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/ Study after 
study shows 
clearly that 
both the advices 
provided and the 
factual outcomes 
are generic and 
hallow to such a 
degree that their 
value is highly 
questionable./ 

Josef Pallas is Associate Professor 
of Management at the Department 

of Business Studies in Uppsala 
University. He is Mercury’s columnist 

on media, mediatization and corporate 
communication issues.
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Josef Pallas is not convinced 
by the PR-industry’s alleged 

merits. He is therefore 
preoccupied with finding an 

answer to the question: when 
is it time to fire the 

PR-consultant?
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ODoes the world need Superman? This was the title of The Pulitzer winner 

article in the DC Comics movie Superman Returns. The article questioned 
the role of a superhero as necessary for securing and enabling tranquil 
development and functioning of a society. Paraphrasing this title I’ll try to 
in the following lines briefly elaborate on the existence and relevance of 
PR-consultants’ as the indispensable heroes of contemporary world. 

Let us start with the taken-for-granted assumption about the necessity 
of PR-consultancy as based in providing its customers – i.e. politicians, 
companies, NGO’s, universities, hospitals, kindergartens or celebrity couples 
– with knowledge about how to relate to and deal with different aspects of 
their public appearance, branding, marketing, media relations and other com-
munication activities. This knowledge is - in turn - derived from the notion on 
communication literacy and communication professionalism as a cornerstone 
of the foundation upon which social actors have to build their identities and 
organizations. On top of that, the PR-consultancies also assume that each 
customer’s communication needs (and solutions) are specific and unique.

“… we appreciate that each case is unique and requires a customized solution. 
One of JKL’s distinguishing characteristics is the ability of our exceptional-
ly talented consultants to understand the unique quality of each situation and 

provide insights, strategies, ideas and rec-
ommendations based on this.”   
(jkl, 25/04/2014)

There are a number of arguments not 
only to question reliability of such 
a claim, but also to regard similar 
promises as directly motivating healthy 
skepticism toward the major part of the 
consultancy industry.

First of all, if the PR-agencies are 
serious about their ability to provide you 
with unique solutions to your exclusive 
communication challenges one might 
start to worry. Study after study shows 
clearly that both the advices provided 
and the factual outcomes are generic 
and hallow to such a degree that their 
value is highly questionable. You can just 
simply go through corporate communi-
cation and PR-strategies at randomly 
picked organizations, their press 
releases, annual reports, campaigns or 
their websites, to conclude that these 
communication products (commonly 

produced by PR-agencies or under their supervision) suffer from being each 
other’s copies, following same templates and recipes.

Secondly and relatedly, the PR-consultants are at large rather insensitive 
to differences between different sectors. Hospitals, universities, schools, 
political parties are all treated according to the same ‘corporate model’. 
Such a model is presented and defended with an argument that similar (read: 
business) values, priorities and relations are valid in (almost) all contexts. 
Not only that the ‘professionalization’ - i.e. the introduction and implemen-
tation of the private sector's communication solutions across different parts 
of a society – tend to lead to dilution and disparagement of core activities of 
organizations that operate under different rationales. The newly required 
and acquired ‘media and communication literacy’ – once again frequently 
introduced and proliferated by specialized PR-agencies – might lead or-
ganizations to break with and disregard some of their most fundamental 
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democratic, professional and legal obligations. Our research on Swedish 
universities and governmental agencies sadly illustrates such a development.

Thirdly, PR-consultants tend to promise their customers miracle 
medicine to almost all organizational problems. Studying the PR-industry – 
both nationally and in the light of international comparison – one might get 
the impression that all organizational challenges can be attributed to com-
munication deficits or malfunctioning. The consultancies are eager to argue 
that CSR, crises management, change management, leadership, stakeholder 
management (including public & governmental affairs), HR, Media relations, 
and many others areas are at the bottom connected to the same underlying 
ability of organizations to manage the way they and their activities are 
presented and perceived. However, the PR-consultancies struggle in this 
context to present relevant, accurate and credible measurements for 
evaluation of their services.

In evaluating a campaign aiming at helping the Swedish Public 
Employment Service to get more disabled people a job, Gullers Grupp argues:

“A number of surveys have been done to evaluate the effects of the campaign. 
A survey of persons responsible for recruitment shows that almost half of 
them believe that movies and ads have made them more interested in seeking 
information about the employment of the disabled. Even the PR part of the 
campaign gave good results with media attention across the country [my 
translation].”
(Gullers Grupp, 30/04/2014)

More than often, you as a customer are directed to use intuitive, simplified 
and rough indicators such as number of Facebook’s likes, op-eds and letters to 
editors, preference and attitudes surveys or different ranking lists. And that’s 
when you are lucky. Or as the first page of Prime Communications’ website 
teaches us – PR-agencies’ major concern seems to be the level of industry 
recognition expressed in prizes, awards and nominations, rather than a more 
serious reflection on the value of services offered to their customers. 

 But is it all as bad as I make it sound? Yes and no I would argue. The role 
and relevance of the PR-industry is unquestionable – but perhaps not in the 
way we usually think. Just hiring a renowned consultant is most probably not 
improving your organization name or reputation to any substantial or even 
measurable lasting extent. Neither are there any clear connections between 
a more pronounced communication focus and the improved ability of an 
organization to conduct their primary responsibilities (in the case of public 
sector organizations the effects might be quite the opposite). Of course com-
munication is inherent and essential for all organizational processes – but 
these processes are subjected to and influenced by many other mechanisms 
and dynamics than those traditionally dominating the models and ideas 
recognized and used by the PR-consultancies. So why do we not fire the 
PR-consultant the very moment she or he shows up at our doorstep? Twisting 
professor Nils Brunsson’s argument on organized hypocrisy (i.e. the necessity 
of post-rationalizing and accepting that talk is not always followed by corre-
sponding decision, and that decisions are not always followed by correspond-
ing action) – we simply have to believe that PR-consultants actually matter. 
Not only that paying invoices for PR-services requires extensive rationaliza-
tion – we have to convince ourselves that the money spent make a difference. 
We also know that the PR-industry operates in a context where displaying 
and demonstrating communication competencies represent an activity 
that in its own right is used for evaluation of contemporary organizations. 
That is to say, to employ a PR-agency is regarded as proof of an effective, 
responsible, transparent, legitimate and overall successful organization. 
And that argument is very hard to get past. So, if we return to my rhetorical 
question - if you are about to hire or fire a PR-consultant – make sure that 
you are doing it for the right reason. 

ver thought of fulfilling your dream? When Henrik 
Bäckström, an alumnus of Uppsala University, 
professor and managing director of the Swedish 
Staffing Agencies, was offered a deal to write a book 

about his working life experiences he turned it down. Why 
write a book when you can express your experiences in 
the form of songs, he asked himself. The idea was thrilling, 
especially to an amateur musician who had never let go of 
an old dream of becoming a rock star. Now he could pursue 
this dream by making a record, like real rock stars do.

“I’ve just completed the first record. It’s part of a 
trilogy as I imagined it. This first one is about my 80s. It’s 
about my upbringing in rural Finland to the fine salons of 
Uppsala. Ten songs.”, he says with excitement. 

The album called “Destiny Calling” was produced 
by acclaimed Swedish rock producer Mikael Herrström 
and recorded in two legendary studios in London and 
Stockholm: Abbey Road Studios and ABBA’s Atlantis 
Studio. 

"It was a dream come true for me. Every minute of 
this journey", says Bäckström, who began the journey by 
sending Herrström a home-made demo recording of his 
merits as a singer songwriter. "I expected to be given the 
cold shoulder but he actually liked my demo. It wasn't 
polished like so many are today, the songs were possible 
to form and develop", he continues.

The Randomizer, as he calls himself, received the 
best assistance possible in London by Haydn Bendall, 
the awarded English record producer and longtime Chief 
Engineer at Abbey Road Studios who has worked with 

PHENOMENA

Henrik Bäckström, the renaissance man.

The Randomizer's first 
album "Destiny Calling" 
is now available at iTunes 
and other online stores.

/ The role and relevance 
of the PR-industry is 
unquestionable – but 

perhaps not in the way we 
usually think. Just hiring 

a renowned consultant 
is most probably not 

improving your organiza-
tion name or reputation 

to any substantial or 
even measurable lasting 

extent./ 

artists such as Kate Bush, Tina Turner, The Pet Shop Boys 
and Katie Melua. To complete the journey, Bäckström 
turned to Pär Wickholm, the Swedish designer behind the 
cover art of many Swedish artists' records such as Roxette, 
Ulf Lundell, Eldkvart and Niklas Strömstedt. The journey 
had turned Bäckström into a renaissance man and the 
professor into a rock star professor. LMC/itunes.apple.com  


