-day jobs and put on fronts, not being 

transparent with colleagues and clients was apparent. There is an expectation of 
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practitioners to ‘always be on’, essentially acting or playing a role when 

communicating. Based on my results, it seems that the organizations and PR firms 

in which my interviewees work are operating within an open system (Sison, 2012) 

where there are multi-faceted parts, practitioners are engaged with their 

environment and ask for feedback from their publics and target audiences. If this is 

the case, it is important to explain what is meant by public relations performance 

as it relates to my study. Assuming PR practitioners are operating as part of a 

system, it can be said that they are paid to perform and that it is a feature of the 

profession such as when practitioners conduct media appearances for example. 

However, there is minimal literature that suggests this outside of the rhetorical 

roots of public relations (performing in the square, pseudo-events, propaganda 

techniques, etc.). Unlike an actor in a movie whose role is to become a ‘character’, 

my interview participants explained PR performance as a subconscious way to ‘get 

by’ in a very demanding industry as it relates to interpersonal communication 

between clients, colleagues and those in leadership positions. Considering the 

works of Goffman (1956), Svennevig (2012), Peluchette, et al. (2006) and Dunn 

(2019), it was noticed from a PR performance perspective that many of my 

interview participants explained the need to change their voices in meetings to 

sound more professional, to dressing a certain way and not having the ability to 

fully be expressive with those in leadership as well as clients. Other examples 

include not telling a superior how incompetent she was, to appearing interested in 

people for the sake of a publicist job, to liking certain concepts better than others 

but needing to decipher how much honesty is shared with clients, to remaining 

professional even when clients make inappropriate comments.  

 

Reflecting on emotional labor and an experience shared by a younger, female 

participant, it was articulated how much of the work she does is fake and how she 

utilizes her feminine qualities (soft-spoken, politeness, attractiveness) to get what 

she wants whether interacting with a client or the media, all for the sake of job 

security and pleasing her male boss, not because she wants to. I would suggest 

this aligns with hierarchical binary (Dow & Wood, 2006) where she may feel 
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compelled “to perform gender displays in their [her] relational practice according to 

cultural norms both external to and within the workplace, thus raising questions 

concerning feminine and masculine relational styles,” (Yeomans, 2013, 89). This 

also aligns with what Marsh (2009) refers to as the feminine discourse of the 

‘trusted advisor’, meaning “the gendered performances that involve managing the 

expectations of clients, including empathizing, educating and the softly-approach 

to rejecting a client’s idea,” (Yeomans, 2013, p. 99).  

 

Some of my female participants expressed the need to have an emotional 

malleability in interacting with people so similarly to Yeomans (2013, 2019) who 

studied gendered performance and identity work in PR consulting relationships, I 

noted how emotional labor (Hochschild, 1983) which is defined as the role of 

gendered performance in managing the feelings of ones’ self and others, plays a 

role in service-orientated professions such as public relations. In addition, Meier et 

al., (2006), explore gender and emotional labor in public organizations and how 

this links to performance of individuals as well as organizational productivity. 

Participants explained their experiences and associated their every-day 

responsibilities with a high-level of ‘emotion work’ when interacting with clients or 

colleagues. I would suggest that what my participants were experiencing from a 

performance perspective shares similar facets to Hochschild’s emotional labor 

theory in that in order to manage clients effectively, they are required to manage 

their own emotions and feelings in order to “elicit a desired emotional response in 

other people,” (Yeomans, 2013, p. 88). This however is problematic if PR 

professionals are unable to be themselves and feel like they need to put on an act 

for the sake of client relationships. This could even lead to practicing unethical 

public relations if practitioners encourage specific responses from their clients.  

 

Similar to the themes found in my study of performativity and ageism, Yeomans 

(2013, 2019) most recent study provides a significant example of the discourse of 

corporate sexism and how performativity was being used in accepting the status 

quo when interacting with clients. It was discussed how men are brought into 
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meetings to ‘be the gray hair in the room’ and how there is a requirement for 

gendered performance in consulting/client relationships. She explains, “in spite of 

the progressive ethos of the firm and the potential for overturning gender 

hierarchies, teams are ‘balanced’ to reflect the client’s expectations of gender 

scripts and gender displays enacted within the contexts of agency-client relations,” 

(Yeomans, 2019, p. 142).  

 

As the public relations industry is considered a feminized profession, it is no 

wonder that there are expectations placed on professionals to “perform differential 

emotional tasks according to their ascribed gender roles while aligning their 

performances with the gendered notion of a profession,” (Yeomans, 2013, p. 89). 

Although the tasks associated with public relations evokes a certain amount of 

emotion work, it can be said that due to assumed or stereotypical masculine and 

feminine traits, “professional work becomes segregated along gender lines, with 

men occupying the more senior, high-status positions, and women typically acting 

in support roles,” (Yeomans, 2013, p. 89). Many female practitioners within my 

sample, identified with being the ‘worker bee’ in their organization, while males 

were in leadership positions and tasked with making specific decisions about a 

project or campaign. This suggests that some of my female interviewees align with 

Fitch and Third’s (2010) argument “that the dual processes of feminization and 

professionalization in PR have inadvertently led to gender segregation in PR that 

privileges masculinity,” (Fitch & Third, 2010, p. 9).  

 

An additional observation worthy of discussion pertaining to performance is how a 

few interview participants who I know in a professional capacity, answered 

questions during the interview. There was discrepancy between how questions 

were answered and how I have observed them at industry events. For example, 

one of the male practitioners within my sample expressed concern for gender 

inequality within the interview but I’ve been witness to him behaving within a ‘boys 

club’ mentality and encouraging ‘male-only’ work events. This therefore questions 

which behavior is more accurate and if there was a certain level of performing that 



 160 

I was witnessing. The participants in question seemed to be more transparent and 

heartfelt with their responses and shared experiences within the interview than the 

personas they portrayed within a group setting at professional events.  

As most of my interviewee participants expressed, they act or perform on a daily 

basis, I argue that this could signify issues with the role of a PR practitioner and 

what practitioners aim to achieve. If public relations practitioners aim to practice 

ethical, transparent PR in order to build relationships between the organization and 

the public, what does this say about practitioners if they are putting on fronts and 

acting in day-to-day interactions? Because of the negative connotation associated 

with public relations, results could suggest that performing is a contradiction to 

what practitioners ideally aim to achieve. My assumption is that this type of 

performance-based behavior from an interpersonal communication perspective is 

no different in other occupations, however, I posit that because of stereotypes, 

debates and misconceptions with validating public relations, PR practitioners are 

held to a high standard within the industry with the expectations that truthful, 

accurate, ethical and transparent communication is practiced by all. In addition, it 

can be said that an organization, campaign or style of communication won’t 

necessarily exactly match one’s own personal views or preferences, but PR 

professionals still need to perform as if they do to external audiences.   

 

It can also be argued, however, that practitioners are role playing and that this act 

of performance is not necessarily negative. Instead, performing in the PR 

landscape could be considered part of every-day work life as suggested by 

Goffman’s (1956) theory of the performed self. Many interviewees, both female 

and male identified with mirroring others in conversations, hiding their true feelings 

when interacting with leadership and putting on a fronts when communicating with 

clients and colleagues. This is comparable to Goffman’s idea that an individual’s 

performance is the presentation of self and a person’s efforts to create specific 

impressions in the minds of others (Macionis & Gerber, 2011). To some extent, it 

can be said there are similarities between PR professionals and lawyers as both 

are representing clients. However, there shouldn’t be an expectation that either 
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believe or agree with their client or prefer one product over the competition. 

According to the attorney-adversary model, “public relations performs the socially 

necessary role of professional advocacy,” (Fitzpatrick & Gauthier, 2001, p. 196) 

and it is argued, the “public relations advocate functions in the same way as does 

a lawyer who zealously represents his or her client in a court of law,” (Barney & 

Black, 1994, p. 233). Both are being paid to represent their clients or employer in 

the best of their ability so it can be said there is a certain level of performance 

taking place. 

Another consideration is perhaps practitioners who ‘perform’ is a result of imposter 

syndrome (Clance & Imes, 1978) which is best described as an internal experience 

of intellectual phoniness and feelings of being a fraud. Originally, ascribed to high 

achieving women, it arises in spaces of achievement where judgements are made 

about merit and “certain early family dynamics and later introjection of societal sex-

role stereotyping appear to contribute significantly to the development of the 

impostor phenomenon,” (Clance & Imes, 1978, p. 1). I would argue that imposter 

syndrome is quite real as I suffer from this syndrome as it pertains to me being an 

academic. As an industry professional for many years, I have struggled with 

considering myself a scholar. Despite being quite successful with my research and 

the findings of my study sparking new conversations, at times I feel like a fraud 

and do not have the confidence in expressing my contribution of knowledge in an 

academic landscape. Young (2011) has found patterns in the behavior of 

successful women which perhaps provides some justification to the behavior of 

some of the female interviewees within my sample who are in mid to senior level 

PR positions and admit to performing on a daily basis with clients and colleagues. 

Young (2011) developed five categories of imposter syndrome and I posit that 

some of my interviewees may fall into the categories listed below especially 

perfectionists, experts and supermen/superwomen. The definition of each aligns 

with Type-A personalities and as explained in the previous chapter, many PR 

practitioners have personalities that align with these attributes.   
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• Perfectionists – Set extremely high expectations of themselves, meet their 

goals, yet still feel insignificant and like a failure 

• Experts – Need to know every piece of information before starting a project; 

constantly needing to improve 

• Natural Genius – Used to things coming easy to them and when they need 

to work harder for something, they struggle  

• Soloists – Need to accomplish tasks on their own and feel like a failure if 

they have to ask for help 

• Supermen/Superwomen – Push themselves to work harder; feel the need to 

succeed in all aspects of their lives  

These categories correlate with personality traits and the skill set that is required to 

be proficient in public relations and it is argued that the industry attracts a certain 

type of person. Categorically speaking, if a PR practitioner aligns with any of these 

categories, it can be considered performing whether it is intentional or not.  

 

This section discussed public relations as a performed act and explained the 

importance of emotional labor, theory of the performed self and took into 

consideration, imposter syndrome. In closing and from a critical theory perspective, 

I argue that it is important to understand how public relations works in the world 

and to do so, one has to also understand social and cultural trends, power 

relationships, gendered-power relationships and other intersections. I agree with 

the critical perspective (Newsom, et al, 2013), that PR isn’t neutral but instead, 

influenced by the cultures where it is practiced. This is where my argument that 

performativity in PR is most profound as it could be said that the practitioners 

within my sample are influenced by organizational culture within the United States 

and feel pressure from the PR profession to act in a certain way, therefore needing 

to perform for their clients and colleagues based on gendered-power relationships 

(Aldoory, et al., 2008) within their organizations.  
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Women Take on Male Traits to Be Successful 
This section will explore a meaningful theme which surfaced within my sample 

pertaining to women taking on male traits to be successful. It was articulated by 

many of my female interviewees that either colleagues, those in superior roles and 

even themselves take on more traditional masculine qualities and behave like men 

in order to gain recognition and promotions that leads to leadership positions and 

seats at the executive table. Within the workplace, women have viewed a 

particular communication and personality style of men that has worked in their 

environment so in order to gain access and be considered for leadership positions, 

the tendency to shift from feminine traits to more masculine traits are apparent. 

Traditional masculine traits which are stereotypically attributed to men include 

strong technical competency, being ambitious, self-sufficient and an authoritative 

leader who can maintain control of his emotions (Connell 1987). Stereotypical 

feminine traits, conversely, are associated with empathy, sensitivity, loyalty and a 

caring disposition (Kolb, 1999; Heilman, 2001, 2012). Because of these 

stereotypical traits and the negativity surrounding them, it’s possible that women 

tend to not want to be associated with ‘femininity’ and therefore change their 

behavior to act more like men. My assumption is that because men have been 

placed in more powerful positions for so long, women's desire to be recognized 

has made them shift their own traits to be more like men in hopes of being treating 

equal.  

 

Additional studies have taken place and existing literature corroborates this finding. 

A field experiment conducted in Britain in 2017 (Drydakis, et al., 2017) associates 

masculine and feminine personality traits with women’s employment outcomes and 

states that “women who exhibit masculine personality traits have a 4.3 percentage 

points greater likelihood of gaining access to occupations than those displaying 

feminine personality traits,” (Drydakis, et al., 2017, p.1) and women with masculine 

personality traits in both male and female dominated occupations, accept positions 

which offer 10 percentage points in higher wages. Yeomans (2013, 2019) shared 

challenges she faced early in her career where she learned how to operate in 
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patriarchal structures that included adopting a more masculine style of 

communicating in order to progress in her career. In comparison, Vial and Napier 

(2018) claim that although leadership expectations appear to be more compatible 

with stereotypically feminine attributes, women are still underrepresented in 

leadership roles. They argue that although “stereotypically feminine traits are 

appreciated as nice “add-ons” for leaders, it is stereotypically masculine attributes 

that are valued as the defining qualities of the leader role, especially by men who 

are often the gatekeepers to these roles,” (Vial & Napier, 2018, p. 1).  

 

Understanding the difference between agentic and communal traits becomes more 

important as it relates to women and men in the workplace. Results of Vial and 

Napier’s (2018) study indicate that men and women think successful leaders 

should have positive agentic traits and “when looking at the trade-off that people 

make between communal and agency leadership traits, both men and women 

continue to see agentic traits as the hallmark of leadership and these traits are 

often more associated with men than women,” (Page, 2018, para. 4). Ronen 

(2018) argues essentialization undermines women leaders and because of this, 

women face backlash “against the incongruity of agentic leadership with their 

gender as women,” (Ronen, 2018, p. 518). It would appear given commonality of 

comments made by many of my female interview participants, that males are 

rewarded for their behavior in the workplace, meaning that because men behave in 

a certain manner that reflects ‘leadership capabilities’ they then receive promotions 

or salary increases. This could also be considered a type of reward power where 

someone in a leadership position is delegating tasks to male employees they wish 

not to do and then rewarding men for this (French & Raven, 1959). Perhaps it is a 

‘macho’ model of management that is being followed within the Twin Cities public 

relations industry that is rewarding certain behaviors and styles. It could be said 

that if this type of management style is being used, it may predominate and both 

males and females are pressured to follow this style in order to gain promotions.  

In taking a feminist position that aligns with gender equality, it’s important to reflect 

back to previous chapters and the discussion about public relations being a 
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feminized profession. I put forward that it’s important to draw upon the notion that 

for a profession that is pre-dominantly female and considered feminized, it is 

interesting that some women behave like men or mimic male personality traits in 

order to gain recognition, leadership opportunities and seats at the executive table 

given such disproportionate numbers. In closing, I argue that such practices are a 

contradiction to feminism and is actually counterintuitive to how far women have 

come. Given the PR industry is a feminized profession (L. Grunig, et al., 2001), this 

insinuates an even larger problem and is associated with another theme in my 

study pertaining to levels of gendered power and inequality within leadership 

positions still being an issue in public relations.   

 
Power and Inequality within Leadership Positions  
This section will add to existing knowledge and discuss a very significant theme 

within my study pertaining to power and inequality within leadership positions from 

a public relations industry perspective. It will explore critical theory and the role of 

the dominant coalition, the gender gap within PR, management cultures, power 

dynamics between men and women, gendering of organizations and the need for 

women empowerment. The topic of gender inequality and the need for women 

empowerment continues to be covered in mainstream media and this is 

demonstrated through professional, industry-based literature as well as academic 

literature. Inequality within leadership positions was discussed at length with the 

majority of my interviewees and through this discussion, I offer reasonings behind 

inequality still being an issue in the workplace and propose suggestions that may 

add to existing knowledge and literature.  

 

Participants shared very personal experiences and insights and it was very clear 

that inequality between men and women within the workplace as whole but more 

specifically within leadership positions and opportunities are still an issue that 

women feel strongly about. It was articulated that gender roles and the perception 

of gender roles plays a very significant part in the power of an organization and 

whether it’s intentional or not, men hold the majority of seats in leadership as part 
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of the dominant coalition. Based on my results, the role of power within 

organizations is significant and where critical theory of public relations can be 

applied. As critical theory looks at organizations as power structures of dominance 

(Newsom, et al, 2013), it seems that some of the organizations where my 

respondents work are operating within systems that are more concerned with 

members of the dominant coalition than those who are not. Because of the 

perceived limited scope of authority, power and influence (Berger & Reber, 2006) 

of some of the women in my sample who are not members of the dominant 

coalition, this has created a power struggle in some situations between my female 

interviewees and men within their organizations.  

 

While female interviewees addressed issues with men being in leadership 

positions, having very aggressive and dominant leadership styles, to making the 

majority of decisions, etc., males within my sample were aware of these 

challenges, but it didn’t seem to impact them in the same way. My observation 

based on discussions was that they are comfortable in the status quo and there 

didn’t seem to be any actionable desire to make changes. The males who were 

interviewed had not experienced discrimination in the workplace based on their 

gender, however, almost every female interviewee within my sample had many 

examples and experiences pertaining to workplace discrimination based on being 

female.  

 

Existing literature addresses the gender gap in PR and provides an example of an 

event held by PRWeek titled Hall of Femme which honors inspiring women who 

set the bar high in their organizations. The event honors women, yet the keynote 

panel was made up of four men who spoke about how women can be heard in 

macho culture. These four men addressed a room full of women about how they 

need to speak up and share their voice more in order for the gender gap to 

decrease. One of the men on the panel was Richard Edelman who stated, “if 

women don’t feel their voices are being heard in the corporate world, they need to 

speak up more loudly,” (Dietrich, 2017, para. 9). He shared a story about why 
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women on his executive team didn’t feel like they could speak up more and it was 

because of the macho culture within the meetings. Edelman felt that women 

needed to speak up first and then he’d ‘hammer the guys.’ This, therefore, 

illustrates a significant problem when the leader of the world’s largest, private PR 

firm won’t stand up for women on his team by creating an equal culture. This type 

of behavior from male leaders within public relations aligns directly with the 

combined experiences of some of my female interviewees in that the leadership 

team may recognize the gender gap but rely on women to ‘speak up’ in order to 

change it and even when they do, change doesn't happen. Edelman as an 

influencing agent could benefit from French & Raven’s (1959) powerful leadership 

theory about social influence and social power and use his position to bring about 

change.  

 

Similarly, McKinsey & Company, an organization that is built upon creating change 

that matters included an article in their quarterly report about how new CEOs are 

missing an opportunity to make their executive teams more gender diverse and 

articulate how, “diversity is an important social issue, and performance imperative: 

more diverse top-management teams appear to benefit from a richer decision-

making dialogue, which can contribute to better financial performance,” (Birshan, 

et. al., 2018, para. 1). The article discusses how management shuffles usually take 

place within two years of a new CEO and that during this time, opportunities to 

gender diversify executive teams becomes imperative. Many of my female 

interviewees articulated how frustrating it was to work for an organization where 

the majority, if not all members of the dominant coalition were males and it was 

expressed that the only way things were going to change is if men actually stepped 

aside from promotions or their leadership position and allowed a women to take 

their place which is unfortunately highly unlikely.  

 

In taking into consideration the theoretical framework of liberal feminist theory, 

discussing the role Sheryl Sandberg has with positioning women as leaders is 

relevant. Sandberg (2013) who was credited with conceptualizing the concept of 
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lean-in and is the chief operating officer of Facebook was first provided with 

recognition for her Ted-Talk that focused on how women hold themselves back in 

their careers. Given the gendered nature of American workplaces (Kramer & 

Harris, 2019) with men still occupying the vast majority of leadership positions, 

Sandberg articulates the importance of women and their will to lead organizations 

and she makes a case for women “leaning in and being ambitious in any pursuit,” 

(Sandberg, 2013, p. 10). As many of my female participants explained, their desire 

to be treated equal is inhibited by the lack of opportunities for women to attain 

seats in leadership positions, however, it’s not for a lack of trying. Kramer & Harris 

(2019) argue the need to ‘de-gender’ workplaces and point out that “the only way 

to do this is by having a critical mass of senior women leaders who can influence 

organizational policies and procedures,” (Kramer & Harris, 2019, para. 4). 

Similarly, Sandberg points out that “we can reignite the revolution by internalizing 

the revolution and the shift to a more equal world will happen person by person as 

we move closer to the larger goal of true equality with each women who leans in,” 

(Sandberg, 2013, p. 11). It is argued, however, that Sandberg is not realistic about 

leaning in “as it is particularly emblematic of neoliberal, individuated feminism that 

replaces mainstream liberal feminist ideas of social inequality,” (Yeomans, 2019, p. 

132) and detracts from pursuing collective equality.  

 

Given the female-dominated industry and feminized profession, it is unfortunate 

that inequality within leadership positions still exist and although women dominate 

the industry, the gender and pay gap is still apparent in terms of perception, 

leadership and recognition. Interestingly, other feminized professions such as 

nursing, counseling, social work, teaching and human resources are industries that 

identify with what is called a ‘glass escalator effect’ which describes the differences 

in upward advancement between men and women in the workplace that are 

female-dominated (Goudreau, 2012) opposed to the glass ceiling that women 

encounter in male-dominated professions. Research finds that “subtle aspects of 

the interactions, norms and expectations in women’s professions push men 

upward and outward into the high-status, higher-paying, more masculine positions 
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with these fields,” (Wingfield, 2009, p. 5). It would seem, unfortunately, the public 

relations industry is no different given the industry being pre-dominantly female, 

with the majority of men occupying leadership positions.  

 

The public relations industry within the Twin Cities still falls under this category for 

the most part, however, the PR landscape from an agency perspective is unique in 

the sense that there are some agencies that are either owned or being led by 

women and this trend is continuing. According to the St. Paul/Minneapolis 

Business Journal’s list of the top 25 largest public relations firms in the Twin Cities 

based on fee income, 28% of the agencies are either owned or led by women, 

16% are led by both a man and a woman and 36% are led by a man in the top 

executive position (Minneapolis/Saint Paul Business Journal, 2019). Responses to 

interview questions, shared experiences and interpretations of interactions 

between men and women within leadership positions varied but for the most part, 

women who worked for female executives had much more positive experiences to 

share than women who worked for a male executive. This could also be 

associated with the types of power that women leaders are using within their 

organizations. My assumption based on the results of my study is the majority of 

women leaders at least within my sample, use both referent and expert power 

(French & Raven, 1959) within the organizations they are leading and are focused 

on positive leadership qualities, mentoring and sharing expertise and knowledge in 

an influential manner.  

 

There are many studies that have been conducted and plenty of existing literature 

(L. Grunig, et al., 2001; Aldoory, 2014; Yeomans, 2013, 2019, etc.) that explores 

how women are still marginalized in PR and how leaders are missing opportunities 

to make their teams more gender diverse. These studies, mine included, discover 

similar findings and observations on how to make significant changes so that 

gender equality is shared in the workplace. A recent study titled Mind the Gap: 

Women’s Leadership in Public Relations, a partnership with KMPG and the 

Institute of Public Relations concluded similar findings to my study. Through focus 
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groups of male and female employees in mid-level and senior-level positions, 

researchers sought out to determine how gender affects access to the executive 

suite (C-suite) and how this impacts overall work experience (Dubrowski, et al., 

2019). Common themes and similarities of participant responses were apparent 

such as sexism still existing, perceptions about women’s characteristics and 

leadership styles, men and women disagreeing about gendered experiences at 

work, challenges with work/life balance and more.  

 

Based on the findings of my study, I postulate that in order for the gender gap in 

public relations to decrease, change must start within the leadership team of an 

organization. It’s not enough anymore for just women to speak up, men need to 

become better allies to women and also must speak up in order for change to 

happen. Men may even have to resign from positions, allowing a woman to take 

his place in order for leadership teams to be more gender balanced. Johnson and 

Smith (2019) explain that without the support of men who are usually powerful 

stakeholders in organizations, progress towards gender disparity is unlikely, noting 

that sexism is a system that privileges men and having an understanding of this is 

important in order for change to take place (Johnson & Smith, 2018). There are a 

lot of conversations within an industry that is considered feminized about closing 

the gender-gap but having these conversations isn’t enough. The only way that the 

gap will close is if people start taking action and are willing to have more women 

as part of executive teams. It is important that these studies are taking place and 

conversations are happening but what do we do with this information is critical. As 

contributions of new knowledge can be at different levels, I offer a practical 

contribution and recommend that our studies and the research that we conduct 

must take an additional step forward and utilize the findings and common themes 

to make significant changes within the public relations industry.  

 

Power Dynamics between Men and Women  

Additionally, power dynamics between men and women in the workplace was a 

common theme within my interviews. Many of my female participants articulated 
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challenges they face pertaining to those in leadership roles exuberating power, 

based on hierarchal positions over the opposite gender, how gender and power 

influence their work and professional identity as well as the power struggles 

between males and females based on different communication styles. The majority 

of the female junior practitioners interviewed experienced power struggles between 

men in leadership positions and unfortunately felt that most executives in power 

were male and there was no one to look up to within their places of employment 

given gender disparity. It could be said that the younger, female practitioners within 

my study are unfortunately working within an organization that operates in a power 

over system where a traditional dominance model is followed and decision making 

is characterized by control, instrumentalism and self-interest (Berger & Reber, 

2006).  

 

As discussed within the literature review, French and Raven (1959) were 

concerned with power, influence and change and developed a leadership theory 

consisting of the five bases of power. Based on the respondents and their shared 

experiences, power relations between males and females contribute to the 

oppression of females in a working environment. For example, the majority of my 

female interview participants recognized power dynamics but those in junior-level 

roles did not feel comfortable challenging these power relationships given their 

entry-level positions and the feeling that they needed to comply for the sake of 

keeping their position. This is an example of coercive power (French & Raven, 

1959) where those in leadership positions are executing power with the main 

objective of making someone else comply to their thoughts and actions. It would 

also seem that some of my respondents are conforming to an understanding of 

how management should behave. Given experiences shared by some of my 

younger female participants, top-down management seems to be apparent and 

they are accepting this type of management style because they don’t have the 

confidence and are fearful to how their response may be viewed negatively by a 

superior.  
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A few of the senior-level female practitioners also recognized challenges pertaining 

to male power including inappropriate comments, sexism, etc. and explained that 

they don’t respond well to hostile environments and instead of addressing it, will 

shut down and avoid it. They felt that work becomes siloed rather than 

collaborative because of avoidance of people in power positions. Other senior-

level female practitioners in positions of power, identified that they had 

experienced negativity in the past so although their current title commands respect 

and credibility, they are much more aware of power dynamics and do their best to 

not assert power in a negative manner. Considered positive, this type of power 

aligns closely with referent power in which a leader acts as a role model in hopes 

of his/her behavior being emulated (French & Raven, 1959). For women that want 

to be in leadership positions, I argue that because women are still faced with 

gender disparity in the workplace, they will go above and beyond to ensure their 

leadership style is distinctly different than what they personally have experienced 

in the past. Existing literature points out “while research shows that the possession 

of certain traits alone does not guarantee leadership success, there is evidence 

that effective leaders are different from other people in certain key respects,” 

(Kirkpatrick & Locke, 1991, p. 48). It is also believed that male and female leaders 

have fundamentally different characteristics and styles for how they lead 

organizations and why companies with more gender-diverse top management 

teams perform better (Wille, 2018).  

 

Gendering of Organizations 

As discussed in the literature review, an important consideration is how 

organizations are structured and gendered. It seems based on those I interviewed, 

that the majority of my interview participants were employed in organizations that 

for the most part operate within a functional departmentalization structure where 

hierarchy and authority are important factors which lead to gendered and toxic 

workplace cultures. Therefore, it is critical to consider how gendering of 

organizations (Simpson & Lewis, 2007; Acker, 1990) is affecting workplace culture 

and what the role of both the organizations and its leaders are. Given the 
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experiences shared with me by some of the women within my sample, it can be 

argued that “masculine principles were dominating their [organization’s] authority 

structures,” (Kanter, 1977, p. 46) and that some of the issues they were 

experiencing are the result of the organization as a whole. Perhaps those in 

leadership positions are not recognizing the important role they need to take in 

ensuring workplace culture remains gender neutral and that they have a 

responsibility to their employees.  

 

It was clear within my sample that many of my female interviewees did not feel 

valued and were challenged by communicative power struggles between male 

colleagues and superiors leading to a toxic environment. Based on the 

experiences shared by some of my interviewees, I assume there is a lack of 

awareness on behalf of some of the leaders and organizations in which many of 

my interviewees were employed in based on the negative situations that were 

shared with me. In addition, it would seem that leaders and organizations are not 

held accountable for their role in gendering communication interaction amongst 

employees and are at fault for creating a toxic workplace. For example, a recent 

industry article (Peck, 2019) discussed how women at Ernst & Young, one of the 

world’s largest accounting firms were instructed how to dress and act nicely 

around men as part of an out-of-touch presentation that focused on how women 

need to fix themselves to fit into a male-dominated workplace. Initiated by 

management, the training called Power-Presence-Purpose was in response to the 

#MeToo movement and was directed at self-improvement – for women. Content 

directed women on how they should dress, advising them not to show skin as it is 

distracting for men. They were instructed not to be aggressive like men and were 

also asked to score themselves on a masculine/feminine scoresheet. Tinsley and 

Ely (2018) argue that it’s often company culture, not inherent gender differences 

that create situations in which women appear to lack confidence or ambition. They 

provide an example and state, “look at what happens in meetings in such cultures. 

It’s not lack-of confidence, it's when women say something, it’s more harshly 

criticized,” (Peck, 2019, para. 38). Contrary to Tannen (1990,1994), it is argued 
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that there are sex differences in various settings, but these differences are not 

rooted in fixed gender traits. According to existing literature, these differences 

“stem from organizational structures, company practices and patterns of interaction 

that position men and women differently, creating systematically different 

experiences for them,” (Tinsley and Ely, 2018, p. 115). It would seem then, some 

of my interviewees were certainly experiencing working in a toxic culture where the 

organizations themselves need to do a better job of creating a workplace culture 

that is gender equal. Organizations need to be held accountable in maintaining a 

workplace culture that is not toxic and it's important to recognize that “we won’t 

change human nature or genders, but we can change a company’s priorities, 

practices and ways of doing things. What’s valued in a company can evolve,” 

(Dunn, 2019, para. 5).  

 

Women Empowerment 

In considering gendering of organizations and liberal feminist theory as one of the 

theoretical frameworks this study is based on, it is necessary to include a brief 

dialogue on women empowerment as this proved to be a common point which 

emerged from my interviews and is a factor in answering my research questions.  

 

Many of my female participants shared their perspective on the importance of 

women banning together in order for change to happen so in reflecting on the 

many conversations I had with my interview participants, I draw upon the notion 

that there is strength in numbers and women are paving the way to equal 

opportunities. Many of my female interview participants expressed their desire for 

equality in the workplace but also recognized the importance of women and value 

what can be accomplished when women work together. As a result of gender 

inequality, women have banned together as a community and developed 

organizations and events that focus on women empowerment such as 

International Women’s Day which celebrates social, economic, cultural and 

political achievements of women (International Women’s Day, 2019) and industry 

organizations centered around women empowerment and equality. Many of my 
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female interviewees shared similar examples of campaigns such as 

#WomENdorse which encouraged women to be champions for other women. This 

particular campaign captured a powerful message, always be the girl who cheers 

for the other girls. Empowerment seemed to resonate with some of my female 

interview participants as many of them shared experiences of positive, mentor-type 

relationships with female leaders. They felt these relationships and ‘women-only’ 

organizations was an extremely important factor in their personal lives as well as 

for career development. Reflecting on existing literature, these types of 

associations and presence of women’s networks in public relations “provide 

evidence of a feminist visibility to address inequalities and are characteristic of 

neoliberal feminist individualism that calls upon women to provide for their own 

needs and aspirations through ‘self-help’ measures,” (Yeomans, 2019, p. 127). 

Many of the women within my sample articulated how important belonging to 

women-led organizations were and recognized the need for women to support 

women in reaching their full potential by encouraging community, life-long learning 

in order to help women be as successful as they can be, both personally and 

professionally.  

 

This section explored how power and inequality within leadership positions within 

public relations still exist and articulated problems such as the role of the dominant 

coalition, the gender gap within PR, management cultures, power dynamics 

between men and women, gendering of organizations and the continual need for 

women empowerment. The next section will explore an unexpected, yet significant 

theme which emerged within my study pertaining to parenthood and the idealistic 

desires of achieving work/life balance for mothers who are employed as PR 

practitioners.  

 
Work/Life Balance for Mothers 
This section will explore the challenges that women who are both PR practitioners 

and mothers face when working in a demanding industry. It will discuss the lack of 

support women in the United States receive from the government, a flexible fallacy 
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that exists pertaining to balance, how guilt, pressure, expectations and workplace 

culture are significant factors as well as the concept of “queen bee syndrome” and 

the role it plays within work/life balance.  

 

Work/life balance is often used without clear definition but is described as “efforts 

by male and female employed persons who juggle various personal, home and 

work responsibilities,” (Aldoory, et al. 2008, p. 2). It was surprising because my 

interview schedule did not specifically ask about work/life balance, however, given 

the pre-dominantly female, feminized profession, the chances of some participants 

being mothers was likely. As discussed in an earlier chapter parental leave laws in 

Minnesota are limited and for the most part are left to individual employers to 

determine, many of the women within my study who were mothers identified with 

the challenges and pressures associated with being a ‘working Mom’. The 

participants that were mothers, identified with the daily struggle of trying to fill the 

role of a mother and practitioner to the extent that they felt achieving work/life 

balance is a desired but almost impossible task.  

 

The lack of support women receive from both the government and employers as it 

pertains to the Pregnancy and Parental Leave Act puts a tremendous amount of 

pressure on working mothers and many of my female participants identified with 

the challenges pertaining to workplace culture and the guilt they feel in the 

workplace. They associated this guilt with employer, individual, and professional 

pressures and highlighted how the profession itself requires practitioners to be 

highly accessible and flexible. It was also stated that there are societal pressures 

or ideology that women can do it all, yet there is minimal support from employers. 

Participants who were mothers, felt that they were penalized for having children 

and in fact, it had stunted their career growth. They explained that it was much 

harder to grow in their career post-child and recognized that if flexibility was asked 

for, it was automatically a strike against them.  
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Existing literature points to a flexibility fallacy that exists in public relations and 

although employers may want to appear flexible, they want employees in the 

office. Lippe (2018) addresses women’s desire to attain work/life balance but 

“unfortunately, many are doing so with the misguided belief that spending a 

significant amount of time working from home won’t impact their career,” (Lippe, 

2018, para. 4). This aligns with some of the mother interviewees and their fear that 

because they chose to have children, they are being discriminated against, held 

back from advancement and are not treated fairly in the workplace. Unfortunately, 

research shows that “working moms are often punished for choosing to work from 

home by being subconsciously put on a slower advancement track in the office,” 

(Lippe, 2018, para. 5). There are, however, some workplaces within the Twin 

Cities that place an emphasis on work/life balance to ensure employees are 

healthy, happy and able to work in a productive environment that appreciates and 

recognizes other aspects of employee’s lives. For example, Beehive Strategic 

Communications is an agency in Minneapolis that emphasizes having work/life 

balance and actively promotes and fosters it as part of their individualized 

workplace culture, resulting in being recognized for multiple workplace awards 

(Beehive Strategic Communications, 2018). It was even expressed by some of my 

interviewees that Beehive has a very positive reputation within the Twin Cities 

public relations industry and was an organization that respondents would like to 

work for in the future because of their workplace culture.  

 

Unfortunately, some of my interviewees are working within organizations that don’t 

value work/life balance and strict 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. policies are put in place without 

flexibility for sick children and school activities. It was apparent with some of the 

younger, females within my sample that they were questioning when the right time 

was to bear children and recognized that they may have to make a decision 

regarding their current place of employment because there is not a work/life 

balance incentive. Aldoory, et al., (2008) discovered that for some women, the only 

strategy to gain balance was to leave their place of employment and “source more 

conducive environments for their quality of life,” (Aldoory, et al., 2008, p. 13) such 
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as independent consulting where women had more opportunity to select the 

number of hours worked. What is also important to note, is the amount of pressure 

young, female employees feel so early in their career pertaining to work/life 

balance and bearing children. Some of my female participants discussed feeling 

the need to leave the PR industry in its entirely if they wanted to have children one 

day given the intensity of the industry and lack of support in their current 

organizations. Similarly, existing literature provides an example of how an 

academic learned how to conceal her identity as a parent, so she was not viewed 

as not being ‘serious’ about her career, (Yeomans, 2013, 2019). I argue that this is 

a disservice to young women working in public relations and it is unfortunate that 

organizations and the PR industry as a whole cannot instill a better workplace 

culture. Because national parental leave programs in the United States do not 

exist, some of the women within my interview sample are accustomed to the lack 

of organizational support and unfortunately have accepted this practice as normal 

when it is rather abnormal within other countries. Understandingly, this factor may 

vary in other industries but given organizations in the United States do not have to 

offer additional leave outside of the Parental Leave Act, may explain the frustration 

some of the women within my sample have and justifies the need for 

organizational culture to change from a work/life balance perspective. 

 

The challenge of work/life balance, guilt, pressure and expectations put on women 

does not seem to be sector-specific to public relations. O’Connor and Cech (2018) 

discuss, that in general, mothers are the ones that request flexibility because they 

take on the task of juggling both a career and the majority of childcare 

responsibilities. They explain that it is like a career torpedo for working moms as 

“those who do it are often “mommy-tracked” into less demanding, lower-paying 

positions, and in the worst-case scenarios, they’re pushed out of their jobs 

entirely,” (O’Connor & Cech, 2018, para. 2). That said, they also suspected that 

flexibility wasn’t just a women’s issue and that everyone needs flexibility at some 

point in their career. Interestingly, work/life balance was not discussed with my 

male participants during the interviews besides one interviewee referencing how 



 179 

“he didn’t know how working women did it all”. Importantly, it is clear in existing 

literature that men and women construct the concept of work/life balance as a 

woman’s issue (Aldoory, et al., 2008) which aligns with my assumption that 

work/life balance doesn’t impact men as much as women. In a 2008 study, 

participants articulated “the gendered nature of attempts at balance and assigned 

the challenge of balancing work and life to women,” (Aldoory, et al., 2008, p. 13). 

This study also examined how work/life balance is perceived by both male and 

female PR professionals and findings revealed “a fluid and complex work-personal 

continuum affected by such as factors as: societal norms, organizational 

contradictions, new technology, professional identity and parenthood,” (Aldoory, et, 

al., 2008, p. 1). Similarly, to my study, practitioners associated blame and guilt 

narratives to their shared experiences and there were gendered perceptions that 

the balance of work and family responsibilities was more of a women’s issue 

(Aldoory, et, al., 2008). What is most interesting in comparing the two studies, is 

the level of guilt that female practitioners associate with work/life balance. Many of 

my female interviewees who were mothers, discussed guilt and not having enough 

time for personal relationships and children. Mothers in my sample felt guilty if they 

left work early for reasons pertaining to their children and felt guilty once they were 

at home with their families because of work.  

 

In contrast, some women entrepreneurs challenge the notion that work/life balance 

exists and encourages women to let go of balance and instead lean into chaos in 

order to make an overbooked life work, explaining, “I don’t think balance exists. 

And I don’t think it should be our goal: I think it holds us back as women more than 

it helps us, as a concept, because it is impossible,” (Lagorio-Chafkin, 2019, para. 

22). My assumption is many of my interviewee participants would disagree with the 

above statement as the data within my study confirms that women in PR strive for 

work/life balance and have a very strong desire for it, yet the organizations they 

work for and the industry itself, make it challenging. An additional consideration is 

the idea that some women are not necessarily supportive of other women within 
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the workplace and that this creates an added challenge in maintaining a healthy 

work/life balance. 

 

As some interview participants explained, not all women in their work 

environments are supportive and, in some cases, members of my sample were 

frowned or looked down upon from senior level female practitioners because they 

are mothers, asking for flexibility. Similarly, female participants from Aldoory et, al., 

study identified that women themselves are the barrier and that women are 

responsible for the ‘superwomen’ mentality (Aldoory, et, al., 2008). I agree to an 

extent that women put a lot of pressure on themselves to be good at everything 

and to be able to do everything but also think that this may be a result of 

generational differences and is associated with a period effect of when women 

needed to break down barriers in the workplace.  

 

This type of behavior is also associated with queen bee syndrome. First defined by 

Staines, et al., (1973), queen bee syndrome is described as a women in a position 

of authority who views or treats subordinates more critically if they are female. It 

also refers to women who “flourish in a leadership role and uses her position to 

keep other female ‘worker bees’ down,” (Sandberg, 2013, p. 163). Women can be 

fiercely competitive to protect their role in an organization, specifically at the 

expense of other women which then leads to a work environment that is 

discriminatory and not supportive. A noticeable theme that became apparent with 

some of my female interview participants was that junior, mid and senior-level 

practitioners experienced queen bee type behavior by women in leadership 

positions and that the age of the ‘queen-bee’ was specifically mentioned. The 

experiences that my participants shared, all included examples of women who 

were fifty years old or older taking on the persona of a ‘queen-bee’. The feelings 

that were shared insinuated that the only way women could hold a similar position 

would be to go through the same initiation process as the queen bee (Wrigley, 

2005) and to have the mentality of “if I had to jump through hoops to get here, so 

do you.”  



 181 

 

Based on conversations with my interview participants and my personal 

experience and perspectives, I interpret queen bee syndrome as a real syndrome 

that affects women in general, even if they are not the top queen bee. I argue that 

a women’s personality is a significant factor that needs to be taken into 

consideration and because of either low self-esteem, imposter syndrome, 

particular stereotypes or a competitive streak, certain women in superior roles tend 

to be unfriendly, hostile and exhibit tyrant-like behavior because they are afraid of 

losing their job to up-and-coming professionals. What I find interesting though is if 

we reflect back on the work of Goldschmidt and Weller (2000), Michaud and 

Warner (1997) and Tannen (1990, 1994), they agree that linguistic behavior is 

learned at a young age and is generally sex segregated. Both boys and girls find 

ways of creating and building rapport and negotiating status, however, girls tend to 

lean towards rapport dimensions of relationships and boys tend to learn rituals that 

focus on status dimensions (Tannen, 1994). However, when interpreting queen 

bee syndrome as it was expressed by some of my interviewees, it seems the 

communication styles of rapport talk vs. rapport talk and intimacy and 

independence that Tannen’s research is based on may not reflect the reality of 

women who are considered the queen bee.  

 

Because some of the junior practitioners within my sample shared experiences 

that align with queen-bee syndrome, I posit that women empowerment is even 

more critical as discussed earlier in this chapter. Yang, et al., (2019) argue most 

successful women surround themselves with other women and female-dominated 

inner circles are pertinent to women gaining seats at the executive table. They 

claim that “such inner circles can provide trustworthy, gender-relevant information 

about job cultures and social support which are very important to women,” (Yang, 

et al., 2019, para. 3). If women within my sample aimed to surround themselves 

with strong, successful women who don’t suffer from queen bee syndrome and 

take advantage of the many opportunities to be empowered by other women, it 

may prove beneficial and assist with their career trajectory. Having a network of 
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support is important especially for women who are early in their careers. Based on 

the shared experiences within some of my interviews with younger, female 

practitioners, I would encourage them to find key women within the public relations 

industry to act as their mentor as this may assist in propelling women into 

leadership positions. Scholarly activity pertaining to work/life balance within public 

relations is somewhat limited, but it has been recognized that there are several 

opportunities to conduct further research on this topic (Aldoory, et. al., 2008) 

especially in relation to how organizations themselves perceive and interpret the 

need for work/life balance and what can be done so that women feel supportive in 

their careers and as mothers. 

 

This section discussed the many challenges working mothers face within the public 

relations industry and based on the results of my study, I would ascertain that 

unfortunately, some of the female participants within my sample are not working 

within organizations that value the importance of work/life balance and the 

significant challenges that women are faced with when being a ‘working mom’. It 

would also seem that the organizations where some of my sample were employed 

at is doing a disservice to the public relations industry and young professionals in 

positioning the industry as one where women need ‘to choose’ between having a 

career and bearing children. The next and final section will discuss diversity, 

inclusion and intersectionality within public relations.  

 
Diversity, Inclusion and Intersectionality in Public Relations 
This section will explore the final theme pertaining to my study and the emphasis 

that is placed on the need for diverse public relations practitioners and how 

intersectionality plays a role within the workplace. As discussed earlier in this 

thesis, Minnesota is not the most diverse state within the United States and in 

general, many organizations and corporations face challenges when hiring and 

retaining diverse individuals. Providing that there is such a limited diverse 

landscape in Minnesota in general, it is no surprise that the public relations 
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industry within the Twin Cities is not as diverse as practitioners would hope and 

that this theme emerged within my interviews. 

 

Although it would seem that the public relations industry as a whole values and 

appreciates diversity and inclusion and professional PR associations such as 

PRSA and IABC recognize the importance of such, challenges pertaining to 

recruiting diverse individuals was recognized by many interview participants within 

my study. The lack of diverse individuals within my study demonstrates this 

disparity as only five out of 40 interview participates were non-white or expressed 

their sexual orientation (one women of Color, one Latino/lesbian, one female Asian 

and two gay, white men). It was these five professionals that articulated that it was 

important to work on teams that were diverse in nature especially when developing 

a public relations project and/or campaign. By having diverse individuals in the 

workplace, it leads to better idea formation, creativity and offers different opinions, 

thoughts and actions.  

 

Existing literature makes a case for diversity in PR and discusses the reasons why 

public relations campaigns aren’t as successful as they could be which aligns with 

what some of my interviewees were postulating. King (2019) explains that it is 

usually because diversity and inclusion was not part of the equation during the 

brainstorming process and that it’s not just about creating messages that represent 

people from a variety of backgrounds. It is important that people who are 

developing the campaigns are also diverse and “inclusion helps ensure that 

promotional activities reflect the society that they are a part of, and avoid offensive 

references to race, gender, sexual orientation or religion – thereby, increasing the 

chances that audiences respond to the call to action,” (King, 2019, para. 2). As a 

few participants mentioned, an increase in diversity of those that develop and work 

on projects leads to more revenue, it seems that within the context of the PR 

workplace that the concept of diversity is being incentivized, capitalized and 

commodified to enable a ‘more valuable’ product. Diversity is then perhaps a neo-

liberalized source of productivity and value-adding identity. I propose that there is a 
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need for more diverse individuals, not only in generalist/specialist roles within the 

public relations industry but there also needs to be an increase in diversity at the 

top where there are more ethnic minorities who are decision-makers and hold 

executive roles as part of the leadership team. If diverse professionals held seats 

at the leadership table, this could potentially assist with diversity and inclusion 

being even more important and significant changes being made.   

 

In addition, a theme was observed pertaining to intersectionality and that while 

gender certainly plays a role in ones’ identity; who we are, our personality, the way 

we speak, our specific style, etc., that culture, race and socio-economics, are also 

important factors of one’s identity that intersect to make us who we are. All of 

these axes play a role in how we present ourselves and interact with others. 

Specific questions were not asked about intersectionality and I’m confident that if 

there were, I would have needed to elaborate or explained what intersectionality 

meant. That said, there was an underlying theme that stemmed from interviewee 

discussions that aligned with intersectionality and I felt it necessary to highlight 

identity markers of my interview participants within my results chapter to 

demonstrate how my sample is an example of intersectionality at work. Their axes 

(gender, race, seniority level) is significant because it provides insight to their 

identity and aligns with how they responded to my questions. For example, I didn’t 

identify sexual orientation markers when labeling specific quotes from my interview 

participants, but two male interviewees identified themselves as gay and one 

female participant identified herself as a lesbian during the interviewee process. 

Sexual orientation is a significant component of ones’ identity and their responses 

signaled differences in behavior, how questions were answered and how their own 

interpretation of their gender and sexual identity was used within the workplace. 

For example, the one participant who immediately identified herself as a ‘Latino-

lesbian’ at the start of the interview, expressed how she uses being gay to her 

advantage in the workplace. She explains how she is able to flex into male-

dominated spaces and conversations because of her sexual orientation and is 

allowed to be more assertive towards her male colleagues because they think 
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lesbian women are different and more like them. This is an intriguing perception of 

how men may think about and converse with lesbian women in the workplace and 

provides further rationale to how significant intersectionality is.  

Provided intersectionality is an analytic sensibility, a way of thinking about identity 

and its relationship to power (Crenshaw, 1991), it is also interesting to assess the 

power this participant feels as a lesbian when interacting with male colleagues 

especially because she labeled herself a feminist. This provides another example 

of the importance of intersectionality in adopting a feminist identity and aligns with 

a study by Hoskin, et al., (2016) that sheds light on “implications for the broader 

context of feminist identity and how feminist objectives are represented within 

mainstream perceptions,” (Hoskin, et al., 2016, p. 2) and the importance of 

intersectional feminism. Feminism has played a significant role in my study 

therefore the importance of intersectionality in adopting a feminist identity has 

proven even more critical. Given that the foundation for intersectionality 

“incorporates intersecting axes of identity to understand social phenomenon” 

(Hoskin, et al., 2017, p. 3) and gender is one of the ‘axes’, this demonstrates how 

gender can interact with other social identities to shape bias as in the participant 

example shared above.  

 

This section explored how diversity, inclusion and intersectionality are all important 

factors that need to be considered within public relations. It highlighted the need 

for diverse PR practitioners and inclusive employee and workplace cultures and 

observed how intersectionality as it pertains to different axes such as gender, 

sexual orientation and race are important considerations. The next and final 

section of this chapter will discuss public relations as an academic discipline. 

PR as an Academic Discipline  

The results and discussion of my study has brought many points of interest to the 

surface and has contributed to new knowledge in a variety of ways. As a closing 

section to the discussion chapters, it is important to reflect on the public relations 
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profession as an academic discipline and position my study within the most 

applicable PR theoretical framework.  

Public relations as an academic discipline within the United States is quite 

established (Hatherell & Bartlett, 2005) and “the evolution and emerging 

architecture, characterizing key changes, developments and arguments,” (L’Etang, 

2013, p. 799) offers the discipline an optimistic future. If we reflect back on the 

literature review of this study, there is a plethora of scholarly work across the globe 

about public relations which demonstrates the importance of studying this industry. 

It was noted earlier in this thesis that the validity of public relations as a profession 

have been very important in PR scholarship as the practice has many factors such 

as area of expertise, consideration of strategic and organizational function, the 

need to distance itself from propaganda, all in order to legitimize the profession 

(L’Etang, 2013). In determining the impact public relations has on society, culture 

and internal organizational cultures, it is argued that a debate remains a significant 

feature of the profession in regard to orienting PR theory towards management or 

public service and whether if and how public relations helps organizations 

understand public expectations of behavior. Therefore, competitive narratives are 

problematic as articulated within the literature review. Within my study, it was 

important to understand the different conceptualizations of public relations from an 

academic perspective in order to position the study, however discussing theoretical 

debates of public relations within my interviews did not take place. That said, given 

how often the words strategic management function were mentioned when 

discussing client and colleague interactions, I postulate that my interviewees took 

into consideration dominant representations of what public relations means such 

as what is offered through professional associations such as the Public Relations 

Society of America which states, “public relations is a strategic communication 

process that builds mutually beneficial relationships between organizations and 

their publics,” (PRSA, 2019). From a rhetorical perspective, I argue that Heath 

(2000) postulates a concrete and useful description of public relations, stating, 

“public relations is the management function that rhetorically adapts organizations 

to people’s interest and people’s interests to organizations by co-creating meaning 



 187 

and co-managing cultures to achieve mutually beneficial relationships,” (Heath, 

2000, p. 36).  

Although I appreciate the work of Heath from a rhetorical perspective, my study did 

not focus specifically on how public relations activities were performed, conducted 

or the symbolic activity of the PR practice (Ihlen, 2011). Instead, the public 

relations industry acted as the platform for where my research took place and the 

study was more concerned with the interpersonal relationships between men and 

women. There were, however, some elements of my results that link to certain 

aspects of the rhetorical model of public relations. For example, some of my 

respondents had a high awareness of the principles of decorum and they applied it 

a lot in their communication with clients and colleagues. They were cognizant of 

their emotions and character and how the use of language was portrayed. They 

were also concerned about their credibility as communicators and the 

interpretations of conversations between clients and colleagues because of the 

meaning placed on actions and statements (Heath, 2000).  

Critical theory is also applicable to this thesis based on the themes of my study 

pertaining to power and inequality between men and women, authority and 

hegemony within corporate cultures, even though the development of critical 

theory within public relations scholarship has not been as developed or uniformed 

as others (Edwards, 2007, 2009, 2012). Gender/power relationships are a 

distinctive feature of the public relations industry in the geographical area of my 

research so this may have influenced U.S. PR theory to serve and prioritize a 

gendered conception of what public relations is. Within my study, critical theory’s 

implication to gender and communication styles, also lies within the power 

dynamics of organizations. Since critical theory looks at organizations as power 

structures of dominance (Newsom et al., 2013), it seems that many of my 

interviewees, especially females within my sample, were unfortunately working 

within positions where they had limited scope of authority, power and influence 

(Berger & Reber, 2006) and were not members of the dominant coalition. Since 

critical theory also understands the importance of culture and social relationships, 
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if some of my interviewees were indeed members of the dominant coalition, they 

may be in a better position to instill different points of view and potentially make 

changes that benefit all employees from a gender equality and power point of view.  

In positioning public relations as an academic discipline, it is also important to 

reflect back on my literature review where an important discovery was made and 

discuss how existing scholarly activity does not accurately reflect the important 

historical contribution women have made to the public relations profession. I was 

surprised through the development of my literature review to discover how women 

were not credited for their role in helping to establish the profession and are rarely 

mentioned in historical accounts despite the many female trailblazers who were 

responsible for public relations activities such as Doris E. Fleischman. As Gower 

(2019) articulates, “historical studies of women in PR and their contributions to the 

field have been rare, yet an understanding is important especially in light of their 

growing dominance in the profession,” (Gower, 2019, p. 14). Given the feminized 

profession and as the majority of narratives are usually framed as an industry 

developed by men, rediscovering women in public relations and the important 

contributions made by them is critical in representing an accurate historical 

account of the profession. This is discussed further within the conclusion chapter 

where I articulate my contribution of new knowledge and recommend areas for 

future research.  

It is clear that studying public relations is important and positioning the profession 

within academia, however, I challenge how public relations research is applied to 

the industry. Scholars employed by educational institutions in research, teaching-

based positions for the most part are not working directly within the public relations 

industry for organizations or agencies. Roles are different and academics are not 

tasked with similar responsibilities of a PR professional and vice versa. Although 

some scholarly activity is action research, designed for application, it became 

apparent to me within my study that research is important but what is done with the 

research in order to continue to position public relations as an academic discipline 

is even more critical. Through themes and findings of studies, scholarly research 
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has the ability to really impact the PR profession and can offer PR professionals 

different perspectives and recommendations. There certainly is a need to continue 

to develop conceptual knowledge but I argue there is also a significant need to 

introduce more public relations professionals to the research being conducted to 

allow for findings of scholarly activity to be applied to the day-to-day practice of 

public relations. This will in turn validate the significance of the research being 

conducted and bridge a gap between practitioners and academics. My study has 

done just that.  

In recognizing the significance and by sharing knowledge and theory of public 

relations stemming from the results of this study, my research has been translated 

and has the ability to impact PR professionals and the industry as a whole. My 

thesis topic proved to be incredibly timely even though it was selected prior to the 

#metoo movement and global discussions about gender inequality. Upon the 

completion of analyzing my data and compiling my themes, I officially released the 

findings of my study at an International Association of Business Communicators 

(IABC) event in April 2018 with many of my interviewees in the audience. IABC 

was incredibly supportive of my study and assisted in the recruitment of interview 

participants so it was fitting that I was able to discuss my findings at an event that 

was designed with my study in mind. Given I have the experience as a PR 

professional, I was also able to garner local, national and international media 

coverage on my study in 2018 and most significantly, an article in the top PR and 

marketing publication in the United States, O’Dwyers Public Relations where my 

study was featured in a special 50th anniversary edition. I was invited to speak and 

share the results of my study at nine different professional association workshops 

and national conferences across North America in 2019 as both a keynote 

presenter and sessional speaker, bringing my research and results of the study 

directly to public relations practitioners. Additional scholarly activity includes 

working on the Women in PR project through the European Public Relations 

Education and Research Association (EUPRERA) and recently publishing a 

literature review with women/gender/PR scholars across Europe and the U.K. By 

actively introducing my research to PR practitioners, I have combined scholarly 
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activity with the profession and started a conversation about the importance of 

understanding gender differences in communication styles and the influence on 

workplace communication and the practice of public relations.  

In conclusion, this chapter discussed gender differences in communication styles 

and the significant factors that influence workplace communication and the 

practice of public relations as well as examined PR as an academic discipline. 

Through the shared experiences of my interview participants, they expressed how 

they perceive gender and different communication styles within their day-to-day 

interactions with colleagues in their places of employment and articulated 

challenges when communicating with the opposite gender. They postulate that 

gender, stereotypes, communication styles, personality traits and life stage 

influence how men and women communicate within the public relations industry 

and I discuss how my thesis builds upon existing literature, not only from an 

academic but also an industry perspective. In addition, this discussion chapter 

addresses meaningful factors that contribute to workplace communication and the 

practice of public relations such as performativity, women taking on masculine 

traits to be successful, power and inequality within leadership positions, work/life 

balance for mothers and diversity, inclusion and intersectionality within public 

relations. In the next and final chapter of this thesis, I will discuss the limitations of 

my research, explore theoretical and methodological contributions this thesis has 

made and will provide recommendations on the future direction of research. 
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Chapter Eight – Conclusion 
 
In the opening chapter of this thesis, I set out to research gender differences in 

communications styles and their influence on workplace communication and the 

practice of public relations. My goal was to determine the differences between how 

men and women communicate within the public relations industry and uncover 

factors that contribute to workplace communication. In addition, by utilizing public 

relations theory, liberal feminist theory, gender studies and power-control theory 

(five bases of power) as theoretical frameworks and aligning these with social 

constructionism and performativity, I attempted to examine the relationships 

between performativity and public relations to determine whether PR was 

considered a performed act and if communication styles and personality traits are 

socially constructed. The timeliness of my study with the election of Donald Trump 

as the 45th President of the United States and the #metoo and Women’s March 

movement has highlighted a broader concern pertaining to feminism and inequality 

within the United States. Chapter One explored my thesis topic and demonstrated 

rationale for such study. Chapter Two provided context pertaining to the public 

relations industry in the United States and positioned my study within the Twin 

Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul. It also discussed employment laws and 

workplace culture. My engagement with existing literature in Chapter Three led  

to developing the following research questions: 

RQ1 - How does gender impact communication styles in the public relations 

workplace? 

RQ2 - What is meaningful about the relationship between workplace 

communication and the practice of public relations? 

Chapter Four discussed my rationale for qualitative research and explored in detail 

my research design, methodological approach, data analysis and ethical 

implications. In Chapter Five, the findings of my study were presented and specific 

examples from my interviewees were shared to address their perceptions on 
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gender differences in communication styles and how it contributes to workplace 

communication and the practice of public relations. In Chapter Six and Seven, I 

shared my insight and discussed the specific themes of my study and how existing 

literature and conversations in society are contributing to my findings. In this final 

chapter, I will conclude my thesis by discussing methodological and researcher 

limitations, achievements and contribution of new knowledge as well as providing 

recommendations to the future direction of research.  

 
Reflections and Limitations 
This section will reflect on my research methodology, limitations of my sample and 

measures used to collect data and will also explore the limitations I found as a 

researcher.  

 
Research Methodology Reflections 

In reflecting on my selected research method, my choice of semi-structured, in-

depth interviews was appropriate for my study as it provided a lot of rich data to 

analyze (Daymon & Holloway, 2011) but I question whether or not using a 

triangulated approach by considering the use of surveys would have proven 

beneficial to my overall research design. By also conducting quantitative research, 

I could have likely reached more PR practitioners within the Twin Cities public 

relations industry as time constraints of PR professionals is a consideration. Even 

though I interviewed 40 practitioners and had plenty of data to analyze, perhaps 

even more practitioners would have been interested in participating in my study by 

answering a survey compared to participating in an interview simply because of 

how busy they typically are. Initiating a survey may have also reached more male 

practitioners, gender-balance the ratio of participants and I could have used the 

responses from the survey to assist in the development of my research schedule 

and questions for the interviews. In addition, using a survey would also have 

allowed me to conduct a comparison study between the United States and a 

different country which would have positioned the study within an international 

context.  
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Using observations as a research method was a consideration within my original 

research design and ethics approval process but shortly after my study was 

approved, it became clear that it would be challenging to gain access to observe 

PR professionals in their work environment, especially within public relations firms. 

Client confidentiality was an issue and senior leaders were not comfortable having 

an external researcher observe daily interactions of their employees. Although I 

am confident my methodological strategy of using interviews provided a lot of rich 

data to analyze and produced a significant thesis, I could have possibly explored 

different options to secure access and perhaps focused on firms and organizations 

that specialize in or include research as part of their services and offerings in hope 

that they would understand the importance of such research taking place. In 

observing how men and women communicate in their work environment and to 

potentially witness some of the examples and experiences shared by my 

interviewees, therefore being able to ask specific questions about what I had 

witnessed, may have provided additional data to analyze especially given the 

apparent themes that emerged from my interviews especially in regards to how PR 

practitioners perform in day-to-day interactions.  

 

Methodological Limitations - Sample 

My sample size of 40 PR practitioners (30 female and 10 male) provided a lot of 

rich data to analyze and I reached saturation (Fusch & Ness, 2015) within the 

female interview participants at approximately 20. At this point in my research, I 

began to notice similarities within the answers of my interview questions and 

began to give thought to whether interviewing more practitioners would actually 

enrich my data or provide new knowledge. Given the interviews were scheduled 

two months in advance, it was appropriate for me to continue to interview those 

who agreed to be a part of my study instead of canceling the interviews. Although 

the data may not have been significantly different after the initial 20 interviews, the 

experiences shared by the interviewees was appreciated and provided valuable 

insight.  
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My study was also limited to the number of males who participated (10 males). I 

believe my data would have deepened significantly if I was able to secure more 

males to interview as I did not reach saturation with the male interviewees. Given 

the industry is predominately female and based on my master’s dissertation, I 

knew the challenge in securing male research participants. In retrospect, I should 

have specifically requested male interviewees as part of my recruitment strategy 

and made every effort to have a balanced ratio in my interview participants. 

 

The types of PR professionals I chose to interview proved to be a slight limitation. 

Practitioners who had their own small, consultancies couldn’t answer some of the 

questions or had very limited experiences to share pertaining to workplace 

communication because much of their day-to-day interactions was with clients on 

the phone. For the most part, the consultants who I interviewed did not have 

anyone else in their place of employment to communicate with. This posed a 

problem to the extent that much of the data from three interviews with consultants 

was unusable. In addition, one phone interview conducted (interviewee was not 

available to meet face-to-face) and two interviews that took place in a public place 

on request by the interviewee such as a restaurant or coffee shop did not work well 

given additional noise and the inability to build a face to face relationship with my 

interviewee.  

 

Methodological Limitations - Measures Used  

In reviewing questions within my interview schedule, some could have been 

revised from closed-ended questions to open-ended questions to elicit a clearer, 

more detailed response. In some instances, a short response or a yes/no answer 

was provided and discussion was limited given the nature of the question being 

asked. As methodological literature suggests, designing open-ended questions to 

invoke detailed responses from my interview participants was advised (Daymon & 

Holloway, 2011). By acknowledging this learning point, it provides an opportunity 

for future researchers to be cognizant of developing questions when using 

interviews as a method for gathering data.  



 195 

Because I was conducting a qualitative research study and gathering the data 

myself, I was aware that it is challenging to verify the information received by my 

sample because I had to take what the interviewees said at face value. There was 

not an opportunity to validate their shared experiences or perceptions of situations 

(Cho & Trent, 2006) and I needed to be aware of potential sources of bias such as 

selective memory, exaggeration (Wimmer & Dominick, 2011) or the issue of self-

selection where a participant put themselves forward to be a part of the study as 

they had particular issues they wanted to discuss.  

 

Role as a Researcher 

Given that I am a former public relations practitioner and know the industry and 

some of the interviewees within my sample, I needed to be very aware of any 

potential bias as a researcher when conducting the interviews. At times, especially 

with practitioners who I knew personally and had a professional relationship with, I 

needed to be cautious of how much speaking I was doing during the interviews 

and not cast judgement on any given topic that emerged. This was difficult and at 

times, I may have provided my interviewees with too much direction on a question 

that potentially inhibited them from answering the question for themselves. Or 

perhaps I shared a personal experience of my own and although part of 

interviewing is to build rapport (Wimmer & Dominick, 2011), I question if this may 

have skewed my data in any way. As the researcher is so important to the 

interview process, reflexivity and consciously understanding and theorizing what is 

taking place proved important (Attia & Edge, 2017).  

 

Another potential limitation of my study is my own gender and identifying as a 

female. Some of the themes within my results, specifically the observation that the 

majority of my female interviewees were very quick to articulate their frustrations 

with males in the workplace, made me question whether my female gender 

allowed the women within my sample the opportunity to not ‘hold back’. Because 

of an associated women camaraderie, this allowed them the freedom to express 

their thoughts in a transparent manner given the presumed assumption that I 
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would understand their shared experiences as I too identify as female. In 

comparison, the men within my sample were very polite, respectful, seemed to 

share their experiences in a truthful manner but I perceive our conversations would 

have been different if my gender was male and matched theirs. Existing literature 

explores the effect in which an interviewer’s gender has on the interview process 

and suggests both the interviewee and interviewer sense of gender is an important 

component (Padfield & Procter, 1996). That said, I don’t believe this impacted the 

results or findings of my study but if I was male conducting the exact same study, I 

imagine that themes and conclusions could be different based on the gender of the 

interviewer. 

 

As a researcher, I was also limited to longitudinal effects (Daymon & Holloway, 

2001) and the amount of time I was able to dedicate to my study and completing 

my thesis. Upon acceptance into the Ph.D. program at the University of Leicester, I 

was fortunate to find out that my husband and I were expecting our first child. 

Instead of pro-longing a desire to complete my doctoral degree, I made the 

decision to continue my education despite being pregnant. I have also been 

teaching at the university-level for over 12 years and have held a full-time teaching 

position throughout the duration of the Ph.D. program. It is clear that this limitation 

did not impact the overall findings or conclusions of my study but it did impact my 

process and learning how to manage my time effectively and balance completing 

my Ph.D. with work and family life which interestingly links to my research findings 

of work/life balance as discussed in Chapter 7.  

 

This section explored my reflections as a researcher, discussed methodological 

limitations of my sample and method to collect data. The next section will articulate 

my contribution of new knowledge and achievements gained from conducting my 

doctoral study.  
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Contribution of New Knowledge and Achievements  
 

This section will discuss my contribution of new knowledge and achievements and 

explore how my study contributes to gender communication, women in PR history, 

performativity in public relations and the impact my study has already had on the 

PR industry. 

 

My interest in my thesis topic stemmed from my master’s dissertation where I 

studied gender in public relations and why the industry is pre-dominantly female in 

Canada. In doing so and justifying my rationale for my thesis, I acknowledge that 

there is plenty of existing literature on public relations, power, gender 

communication and communication styles but they are for the most part studied 

independently of one another. The literature available is limited when combining 

scholarly activity for all of these areas of research. I posit that my study brings 

these areas of research together in developing a contribution of new knowledge 

that explores gender differences in communication styles and their influence on the 

relationship between workplace communication and the practice of public relations.  
 

Specifically, my study generated new knowledge about the manner in which men 

and women communicate within the workplace and recognizes that these distinct 

differences such as tone of voice, body language, personality traits, etc. affect 

women more than men within the public relations industry in that women are 

consciously paying attention to the manner in which they communicate. The 

research of Tannen (1990,1994), amongst others certainly articulates the 

differences in how men and women communicate within the workplace but 

research is limited when applying different communication styles to the practice of 

public relations from a gender perspective.  

 

An additional contribution would be the need for organizations to better support 

public relations professionals in all areas in order to achieve work/life balance. The 

attempt to draw a correlation between performativity (Rakow & Nastasia, 2009, 
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2018; Golombisky, 2015) and public relations being considered a performed act 

was confirmed and this I feel is the most significant contribution of new knowledge 

that my study produced. Whether considered role playing or performing, the vast 

majority of my interview participants articulated how they perform in their public 

relations roles on a daily basis. With the focus on practicing truthful, accurate and 

transparent PR, this finding is meaningful in how practitioners conduct themselves 

within the public relations industry.  

 

An additional contribution of new knowledge was discovered through my research 

and development of my literature review. Although periodization, managerialism, 

US-centrism and socio-cultural issues are explored within a historical context 

(Somerville, et al., 2019), women in public relations have not been given credit or 

portrayed as contributing to the history of public relations and this is a problem 

within existing literature. Very few scholars recognize the contribution women 

made to the history of public relations and resort to highlighting only the 

contribution men have made. For an industry that is now considered feminized, 

new narratives need to be told that reflect the rich history of female public relations 

pioneers.  

 

Finally, my contribution of new knowledge is already demonstrating the impact my 

study has and continues to have on the public relations industry across North 

America. As discussed in the previous chapter, by sharing knowledge and theory 

of public relations which stemmed from the results of this study at professional 

conferences and events, my research is impacting PR professionals and the 

industry as a whole. It is doing this by identifying specific gender and 

communication challenges and introducing practitioners to theoretical concepts as 

justification to the behavior that ensues within the workplace. This therefore allows 

professionals to recognize differences and understand nuances and apply their 

increased knowledge to their interpersonal relationships within the workplace. The 

interest in my research has been overwhelmingly positive and there certainly is a 

desire from PR professionals to learn more as I am continually being positioned as 
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an expert in effective communication and hired by organizations as an external 

consultant to assist in overall organizational effectiveness.  

 

Future Direction of Research & Recommendations 

In the following section, I will discuss areas for future research and offer 

recommendations based on the findings from my doctoral study. 

 

Performativity in Public Relations – There is limited scholarly activity pertaining 

to performativity of public relations practitioners outside of gender performativity 

and I posit there are opportunities to engage in further research that deciphers 

differences between role playing and performing and whether professionals view 

performing as a process to achieve goals on behalf of their clients and 

organizations they work with. It would also be interesting to research the reasons 

behind performing and how practitioners justify acting or role playing when the 

industry aims to practice truthful, accurate and transparent public relations. 

Looking into the relationship between gender relations and performativity and 

reflecting on how men and women may perform and ‘put on a show’ differently 

would also enhance scholarly activity in this area. 

 
Women in History – Given the feminized profession, much of existing literature 

available does not accurately reflect the important contribution women have made 

to the public relations profession. In order to accurately discuss the industry from a 

historical perspective, future literature must include the contributions women have 

made and needs to specifically detail activism campaigns such as the suffrage and 

abolition movements, credit women and position these as some of the very first PR 

campaigns to be developed. Many of the women public relations pioneers such as 

Doris. E. Fleischman also need to be better represented within historical literature. 

Moving forward, it is also important to give thought to whether or not public 

relations theory really understands women’s desire to be in the executive suite. In 

future scholarly activity, it is also necessary to include the significant contributions 
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women continue to make within the public relations industry in regard to leadership 

positions and ownership of agencies.   

 

Workplace and Management Culture – It has been discovered that workplace 

and management culture in the United States is radically different compared to 

other countries as it pertains to employment laws, work/life balance, parental leave 

and individualistic American views. It seems there is also room for further research 

pertaining to the management culture within the PR profession within the United 

States and the role power plays. It would be interesting to conduct a comparative 

study with other countries such as Canada or within the European Union that 

delves deeper into workplace culture within the PR industry to determine if what 

was discovered with the PR landscape in the United States is the norm.   

 

Encouraging men to be more interested and engaged in gender equality 
conversations – As I argued within the discussion chapter, it is going to take real 

change for gender equality to happen and it starts with actively recruiting men into 

the conversation. There are opportunities to engage with men and conduct future 

studies that specifically address gender inequality and how they foresee change 

being made. Addressing topics such as what it means to be a man compared to 

what they are told being a man is, how men speak about women and how men can 

get involved in the feminist movement are all worthy of additional research, 

generally and within public relations. 

 
Identifying blind spots in PR research - There is significant emphasis placed on 

the managerial, top-down and strategic side of public relations rather than 

describing the ‘lived experiences’ of practitioners. Gender, the actual experiences 

of practitioners in their day-to-day roles as well as the building of the profession 

should be more visible as an academic PR subject in order to better reflect the 

reality of the profession. 

Closing the gap between practitioners and academics - In addition, there is 

room to engage in scholarly activity that tackles what I feel is a significant issue 
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within public relations research. There is a plethora of public relations literature, 

but I argue that it will be challenging for change to be initiated pertaining to gender 

equality and achieving more women within leadership positions because the 

scholars researching these topics are not in the positions to make change. As 

discussed earlier regarding the interest my study has procured, it is important that 

studies take place and literature is produced, but researchers are not active PR 

professionals in the sense they are not conducting public relations activities for 

organizations and clients. They do not engage on a daily basis of what is being 

studied and there is not a guarantee that research on such important issues is 

reaching PR professionals. As a scholar and former practitioner, I have actively 

brought my research to the forefront of the profession and this has proven 

beneficial to the professionals I have engaged with.  

 

As discussed in the conclusion of Chapter Seven, I believe positioning public 

relations as an academic discipline and closing the gap between academics and 

practitioners is an area that could be explored in more detail. The future direction 

of research that I have articulated above brings forth a common theme and raises 

the following theoretical question:  

 

• By utilizing findings of research-based studies and integrating them into the 

public relations industry, how can researchers and professionals work more 

closely together to bridge the imbalance between developing public 

relations theory and practical issues within the PR profession?  

 

Concluding Remarks 

The purpose of this thesis was to provide a clear rationale to the reasons why men 

and women communicate differently and how this impacts workplace 

communication and the practice of public relations. The works of many scholars 

through an extensive literature review provided the theoretical framework for 

integrating concepts and positioned the study within public relations theory, liberal 

feminist theory, gender studies and power-control theory. Key terms were explored 
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such as public relations, gender, communication styles, workplace communication, 

feminism and power in PR as well as social constructionism and performativity. 

The research questions were examined by conducting semi-structured, in-depth 

interviews and results indicate gender, personality and communication styles as 

well as ageism are factors that influence how men and women communicate in the 

public relations industry. In addition, performativity of PR professionals, women 

taking on male traits to be successful, inequality within leadership positions, 

work/life balance and diversity, inclusion and intersectionality are significant factors 

pertaining to the relationship between workplace communication and the practice 

of public relations. This study starts new conversations, makes new contributions 

to existing literature and provides numerous opportunities for future research within 

public relations.  
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Appendices 
 
Appendix A - IABC Recruitment Article 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 204 

Appendix B – Social Media Request 
 

Research Participants Requested 
Are you a public relations professional interested in generating new knowledge 
about our industry? Would you be interested in discussing gender differences and 
workplace communication and whether this influences the practice of PR? If so, 
University of Leicester Ph. D student Amelia Reigstad would like to speak with you. 
For more information or to take part in her study, please contact her at 
ar392@leicester.ac.uk  
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Appendix C – Informed Consent Form 
 
 

 
Informed Consent Form 

 
Gender differences in communication styles and their influence on workplace 
communication and the practice of public relations in the United States. 
 
Amelia Reigstad 
Email: ar392@leicester.ac.uk or amelia.reigstad@uwrf.edu  
Tel: 651.747.7950.   
 
CONSENT STATEMENT 
☐ I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet for the above 
study and have had the opportunity to ask questions. 
☐ I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at 
any time, without giving reason. 
☐ I understand there are no risks involved in the participation of this study. 
☐ I agree to the interview being audio recorded. 
☐ I agree to notes being taken during the interview. 
☐ I agree to the use of anonymised verbatim quotations in publications. 
☐ I agree to take part in the above study. 
 
Participant’s signature:  __________________________________    
 
Participant’s name (please print):  __________________________________  
 
Date:  __________  
 
 
Researcher’s signature:  __________________________________    
 
Researcher’s name (please print):  __________________________________  
 
Date:  __________  
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Appendix D – Participant Info Sheet 
 

 

Date:  
______________ 

 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH - INTERVIEWS 

 
Gender differences in communication styles and their influence on 

workplace communication and the practice of public relations in the United 
States 

 
 
You are invited to participate in a self-funded research study organized and 
conducted by Ph. D student, Amelia Reigstad from the School of Media, 
Communication and Sociology at the University of Leicester. Results will contribute 
to a thesis as part of graduation requirements.  

Before you decide on whether to take part, it is important for you to understand 
why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please take time to read 
the following information carefully before you decide whether or not you wish to 
take part. 

 
PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH 
The aim of this study is to explore whether or not gender and different 
communication styles of men and women influences workplace communication 
and how public relations activities are performed within public relations firms and 
internal PR departments. It sets out to demonstrate that gender and the manner in 
which men and women communicate with one another can affect workplace 
communication and the process in which a PR project/campaign is developed, 
therefore potentially affecting the end result of a project. It will also aim to discover 
the relationship between the performance of gender and communication styles.  
 
STUDY DESIGN AND DETAILS OF PARTICIPATION  
The research involves participating in one-on-one interviewers with the researcher 
answering questions about gender in the PR industry, gender communication, 
feminism, different communication styles and how this may influence workplace 
communication and public relations activities. Participants have been chosen 
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based on their roles as public relations practitioners employed either within an 
internal PR department or PR firm within the Twin Cities of Minneapolis and St. 
Paul, Minnesota. A maximum of 40 participants will be involved in the interviews. It 
is up to you to decide whether or not to take part.  

Participants only need to participate once for an hour to an hour and a half unless 
further information is required. This however, is not anticipated and participants will 
have the opportunity to not be involved further if they so wish. 

The interview can take place wherever the participant is most convenient, whether 
his/her office, coffee shop or participant place of choosing.  

Interview questions will be both open and closed questions and participants should 
be able to discuss the topic of communication styles and public relations in-depth 
and gender differences in the workplace more broadly. 

If you do decide to take part, you will be given this information sheet to keep (and 
be asked to sign a consent form) and you can still withdraw at any time without it 
affecting any benefits that you are entitled to in any way. You do not have to give a 
reason. 

POSSIBLE DISADVANTAGES, RISKS AND BENEFITS  
There are not any potential risks, disadvantages or harm to you for your 
involvement in this study. Whilst there are no immediate benefits for those people 
participating in the project, it is hoped that this work will bring light to the public 
relations industry, how gender differences and workplace communication 
influences the practice of PR and will encourage you to reflect on your own 
experiences. 

WHAT INFORMATION IS BEING SOUGHT 
The information that is being sought is how participants experience communicating 
and interacting with the one another in a workplace setting and exploring whether 
they feel that gender influences the practice of public relations. The information 
being sought will hopefully answer the following questions: 

• How is communication socially constructed and gendered within the public 
relations industry? 

• How do differences in the way men and women communicate within the 
public relations industry influence the practice of PR activities?  

CONFIDENTIALITY 
All the information that will be collected about you during the course of the 
research will be kept strictly confidential. All recordings, data, etc. will be stored on 
a password-protected laptop. You will not be able to be identified in any reports or 
publications. 

The results of the research will be used in a Ph. D thesis with the goal of final 
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submission in fall of 2019 and you may request and obtain a copy of the published 
results once available. Results may also be used in shorter pieces of writing and 
submitted to academic conferences and journals and the data collected during the 
course of this project might be used for additional or subsequent research. 
Confidentiality is assured. 

The data generated in the course of the research must be kept securely in paper 
or electronic form for a period of five years after the completion of a research 
project. 

RECORDING OF INFORMATION 
The audio recordings of your activities made during the interviews will only be used 
for analysis and for illustration in thesis, conference presentations, publications 
and lectures. No other use will be made of them without your written permission, 
and no one outside the project will be allowed access to the original recordings. 
Storage will be contained on a password protected, personal laptop and/or smart 
phone. 

CONTACT FOR FURTHER INFORMATION 
If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please contact Amelia 
Reigstad at ar392@leicester.ac.uk or 651.747.7950.   
 
Thank you for taking the time to read the participant information sheet. You 

will receive a copy of this and a signed consent form for your records. 
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Appendix E – Participant Request Letter 

 
 
Insert Address 
 
Insert Date 
 
Insert Salutation 
 
 
My name is Amelia Reigstad and I am a faculty member at the University of 
Wisconsin River Falls and a Ph. D student within the School of Media, 
Communications and Sociology at the University of Leicester located in the United 
Kingdom. I am emailing you to request participation in my doctoral study titled 
Gender differences in communication styles and their influence on workplace 
communication and the practice of public relations. This research study and 
correlating results will contribute to my thesis as part of Ph. D graduation 
requirements.  
 
Purpose of the Study 
The aim of this study is to determine whether or not gender and different 
communication styles of men and women influences workplace communication 
and how public relations activities are performed within public relations firms and 
internal PR departments. It sets out to demonstrate that gender and the manner in 
which men and women communicate with one another can affect workplace 
communication and the process in which a PR project/campaign is developed, 
therefore potentially affecting the end result of a project. It will also aim to discover 
the relationship between the performance of gender and communication styles.  
 
Your Involvement 
This study involves interviewing employees where the full topic of my thesis would 
be disclosed through a participant information sheet and consent form. Interviews 
would not need to take place during work hours or at the workplace but if you see 
value in this study, I would like to request that you send the attached email to your 
employees requesting involvement. 

Possible disadvantages, risks and benefits 
There are not any potential risks or disadvantages to you for your involvement in 
this study. Whilst there are no immediate benefits for those people participating in 
the project, it is hoped that this work will bring light to the public relations industry 
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and how gender differences and workplace communication influences the practice 
of PR. 

Confidentiality 
All the information that will be collected during the course of the research will be 
kept strictly confidential. All notes, data, etc. will be stored on a password-
protected laptop. You, your employees and company will not be able to be 
identified in any reports or publications unless the company itself approved being 
named as a PR firm/organization that was participating in the study. 

I am not interested in specific content of conversations; breakout sessions and 
meetings that discuss client or organization work so your clients and/or company 
are also protected. I am more interested in how men and women communicate to 
one another through language, style of communications, tone of voice and body 
language. I would be willing to sign a confidentiality agreement if needed. 

I would be happy to meet with you to explain my research goals further or answer 
any questions you may have.  

Thank you in advance for your consideration, 

 

Amelia Reigstad 
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Appendix F – Interview Questions 
 
Interview Schedule 
 

• Thank interviewee for participating in the interview  
• Remind: Purpose and scope of study, signing of consent form, recording of 

interview, taking notes, etc. 
• Describe gender, communication styles, workplace communication and 

public relations 
 

General 
• What is the ratio of men and women in your workplace? 

 
Gender 

• How do you think being male or female affects how you perform in your 
current role? 

• Can you provide examples from your experience to what extent being male 
or female has advantages/disadvantages?  

• How does gender play a role in influencing the practice of PR? (How you do 
your job) 

• How is gender and gender communication discussed/viewed in the PR 
industry?  

• Can you think of a time when you wished you were the other gender?  
• Can you share your thoughts on gendered expectations or norms that you 

feel you need to take note of within the workplace and as a female/male 
practitioner?  

 
Communication Styles 

• What is your communication style like? 
• In your experience, how do men and women speak in conversations? Give 

thought to tone and body language. 
• Can you describe a situation or give an example where you noticed men 

and women communicating differently in the workplace?  
• Research states that men and women have different communication styles; 

agree/disagree? How so? 
• What is the working relationship like between males and females in your 

work environment? 
• What are traditional or stereotypical traits of men and women? 
• Is the practice of public relations hindered because of gender differences in 

communication styles of men and women? If so, how? 
• If communication styles of men and women were more in sync with one 

another, could the work that PR practitioners are responsible for be done 
better?  - Essentially if there was better communication, would it equal 
better work? 
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• Does this influence workplace communication and the development of PR 
campaigns and/or projects?  If so, how? 

• Who do you communicate better with? Men or women? Why is this the 
case? 

• Where do the assumptions/expectations/pressures on/about female 
practitioners come from? Employer? Colleagues? The profession itself?  

• If you were a man (women) in what ways do think people or colleagues 
would interact with you differently/change their expectations etc. 

 
Workplace Communication 

• How do you speak to a woman (or man) and does that change how you 
communicate him/her? 

• Are we talking about communication styles or personality styles? 
• How do you speak with your colleagues at work? Individual, group, email, 

etc.? 
• When working in a group setting, do you feel women work better with 

women, men/men or a mix gendered group? 
• Mansplaining means "to explain something to someone, characteristically 

by a man to woman, in a manner regarded as condescending or 
patronizing; does this happen in the workplace? Specific examples? 

• How does the manner in which men and women communicate in the 
workplace influence the end project/campaign?  

• Why is it important to communicate effectively within the workplace when 
developing a PR campaign/project? 

 
Performativity 

• Are there times in your job when you feel you have to hide your true 
feelings? Prompt…when dealing with management, etc.   

• When representing your client/employer…do you find yourself just putting 
on a front, if you do is this hard to do and why?  

 
Power 

• What type of challenges is there in the workplace in regards to leadership 
roles exuberating power (based on hierarchal positions) over the opposite 
gender?  

• How does gender and power influence your work?  
• How does gender and power influence your professional identity? 
• Are there power struggles between males and females based on different 

communication styles? If so, how does this affect how people are 
managed?  
 

Closing 
• Are there any other topics you would like to address? Final comments? 
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