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Editor’s Note:This article is an edited ver-
sion of a longer conversation held on June 15
among Board of Ethics and Professional
Standards (BEPS) members.(See list this page
for participants.) BEPS members Patricia A.
Grey,APR,and Rick French reviewed the ver-
batim transcript of the conversation,and their
comments are also included.James,E.
Lukaszewski, ABC, APR,Fellow PRSA,
served as moderator.

James E.Lukaszewski, ABC,
APR,Fellow PRSA: Licensing the PR
profession has been hotly debated over the
years.Let’s begin this discussion with the
arguments against licensing.

W.Thomas Duke,APR,Fellow
PRSA:Some people feel there would be
too much government control with
licensing.

Gabriel Werba,APR,Fellow
PRSA:We should differentiate between
licensing and certification.As I see it,the
first is mandatory if you want to practice as
a professional — e.g.,a doctor,an attorney,
a dentist — and requires having complet-
ed studies of a recognized body of knowl-
edge at an accredited college or university
and having passed a demanding state
examination.It also requires agreeing to
adhere to a specified code of ethical con-
duct and to be subject to penalties for vio-
lating that code.

The second is voluntary.To me,it
means that the professional has completed
a specialty — e.g.,being Board Certified in
Investor Relations.PRSA Accreditation in
Public Relations (APR) is probably equiv-
alent to certification,except that it is gen-
eral rather than specific.

Lukaszewski: If licensing is too big a
reach,for reasons we’ll probably talk
about,certification is certainly an interest-
ing option to consider beyond the APR.

Michael G.Cherenson,APR:We
are a First Amendment profession.I don’t
know how you can regulate somebody for
wanting to wage a campaign using op-eds,
letters to the editor and letters to their
neighbors.

The Million Mom March was started
by people passionate about a cause.To tell
them,“We know you have this concern
about gun control,but you cannot say
anything or do anything until you take a
test and until you go to the government,”
we’re chilling communication,the foun-
dation of what we do in a democracy.

Werba: I don’t perceive licensing as a
First Amendment issue.Freedom of
speech,assembly and expression would
not be abridged by licensing.Individuals,
groups,corporations and organizations
would still be able to express themselves.

Should they wish to retain PR assis-
tance,they could use the services of
licensed practitioners with all the assur-
ances as to standards of ethics and compe-
tence that a license implies.Or they can use
unlicensed practitioners,recognizing the
risks attached to them as to the degree of
competence.The analogy,stretching it,
might be between CPAs and bookkeepers.

Duke: If you expand the scope to the
entire body of people doing public rela-
tions — even if we had PR licensing or
PR certification (and this doesn’t just
include PRSA members) — then if you’re
a licensed PR practitioner (as opposed to a
“mom and pop”[operation] that wants to
do their own thing) it puts you in a differ-
ent league. It binds you to know ethical
practices.Organizing and certifying folks
outside of our Society will get us to where
we could impose sanctions on those who
are certified a whole lot quicker.

Emmanuel  Tchividjian:What
would the criteria be for someone to be
licensed?

Linda Welter Cohen,APR:
Whatever the criteria,establishing unifor-
mity state by state is critical yet also diffi-
cult and costly to achieve.When it comes
down to it,these factors get in the way of
licensing happening,no matter how
strong the arguments are for it.

Duke:Some time ago we came up
with a body of knowledge,which we
consider to be standard for the PR profes-
sion.That’s one of the things you need to
denote a profession.

Lukaszewski: One
of the great downsides is
that the vast majority of
practitioners want to
remain free of regulation.
It would be difficult to sell
licensing.

Any regulatory sys-
tem is based on a code of
behaviors or standards,
which,when violated,
triggers some kind of
sanctioning process.
Clearly,there would have
to be some relatively for-

mal listing of behaviors and professional
activities that would be prohibited or oth-
erwise regulated carefully.This list would
presumably be based on the body of
knowledge plus a body of professional
experiences.Someone would have to set
up a regulatory template.The American
Bar Association has model rules for attor-
neys,and every state has a variation of those
rules that all attorneys must adhere to.

Cherenson:You wonder if the inci-
dents of unethical behavior are higher in
our profession,which is unlicensed,as
compared to licensed professionals.

Werba:We’ll never know until we
are licensed.When violations occur,they
are reported.Then we could make com-
parisons.

Cherenson:Maybe I’m naïve,but
most of the PR people I know are pretty
ethical,so I question the need.

For example,are there laws in place
that already punish those who are unethi-
cal?  In our profession,for example,if you
lie or you’re liable in statements,there are
penalties for that.On financial documents,
if you’re misleading,there are penalties.

Lukaszewski:There are laws and
rules in society for various purposes,and
ethics is really meant to manage those
behavioral areas where it’s difficult to or
isn’t necessary to legislate for the general
population,or to pre-empt or prevent bad
or illegal behavior.

Tchividjian: It’s going the extra
mile,and doing more than the minimums.
After all,standards are often the minimum
acceptable level of performance.

Werba:We’ve been focusing entirely
on ethics,but one of the main purposes of
licensing is to ensure competence in order
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to practice as a PR professional.

Duke:You’re exactly right.That’s
one of the key points — the assurance that
there’s a minimum level of education,
training and competence.

Werba:We have to create a task force
to see how licensing works in various pro-
fessions because our profession is different.

We talk about lawyers,doctors and
dentists;we are also talking about
plumbers and contractors.How do they
handle that sort of thing?  What are the
pitfalls?  What can we do to improve it?

Cohen:One of the more difficult
aspects of setting up criteria for licensing
our profession is that it’s an art rather than
a science,and there are so many gray areas
regarding the right and wrong way to
practice.This will make it difficult for us,as
a profession,to set up those criteria.

Lukaszewski:Whether it’s dentists
or lawyers or any other profession,part of
what licensing does is standardize
approaches and set norms that people have
to learn to be licensed in the first place.

It could have an amazingly positive
commercial impact on PR education. It’s
a negative if it would suddenly crimp a lot

of things that educational institutions are
doing right now.Licensing might com-
pletely transform PR education.

Cohen:The real key here is,what
professional PR activities can be standard-
ized?

Robert D.Frause,APR,Fellow
PRSA: Quite honestly,if somebody else
can show me a way we can impose sanc-
tions and other reprimands on unethical
practices within the profession without a
license,then I’d be glad to get off the
licensing horse.But if we want to have
sanctioning and some respectability with
regard to the practice,we’ve got to have
rules that are more binding than what
we’ve got right now.

Cohen:To add to your point,if there
were ever a time in the history of public
relations to revisit this topic,it’s now.Even
though it’s going to be hard going through
the exercise and researching what other
organizations did to get to their licensing,
now is the time to do it.

Cherenson:So what would a
licensed PR professional be able to do that
an unlicensed PR person couldn’t do?
Could only a licensed person call a
reporter?  Could only a licensed person
plan a special event? I don’t know what a

licensed person would do that any man or
woman on the street couldn’t do.What
would the difference be?

Werba:There’s nothing to stop indi-
viduals from sending op-eds,from writing
letters or anything like that.Licensing
would apply only to those practitioners
who want to identify themselves as
licensed practitioners.

Lukaszewski:Accreditation is a mild
form of voluntary regulation compared to
what we’re talking about.When we revised
the PRSA Member Code of Ethics in
2000,we had conversations with the
Society of Professional Journalists.They
told us that it took almost 10 years to revise
their code and something like less than 10
percent of their membership voted for it.
This is controversial.

Frause: It took us two years to
rewrite the current PRSA Member
Code of Ethics. All of us sat on the board
for eight years wondering why we could-
n’t do anything before we said,“This isn’t
working;let’s do something else.”That’s
exactly why we came to the conclusion
with regard to the current code.

Education and aspirations are what
it’s all about.Let’s do something positive
here and try to educate folks on doing it
the right way.Let’s not try to slap their

hands.If we have people in our profession
and our membership who are saying,
“You guys need to take a look at it,”then
this is the responsible thing for this com-
mittee to do.

Werba:We’d have to rewrite and
broaden the code [to cover] not just what
is a practitioner,but what it takes to be a
practitioner.What kind of knowledge is
required? What kind of experience is
required?

It would be a code for the profession
as a whole.There could be other practi-
tioners who aren’t necessarily licensed,but
who work for licensed practitioners,who
could still practice,like paralegals.

Lukaszewski:For every rule you
make,there’s a loophole.For every regula-
tion you install,there’s an exception.

Cohen: I think it is worthwhile for
our profession,regardless of what our
research indicates,to take us through those
steps.

Cherenson: I agree.As much as I
have concerns,I also think we owe it to
the profession to consider all the issues and
to have public debate on this.I think it’s
important we do that.
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Among the clearest messages to
come out of the misdeeds and lapses in
judgment that have rocked corporate
America during the past decade is that
the responsibility for ethics can no longer
be confined to the boardroom,the gen-
eral counsel’s office or the human
resource department. Ethics is increas-
ingly recognized as a core management
concern — the responsibility of every-
one in the organization.Those of us who
don’t embrace our role in this area do so
at our own peril.

Regardless of where you are in your
PR career,you play a part in the ethics of
the communications profession.
Hopefully,your work environment pro-
vides you with adequate,ongoing train-
ing and clear,current systems that allow
you and your co-workers to adhere to
proper and ethical business behaviors.If
you’re a manager,you need to under-
stand your role.Your job is not what it
used to be.Managers have to be much

better at appreciating how decisions
impact all stakeholders such as cus-
tomers,employees,communities and
investors.By discussing issues and asking
probing questions at all levels in an
organization,managers can have a signif-
icantly local impact.Staff will pay more
attention to ethics when they realize
how important it is to their boss.

Don’t underestimate the power of
mythology.Every company has legends
—the account coordinator who met a
deadline against great odds,the agency
leader who turned down questionable
business — that help shape future behav-
ior.By surrounding yourself with people
who make courageous ethical decisions,
you have an example that guides others.

CEOs are coached daily by maga-
zines,business and academic journals,
trainers and ethicists about being moral
leaders and good stewards for stakehold-
ers.The basic tenets of that advice,how-
ever,apply to all of us,not just the boss.
Behaving ethically doesn’t just happen.It
must be taught early and reinforced.
Merely stating a commitment to ethics
in a corporate values statement is not
enough.

The discussion and study of ethics is
also not enough.It’s essential that there is

a commitment to ethics in day-to-day
business life.In an environment that is
increasingly complex and challenging for
PR professionals,simply knowing what’s
right and doing it sounds simplistic and
naïve.Yet,knowing what should be done
and doing it are the basis of ethical
behavior in everyday life,including your
workplace.Problems arise if people do
not agree on these two basics.One per-
son’s definition of ethics may not match
another’s;and some don’t care about
behaving ethically.

If you are faced with an ethical
dilemma,you have the following
resources to consult:

• PRSA’s Member Code of Ethics,
emphasizing value and code provisions.

• PRSA Chapter ethics officers
whose job it is to offer consultation based
on the code.

• Liaisons for the PRSA Board of
Ethics and Professional Standards if you
prefer to take your matter of concern out
of your Chapter’s jurisdiction.

• A section on the PRSA Web site
dedicated to ethics
(www.prsa.org/about/ethics/).

• Wallet-sized cards that review the
ethical decision-making process
(Chapter ethics officers have these).

You need to consider a few other
characteristics of ethical behavior that,
hopefully,were learned at an early age,
but bear repeating:

• Hope:You need hope and opti-
mism because your employees or co-
workers may live on your every word.

• Honesty:You need honesty — set-
ting an example in your dealings with
others.

• Humility:You need to listen,to
respect other opinions.Humility is being
sensitive to another’s needs.

• Humor:Don’t be uptight.Laugh.
It will help you and others keep at ease.It
also gives you insight into thoughts and
ideas that give perspective when things
get tough.

It goes back to people buying into a
simple list of values.The buy-in is easy to
skip over,but it’s probably the most
important part.If sincerity can be
demonstrated at all levels in an organiza-
tion;if we can each become personally
responsible for good business behavior
and if we can ask our employers for an
education process that encourages and
promotes the reinforcement of proper
business behavior,ethics will become a
responsibility shared by all.

Communicate and lead by example — a shared responsibility

Ethics Month
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Cohen:We may come up with a
new solution that no one’s ever thought
of.That’s the beauty of going through the
process.Perhaps there’s a more uniform
educational requirement or certification
that will be required to practice in the pro-
fession.The process will take us to that
solution.

Patricia A.Grey,APR: I compare
public relations to professions such as
financial planning and education.These
professions require a college degree plus
additional certification or licensing that
document the person has the skills and
knowledge to practice.In both of these
professions,professionals use their expertise
and knowledge to make judgments about
what individuals or organizations need to
achieve in the goals they set.Can individu-
als choose to handle their own finances or
teach their own children? Absolutely,but
there is high recognition that these profes-
sionals have the skills and knowledge to
advise and guide as well as provide the

service. So I suggest that PRSA include
these types of professions in our research.

Duke:The fact is,unless we do these
things,we’re not a profession.If you go by
the formal terms of what is a profession,
you have to have a body of knowledge.
You have to have a certain level of educa-
tion and a certain level of competence.We
call ourselves a profession,but we’re not.

Lukaszewski: It could be that the
vast majority of PR practitioners would
not be covered by licensure,because the
average PR firm size is four or fewer peo-
ple.This would be mostly sole practitioner
situations.Maybe those people would be
exempt from licensing or simply feel they
don’t need it.

Werba:On the other hand,in a
highly competitive market,where you
have a lot of those firms competing for
business,these smaller firms may like to
distinguish themselves and gain a compet-
itive edge by saying “We are licensed.”

Tchividjian:What is the probability,
even if we decided we should not have
licensing,that the government may come
in and say,“You have to”?

Lukaszewski:All it takes is one or
two members of Congress to really move
the process along.Maybe not all the way,
but they could certainly move it along.

Tchividjian: In that case,we’d better
be prepared,because it’s better to self-reg-
ulate than to be regulated.

Cohen: If we go through this whole
process and find this is something we can
do,the key is that we establish a uniform
set of professional criteria and educational
requirements applicable to all PR disci-
plines or practice areas.If there are a lot of
exclusions,how successful are we in ulti-
mately accomplishing what we’d like to
accomplish here?

Duke: That’s right.It has to be uni-
form.

Frause:Before we end the discus-
sion,I’d like to take a vote of who here
would favor licensing and those who
would not favor it.

Duke:Yes,I’m in favor of licensing.

Tchividjian: I don’t know.

Cohen: Do you support researching
the possibility?

Tchividjian:Absolutely.It’s a great
idea because it’s still a debate whether
public relations is a profession or whether
it’s an art.I think licensing would definite-
ly end that discussion.

Lukaszewski:Any surgeon would
tell you that surgery is far more an art and
skill than a science,but they still need a
license.

I would like to see the issues raised
because I think there needs to be an
understanding of the point Bob is raising
— if you really want to have sanctions and
put teeth into something,it’s going to
change pretty much everything.We need
to be able to learn what the trade-offs are
for doing that.Overall I prefer the aspira-
tional model where we help everyone
become his or her own ethics officer
rather than to empower a handful of ethics
czars who will lord over everyone.

I’m much more interested in Gabe’s
concept of certification as the next step
toward professional credibility beyond
Accreditation.

Cherenson:As of this moment,I’m
against it.But we owe it to the profession
to consider looking at it.I think it’s our
responsibility to study.My mind is open.

Werba:I’d like to see licensing of
practitioners and certification of specialties
as a way of protecting the public from
unqualified practitioners,but first I’d like a
task force to do some intensive research
regarding the effectiveness of the models
now being used by various professions.

Frause: I’m in favor of it;I’m not
afraid to take the test.Actually,it would
help me.It would be a key selling point.I
like Gabe’s point of view about compe-
tency.I can live without licensing,but I
think it makes good sense for us to do.

Cohen: I’m very much in support of
licensing and certification.However,real-
istically,having served on BEPS for 10
years and given a lot of thought to this
issue,I’m skeptical that we’re going to be
able to,as a profession,get to the place that
we need to be to make it work.However,I
believe we should take the journey and
know what the outcome is.

Rick French:It’s clear from the
transcript that a lot of good points were
made on both sides of this debate,but,in
the end,short of government intervention
(which is highly unlikely due to our First
Amendment rights),PRSA only has
authority of sorts over a small percentage
of the profession and I don’t see how
licensing of everyone else can be done.

I’ve heard all the arguments for and
against it based on how CPAs,attorneys
and MDs become board certified or
licensed.But in almost all cases those tests
are taken straight out of graduate school or
shortly thereafter.We would need to adopt
the same approach for our profession,
grandfather everyone else currently prac-
ticing PR and go from there with a clean
slate.

Even then,what would the penalty
be for practicing the right of advocating
one’s position without a license?  And
what about small companies whose CEOs
are the spokespersons but don’t see them-
selves as PR professionals? How do we
handle them? The ability to license just
isn’t practical in my opinion.

Cohen:This discussion will be con-
tinued at the 2006 PRSA International
Conference in Salt Lake City.We’ll expand
the panel to include other PR profession-
als,ethicists and regulators.It should be an
interesting and lively discussion.
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(Pre-Conference Seminar at the 2006 PRSA International Conference)

Join us for a one-day, onsite seminar, followed by four weeks of online participation
designed to build your leadership skills and prepare you for your next career steps. This
blended-learning program, created especially for mid-level public relations professionals, will
conveniently fit into your busy schedule, while giving you the tools you need to become a
successful leader.

This program will reveal:
• The key obstacles standing in the way of becoming a leader and how to overcome them.
• The seven bases for leadership and the nine key qualities of a leader.
• How to be an effective operational leader.
• How to lead in a team setting and during times of change and crisis. 
• The issues surrounding work-life balance and how to find personal fulfillment.

Daniel Quinn Mills, MA, Ph.D., is a consultant to major corporations
as well as a leadership, strategy and human resources teacher at the
Harvard Business School since 1976. Prior to teaching at the Harvard
Business School, Mr. Mills taught at MIT’s Sloan School of Management
and spent several years in Washington D.C. where he helped control
inflation during the Vietnam War in the Executive Office of the President.
A pioneer in online education, in 2005 he taught the first online course at
the Harvard Business School, “How to Lead, How to Live.” 

Presented by PRSA and Daniel Quinn Mills in partnership with MindEdge. 
PRSA Member $795;      Nonmember  $895
Materials and lunch provided
CEU available: 1.4
APR Accreditation Maintenance Credits approved: 2.0

Professional Development 

Register today at www.prsa.org

NEW!
Blended
Learning

For more on this topic,join members
of BEPS at the 2006 PRSA
International Conference in Salt
Lake City. The workshop,
“Proposed Licensing of U.S.PR
Practitioners,” takes pace at 2:30
p.m.on Nov.13.Please visit
www.prsa.org/conf2006 for all the
details.
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