Public Relations Society of America
Moderator:  Colleen Seaver
4/9/2007 - 4:00 PM ET 
Confirmation # 1056539
Page 11 


Public Relations Society of America

Ethics Officers’ Conference Call
March 28, 2007
4:00 PM ET 
Patti Grey:
Good afternoon.  Thank you all for joining us today, and we are having this telephone call transcribed.  Even though this is the best time as noted by those who responded to an email about the best time to hold conference calls, we still note that this is not an ideal time for all.  Because this is a topic of high interest, we are transcribing, and it will be available. We will tell the moderator to open up the phone lines for questions and answers.  But, until then, it really is a call that's listen-only.  


I am very pleased, and it is true we're very lucky to have Jim Lukaszewski, who is what I would consider the dean of the code of ethics for PRSA.  He has been through the code when it made the development from the former code to now, and he has served as a great mentor for all of us on BEPS in encouraging learning the code and understanding it in a deeper and deeper way.  Often times, I appreciated his way of saying "you're doing just fine, Patti.  You're doing just fine."  


So, we hope at the end we can say the same for you all.  You're going to be doing just fine.  Part of the reason that we are doing this call is to encourage a deeper understanding of the code and help each other in not only supporting our own chapter members but each other when dilemmas come up.  

So, with that, I'm going to pass the virtual gavel over to Jim.

Jim Lukaszewski:
Yep.  I'm here.  Thank you so much.  And, by the way, Bob Frause is dialing in I was told by a staff member.  


Let me just start by-- and I think what we envisioned doing here was talking in chunks and having questions and answers in chunks.  So, my part today, at least in the beginning, is talking about one of the-- I think one of the most sort of crazy things about the code.  And that is that, when we revised the code back in the year 2000, one of the reasons we did that was because we were so singularly unsuccessful in enforcing discipline on members and nonmembers.  I've been on BEPS for many, many years, too long to even think about, as a matter of fact, so I've kind of been through several iterations of how we would try to do this.  But, it is just so terribly frustrating because we have no basis in law or no basis in society, really, to be enforcers of rules.  


So, what happened was, just before the year 2000, beginning about two years before - maybe 1997 - BEPS as an organization looked at the code and said that we've got to have something that members can work on and work with that sets some standards and some norms so that all of us can understand what an ethical practitioner is.  And, because we are so unable to really enforce a code-- I'll talk about that in a minute, more-- we need to have some other approach.  So, we looked around.  We actually hired two consulting firms to help us do this - to look around and see if we could look for other models.  We looked at many, many codes.  When we look at doctors or attorneys or even hair dressers, for that matter, these people are all licensed by the state.  They have a legal basis on which to manage enforcement.  The issue in America is sort of interesting.  For every great thing that we have, there are often unintended consequences.  And we are suffering, in a way, from the unintended consequence, perhaps, of the First Amendment to our Constitution, that unique amendment that says-- that guarantees freedom of speech and freedom of press.  So, it's difficult, and some say impossible, to license us or to regulate us; so we have to do it in some other way.  


Ironically, as it turned out, the one code out there for an organization that would be the most similar to what we might be able to do was the code for the Society for Professional Journalists, the SPJ.  So, you want to look at another code like ours that is aspirational in nature, that is motivational in nature, that is inspirational in nature.  You might want to go to SPJ.org, the Society of Professional Journalists.  You'll find a similar approach.  


But, the reason I bring this up is because I think part of what we look to as ethics officers is to declare violations of the code and then do something about it.  That's going to be the hardest part of your job because you can't do it.  We actually engineered violations out of the code because having violations implies we can enforce some punishment as a result of those violations, but we can't do violations.  So, it's interesting.  It was very frustrating for us to do this and to work it through because so many people look at a code of a conduct as being violations-based.  To put it simply, we spent a lot of time on this.  We had a wonderful group of practitioners working on this for a couple of years, like three years before it was introduced and approved by the assembly.  We came to the conclusion that the way we want to be measured as a profession is by the quality or ethical behavior rather than the number of people we throw out each year because they're goof-offs, clowns and something else.  And the fact is we can't throw them out.  So, that's the reason why it is so frustrating when you talk to us about questions you have.  You kind of want to say-- what's the punishment going to be?  And the answer is:  well, let's look at it this way.  We look at it and say what's the lesson going to be?  


One of the documents you've been sent recently is from our ethics officers’ on February 21.  There was a document you were sent that talked-- called How to Report Questionable Behavior and Instructions for Chapter Ethics Officers.  This form is a way to do intake on an incident that you may feel is unethical or is questionable.  This is a two-page form - very simple to fill out.  But the idea is, first of all, — for you to report something, it has to be generic.  We don't want to know the name of the offender or the name of the practitioner or the name of the organization.  It doesn't matter to us what the name is.  We want to know what the offense is.  Then, if you look at the structure, we ask you to describe what it is, why you think it's unethical and perhaps how you would like to see the situation resolve.  Our goal has been, and Patti has been doing this, if you watch your emails at all-- she's always asking for examples from your own practices or your own chapters of unethical behavior.  We are trying to build a library of unethical behaviors with essentially-- being minor case studies, tying those behaviors into lessons for us rather than trying to tie them into case studies where punishment was administered.  

And just one more comment about violations.  The Society of Professional Journalists published a wonderful document which is out of print now.  It was called Doing Ethics in Journalism. It was a wonderful book.  I'm looking at it right now in my office here in White Plains.  In this book, they try to do case studies and checklist of unethical behavior from journalism based on very specific examples.  They cite actual reporters, actual newspapers or television stations here, and actual circumstances.  It's a wonderful document.  Here's the problem.  When the third edition came out, they were sued by one of the people in the book for liable because, as it turns out, the journalist got some of the information wrong.  This person who was liabled won in court and forced the SPJ to pay a relatively substantial damage award.  The SPJ, like PRSA, is a nonprofit organization.  They required that the court's decision be published in the SPJ's monthly publication.  This is a tremendous expense.  What the SPJ decided was they could no longer risk publishing something like this.  


So, that's really kind of the background on how difficult it is to take bad behavior-- unethical behavior and highlight it and try to learn from it very specifically.  What we have to do at BEPS is to try and, as intake, take in these bad examples in your communities and from your practices then genericize them so we don't inadvertently offend somebody and then extract the lessons from them and then send them back out as genericized case studies.  If you've been on the Web site, the ethics portion of PRSA.org-- you'll see we have six or seven cases there.  These are based on real circumstances, but they have been genericized.  So we avoid the potential, the very real potential, of litigation retaliation for trying to name somebody specifically.  

This is all by way of helping you understand why we're moving the direction that we are.  Frankly, I like this direction a lot.  As I mentioned, I've been around a while.  I've been through some of the wonderful discussions in the past about what was done that was bad and what was done that was good and those sorts of things.  The transition that has happened in our code is really this; we've gone from a compliance mode, which is like forced behavior, to an integrity mode.  We are trying to show how to be a person of integrity in your practice.  We've gone from an enforcement mentality and mode, which we couldn't deliver on anyway, to an inspirational mode - that is, inspiring people through good examples how they should carry out their practices and evaluate who you want to practice with and for.  We've gone from a punishment mentality, really, to a motivational mentality.  In other words, what are the things you should do that really will set you apart as an ethical practitioner, someone's who's doing good work, meaningful work?  We've gone from this kind of directive environment, which is what compliance tends to do-- Do this; do that.  Don't do this; don't do that-- to what we call an educational environment, where we're trying to model the right behaviors.  We're trying to give you examples of what it means.  And we are giving you some direction through the Professional Standards Advisories, which we'll talk about later in this program.  

I think, most of all, we've gone from a secret environment.  In the old system, every complaint was a secret.  It had to be held privately.  Nobody could talk about it.  Our meetings were secret as BEPS.  It was kind of fun and conspiratorial to do this, but it was a secret.  We could never talk about it.  Part of it was the litigation thing.  Now we've gone from secretive to being open.  That's another reason why I like this approach so much.  If there are problems out there, then let's talk about them.  Let's put the biggest group together possible, hash them out and come on up with practice standards that tell people in the open what we believe ethical behavior is and what we believe honorable behavior is, what we believe-- the kind of behavior that we want to be measured by as practitioners.  


So, this little sermon of mine has to do with this concept of violations.  The word is no longer applicable to what we do.  There is no way you can violate this code.  This is no way.  So, as you think about teaching others, which is, I think, one of your main functions as an ethics officer teaching and educating and inspiring other people, remember that it's really about education rather than violation.  It is about inspiration rather than enforcement.  It's about motivation rather than punishment.  This is a hard-- I know for many of you this is a hard thing, as people who report stuff are looking for someone to be punished.  It's just one of those situations where we just move beyond this.  We're in a much better place, a much better space, a much better way, I think, to practice and behave and believe as individuals.  

Patti Grey:
Hughie, can we open up the-- to the audience?

Operator:

Our first question comes from John Bailey.  

John Bailey:
Yes, hi, everybody.  My question is this.  We are in the Detroit chapter and calling on behalf of Detroit PRSA.  We've never had anyone that I'm aware of ever report anyone or there's never been any charges of unethical behavior.  There's been a couple of conversations I'm aware of over the years, but nothing really has ever been reported.  So, what do we need to do is get people to even think about the code and about ethics and operating ethically.  How do we do that?  I hope we can get into some interesting ideas.  To even have a great man like Jim come to town and talk about this, you’re going to get 20 people or 30 people.  We want 200.
Jim Lukaszewski:
It really is so interesting because, just to give you an example of how true the comment is you're making, BEPS during ethics month for the last couple of years or maybe three now, we've conducted national teleconferences on issues in the news and that sort of stuff.  We held three per month:  one at Eastern Time, one in Midwest time and one in West coast time.  The last year we did this, in '06, we actually canceled one of the calls.  On one call, we had just one participant.  And on the third call in the month, we had three parties on the call.  So, it's hard.  Interestingly enough, it's hard to understand why we're so obsessed with ethics as a practice.  But we certainly duck it whenever there's an opportunity.  

Patti Grey:
Having said that, though, as part of some work BEPS was doing last year, and I would encourage you all to think about this, I invited small groups of chapter members to come and have a cup of coffee with me so that they could help me with the national work we were trying to do with BEPS.  I found by actually inviting smaller groups of the chapter members, they came, they were engaged, they had very different perspectives; and it was an hour really well spent.  So, I wonder if we worry too much - about having big meetings and having audiences of 200, or do we start developing groups of practitioners within our chapters.  Let's say new members.  Let's say senior practitioners - to bring them together and just say-- and this is the truth, because Jim and I will say we want these-- what are the dilemmas facing someone at your level, whether it's you or whether you've seen this, whatever.  Help us understand what people are dealing with and engage them in smaller conversations.  I wonder, then, if we would cultivate ethics in a different way so that it may grow in interest.  Just a thought.

Bob Frause:
Patti, this is Bob Frause.  I think the most important that all the chapters have now are the Professional Standard Advisories.  I mean these are as close to reality as you can get, even though there are no names there.  But, essentially, there are a lot of inferences with regard to how one should practice with regard to specific events and things that are addressed in those advisories.  I would think that it would be completely a successful goal on the part of ethics officers in the chapters to be able to deliver those advisories out to as many members or, at least, discuss those advisories to as many members as possible.  I wouldn't necessarily consider it a failure if you couldn't get everybody to a meeting.  But, gee, just getting those things in people's hands and going through what they mean-- obviously, falsifying billing and those kinds of things - people do that kind of work daily.  So, that's just another point here.

Jim Lukaszewski:
I have two thoughts.  I really like what Patti said.  I think we do need to adjust our expectations on this topic. Even though I was complaining about it, I wasn't really whining about the number of callers.  As far as I'm concerned, one caller is a full house.  If they're interested in this topic and engaged in it, it's a full house, and we're ready to talk about it.  A suggestion I would make to chapters is to not only reduce your expectations to something more appropriate but I think also then increase the energy of what you're talking about.  My thought would be-- what always comes to mind is-- I tend to view the world as being run essentially by time.  So, ethics should probably be injected in your chapter activity by time.  Maybe you have ethics minutes at your meetings, and that's 150 words.  Or maybe you have three minutes on ethics, which is 450 words.  This is how you introduce it so that, in some respects, you're actually surprising people with it with something that's meaningful for them, a lesson they can take home, as it were.  Try to rely less on making it the focus of your activity because the same four people will show every time.  I would do that anyway.  But, for the general purpose education, I think smaller injected doses seem to be a useful approach, in any event.

Are there any questions, people on the call?  Do people have a question about this or enforcement?

Operator:
We do have another question from Tom Duke.  Tom Duke:
This isn't a question; it's just a comment about the statement by the member from the Detroit chapter about no ethics problems happening there.  Actually, one of the biggest ethics problems of all time in PRSA happened there.

Jim Lukaszewski:
That's right.  I wasn't going to bring that up.

Tom Duke:
I just think that might be interesting for you to look back into the history of it to see how that was handled.  

Jim Lukaszewski:
Right.  Do you want to talk about it, or do you want us to look into it?

Tom Duke:
I just wanted to mention it to the Detroit chapter member, so he would be aware of that.

Jim Lukaszewski:
Okay.  All right.  It was one of the more significant ethics breaches in our history.

Jim Lukaszewski:
Bob is going to talk maybe a little bit more to code differences and stuff.

Patti Grey:
Welcome, Bob.

Bob Frause:
Hi.  You mean in terms of the judicial versus the code the way it is now, Jim?

Jim Lukaszewski:
I spent some time talking about the violation thing in the beginning, Bob I think if you want to talk more about the history of the code, how it was revised, why we did what we did, that might be useful.

Bob Frause:
For us, the thing that's really important here and that the ethics officers need to know - I'm absolutely thrilled with the way that PRSA is dealing with ethics now.  The reason that I am is because we have more involvement now, and we have in the last six years since we implemented the code in the year 2000, than we've ever had in the 50 years prior to that, believe it or not.  I mean, Jim basically alluded to the fact that all these things became confidential.  You couldn't talk about it.  There was no educational chance to do anything about it - a lot of lip service, but nothing really ever happened.  And, honestly, in the 50 years that we had the judicially or the compliance-oriented code, I think we only gave out one letter of reprimand.  We probably reviewed somewhere in the neighborhood of 250 cases that we took a look at, of which 250 we did nothing about.  So, for us, it became a real frustration, and that's why we decided to move in this direction.  

I can say-- to some people, ethics may be boring.  To some chapters, only a couple people may come out.  But, believe it or not, that's a way lot more than we used to have.  So, for me, I'm real optimistic about the direction we're going and the direction that we've chosen and the participation that we're getting from all levels, all the way from the board of directors down to the chapter level and the member level.  


The concentration here is on-- I, quite honestly, have been working with this code for quite a long time.  I still have to pick up my little booklet and look to see if there was-- if I think that some people were practicing unethically, kind of where it fits and how it fits.  Kathy Fitzpatrick, who was on the original committee that put this new code together, came up with a little, handy-dandy guide - an ethics guide, a six-step guide to help you determine whether something falls into the chasm of unethical practices or not.  I personally use that all the time, just to help me sort through my mind because ethics is a gray area, and our practice is changing.  

For instance, we're grappling with questions along the lines of our bloggers journalists.  Is our providing significant gifts and gratuities to a blogger the same as providing the same to journalists?  I don't know if we've got an answer on that yet.  But, those are the kinds of problems that we are dealing with on a daily basis.  New media.  Consumer-based media or social marketing or whatever you want to call it-- it really presents a whole new field for ethics, and it should provide a whole lot more fodder for chapter ethics month’s types of discussions and meetings.  It's just not necessarily reviewing the code and going through the elements that are parts of the code.  Now, as a matter of fact, we're on-- I think we've got a committee that's looking at upgrading examples in the code and actually changing-- well, actually, adding to more of an explanatory road version-- more explanations about what are good practices and what are violations or-- as Jim put it, there's no such thing as a violation, but in proper practices with regard to at least the code of ethics as we have it outlined.  The dialog here-- the discussion is super.  


We tried to tackle the criticism that still is being levied against PRSA and the code for not being strict enough or not being conscientious enough with regard to punishing people who are doing things wrong.  We took a look at an approach to be able to do something like that.  That was the licensing idea that we had on the table at our international meeting.  It may not be appropriate for us, but at least it gets the dialog and the discussion going.  And now I think we've got a committee that's going to take a look at something a little bit less formalized than state licensing.  That might be some sort of certification that we're taking a look at as well.  

The bottom line here is that the code and what we're doing and what you're all doing as ethics officers is increasing the awareness with regard to the ethical practices in the field and trying to address specifics.  That's why we're here on the phone call.  

Jim Lukaszewski:
What I have in front of me really is the code itself.  I thought it might be useful just to kind of talk about it, and just kind of walk quickly through the document itself and talk about some of these things out loud because they are so interesting.  One of our goals in writing the code, and you should know that Bob, really, was the chairman of BEPS and piloted this whole thing for all those years to get this done, so he is really the resident authority on this.  One of our desires was to talk in plain language in an aspirational, motivational, inspirational way.  So, the code itself was a model for what we're talking about.

So, if you look at the first part of the code where it talks about the statement of professional values, we tried to identify-- there's six different values that really matter.  Now, it's interesting.  There was a debate about having more than these, but I think the philosophy that prevailed was that there were only Ten Commandments, so, in any event, we should not have more than ten professional values.  We came up with the six that you see there.  


Advocacy.  We serve the public interest by acting as responsible advocates for those we represent.  We provide a marketplace of ideas, facts and viewpoints to aide inform public debate.  It's simple.  It's straightforward.  It's like what is there about "yes" you don't understand - at least that's our hope.  Advocacy.  It's what we do.  People pay us to advocate on their behalf.  


Honesty.  We adhere to the highest standards of accuracy and truth in advancing the interests of those we represent, communicating with the public.  These are simple, direct statements which, I feel, as we talked about when we came up with them, that you and any practitioner can say these things out loud with a straight face.  You can feel comfortable telling people we believe in honesty and truth.  

Expertise.  We acquire and responsibly use specialized knowledge and experience.  We advance the profession through professional development, research and education.  We deal with mutual understanding, credibility and relationship, and we have a wide array of institutions and audiences.  We are experts in what we do.  In a sense, saying it this way helps make it so.  It's our behavior, though, that makes it real.  Then, there are three more.


Independence.  We provide objective counsel to those we represent.  We are accountable for our actions.


Loyalty.  We are faithful to those we represent while honoring our obligations to serve the public interest.


And fairness.  We deal fairly with clients, employers, competitors, peers, vendors, the media and the general public with our opinions and support the right to free expression.  


We are fundamentally the implementation of the First Amendment of our national Constitution, when you think about it.  This is a very large responsibility and a very, I think, motivational responsibility; and we should talk about it from that particular perspective.  


Robert, maybe you want to take the provisions?

Bob Frause:
Sure.  When we were writing the code, the first draft, we took a look at the old code and worked in quite a few of the things - the provisions and the ideology of the old code, minus the hand slapping.  But, the professional values really set the stage for these next six provisions.  We can talk about any one of these provisions that you want to.  I'll just go through them briefly.  


The core of what we do as public relations professionals really has to do with us preserving the free flow of information, and that's our first code provision.  

You all might have the code booklets in front of you or at least have the provisions somewhat memorized.  I don't.  Believe it or not, there are so many nuances here, and I always have to go back and check.  If any of you are pilots, you know that you never memorize the checklist in your head.  You always have it in your hand, and you check each thing as you go down on the list until you get it done.  That's the same way that you should treat ethics when you're trying to decide if something falls under one of our provisions or not.  


Each provision has a core principle.  For instance, free flow of information.  The core principle is protecting and advancing the free flow of accurate and truthful information.  It's essential to serving the public interest and contributing to an informed decision making in a democratic society.  


Then we have three other sections for each provision.  One is the intent.  What did you really mean by that core principle?  In the case of free flow of information, the intent is to maintain the integrity of relationships with the media, government officials and the public and, two, to inform-- to aid informed decision making.  


Now that we've got the intent, you say to yourself give me some guidelines.  What about--?  What shall a member do under this provision?  Then we've got some bullet points.  We are going to be expanding on those guideline bullet points this year, I believe, or at least we are going to be bringing some more bullet points forward, just to give people even a more rich definition of what the free flow provision means, and on the other ones as well.  

For instance, guidelines in this provision:  a member shall preserve the integrity of the process of communication, be honest and accurate in all communication, act promptly to correct erroneous communication for which the practitioner is responsible and preserve the free flow of unprejudiced information when giving or receiving gifts by ensuring that gifts are nominal, legal and infrequent.  

Then, the last component of each provision is examples.  Under this case, we have an example of a member representing a ski manufacturer.  He gives a pair of expensive racing skis to a sport magazine columnist to influence the columnist to write a favorable article about that product.  That is not ethical practice under our code.  A member entertains a government official beyond legal limits and/or in violation of government reporting requirements.  Well, in my experience, unless it's a foreign government, U.S. public agency officials aren't allowed to accept those-- anything, even a cup of coffee, for the most part.  So, that sets the stage in terms of how we relate back to public officials.  

Now, there are a lot of other examples.  Those are discussions that can come up in meetings or that can come up amongst members.  Quite honestly, this is where we're grappling with our bloggers journalists.  What can we give bloggers or not give bloggers?  If we give them an expensive computer, does that mean that we have violated the ethical provisions here?  Some of those questions are not answered at this point.  But that's where we're headed.


The other provisions are, and I'm not going to belabor these, but we have a provision on competition.  The intent is to promote fair-- respect and fair competition among PR professionals.  This is regarding our profession itself - to preserve the public interest by providing the widest choice of practitioner options.  


Disclosure of information.  This is a key provision.  We discussed this one a lot during our deliberations in bringing out this new code.  The core of this has to do with open communication fosters informed decision making in a democratic society.  Our intent is to build trust with the public by revealing all information needed for responsible decision making.  In effect, what we're talking about here is that we think that concealing financial information or concealing participatory information with regard to, let's say, front groups or other kinds of organizations that are designed to maybe be perceived as one thing and doing another are not ethical practices with regard to our code.  That disclosure of information principle provision is really an important one for every PRSA public relations practitioner.  

Safeguarding confidences.  That's kind of a no brainer.  We basically are operating with nondisclosure situations or essentially with confidential information from clients and from others.  And it's important not to be duplicitous.  It's important to treat that information in a secure way.  Whether you're hired by the organization or whether you're a former employee, you have a duty to protect confidences, and it doesn't end with you quitting a job.  

Operator:
Ladies and gentlemen, if you have a question at this time, please press the one key. 

Jim Lukaszewski:
What's interesting about what Bob's talking about-- we're waiting to see if there are questions-- is that this business of disclosure of front groups has become extraordinarily important because we find ourselves at war.  One of the secrets to victory in war is deceiving the enemy.  This has caused an enormous amount of consternation in terms of public communication versus special communication by military officials to achieve their military objectives.  There's a lot of discussion.  One of the Professional Standard Advisories relates to this whole issue, and it's still highly controversial within the military, is to how much deception we can actually practice when we live in a global information age, where almost everything gets on Google, so to speak, and you can't sort out the deceptions from the truth. It's a very complicated and very timely issue.  It turns out the code is extraordinarily applicable to these circumstances.
Operator:
We do have questions.  Our first question comes from John Bailey.  

John Bailey:
I know we're going to see a copy of this meeting so that we can maybe get some of those examples.  What we're hoping to be able to do is to speak to several of the chapters around the state of Michigan and also have articles - and maybe even of some other organizations, like a chamber of commerce about ethics in general and tie it to PR and also some articles, not only in our chapter, the Detroit chapter's newsletter, but in some of the others as well.  So, we would like to have some examples that you've talked about.  I guess we'll be able to get those?  Is that correct-- from the transcript of this meeting-- or at least be able to contact some of you and therefore pull some examples out?

Bob Frause:
You could do that.  There's three ways to do it.  Number one, in the code right now, there are a couple of examples for each provision.  You could use those. And you could extend those out to-- well, for instance, I think a really interesting discussion point, which is not resolved at all at this point, especially under free flow of information, is there's a practice within the travel and tourism industry, especially with regard to freelance journalists, to allow resorts and/or other hospitality organizations to provide whatever it takes to get the journalist to come and take a look at the facility and the amenities.  At first glance, it appears that that doesn't necessarily align itself with the code.  I mean it's a controversial subject.  That would be a hotly debated issue at a meeting that would take on a life of its own, quite honestly.  I'm not sure what the answer is there.  So, anyway, you've got the examples that are in the code.  

I think the other real key for you is to take a look at the six or seven or eight or whatever we have now Professional Standards Advisories.  Those are real specific with regard to practices.  And then, if you want to, you can feel free to call whoever on the ethics board to talk about other examples that may not necessarily be written down but we could parallel some. I think the best dialog stuff is the stuff that's really controversial, if it's a real gray area.  There really isn't necessarily a right answer.  That gets people hot.  It gets them excited, passionate, and that's how they learn.

John Bailey:
Right.

Jim Lukaszewski:
This is Jim.  For two and a half years, I was the Deputy Commissioner for Economic Development for the state of Minnesota.  Two of the biggest events we did as an economic development agency was the fishing opener in the spring, and we had a fall/winter kind of wonderland thing that we put on.  We brought journalists in from all over the country and internationally for all of these and especially for the fishing opener.  It was the governor's fishing opener, so he was there and that sort of thing, although I always told him never to catch a fish because the history was if the governor caught a fish, he wasn't re-elected.  But, other than that--
Jim Lukaszewski:
The point is that's a $2.7 billion industry that the state has to support, and we are paying for the lodging, and the rooming and the food for 120 journalists.  All the major publications that came usually paid what we called a pro rata share of the costs, which meant they didn't have to pay the full boat for coming.  But, you're right, Bob.  This is really an interesting hot issue; no question about it.


Other questions on the line?

Operator:
Our next question comes from Robert Johnson

Robert Johnson:
Hi.  This is Bob Johnson in the Cleveland chapter.  I guess I just have two comments.  First off, I think our Cleveland chapter, or greater Cleveland or northeast Ohio, we’re probably in the same boat as the Detroit chapter.  I just would say to our friends there, if you wanted to talk offline, we would probably-- if you wanted to brainstorm, we could probably think of some things to do that you do there and then we replicate here or that kind of stuff, whether it's articles and stuff--


The only other thing I was going to mention was that I think this is a really great call.  If you weren't hearing feedback, I thought I'd just provide that.

Bob Frause:
Conflict of interest. Here again, what we're talking about is avoiding real or potential or perceived conflicts of interest that build trusts of clients, employers and publics.  Obviously, we want to make sure that we are practicing our profession in a non-duplicitous environment.  For us in the agency world-- It's a little bit different than the corporate side, but, in the agency world, it's a relatively easy test with regard to clients and client representation.  Our test here is, and our guys are instructed to think about this all the time, is to, especially when we get calls for new business-- number one is:  does it appear to be a conflict?  If it is, and some of these, if you're operating in the same industry, get kind of sticky and quite close.  Our rule is that we would discuss this with the existing client, because we owe allegiance and respect for our relationship with the existing client, and suggest to the client that we've been contacted by X.  Is there a problem with us even talking with this company?  If they say yes, then we're out.  That's it.  The perceived conflict-- the client has perceived a conflict, and we're done.  If the client says we're okay to talk, we talk to the other party.  If they don't have a problem, then basically there isn't a conflict.  We let the two organizations decide for themselves whether or not it would be a conflict for us to represent them.  So, the test is easy.  


The idea here is that we want to make sure that we're always operating with all of our parties in an open environment.  It's the same in the corporate sector or in the nonprofit sector or in the public sector.  You always want to be checking these relationships in your head.  My gut is, if it feels like it's a conflict, it probably is, or at least it's close enough to be able to talk about it.  Our gut on ethics is, if it feels unethical to you, it probably is.  You need to go with your gut on this.


The last provision is enhancing the profession.  For us, it's really important, especially as a PRSA member, to want to strengthen the public's trust in what we do.  Obviously, we're taking hits left and right, spin doctors, etcetera.  It's important for us to continue to practice in a professional and ethical manner.  And the focus is to continue to build equity in our profession and our professionals that are working in that.  So, it's fairly straightforward.  One of our provisions for ethical practices is to work toward bettering, basically, the name of not only you and your organization but the profession as a whole.  


So, we can open it back up for more questions now, but those are the six values, the six provisions of our code, which I think stand up pretty well. 
Jim Lukaszewski:
I would just note for the purists there that this last provision is the one place we made a mistake in the code, which we need to fix it some point in time.  The word "violations" does appear.  What we really meant to say there was we want you to report improper conduct, whether committed by a PRSA member or not, to the appropriate authority.  So, for the person writing us an email and spotted the word "violation," let me preempt the email by saying we really did mean to say improper conduct there rather than violations because we don't do violations anymore.  

Bob Frause:
The thing that's really important about that is the reporting does two things.  It allows you to walk through with us what we think and/or your ethics officer to walk through with an individual sort of-- is this an ethical breach or not?  You take the code out, and you walk through it.  It's great because it's a good educational opportunity.  Number two, it gives us if there are serious infractions or things that are in opposition to what the code is, is it gives the board of ethics a chance to write another Professional Standard Advisory, which I think those Professional Standard Advisories are really key to helping people nail down proper ethical conduct.  So, that's why it's important to get those things on the table.

Operator:
Ladies and gentlemen, if you wish to ask a question, please press the one key.  Patti Grey:
Jim, I think you were going to talk about the Professional Standards Advisories as well.

Jim Lukaszewski:
If you go to PRSA.org, and you look at the membership-- on the master across the top, click on membership, the drop-down hits code of ethics, and that brings all this stuff up, if you haven't done that.  On that page, there lists under ethics resources each of the seven professional standards advisories.  


The first one-- professional standard advisory number 1, which came out in May of 2004, this talked about the disclosure of public relations.  It arose from a public case where, in essence, a company, a private public relations company, was working full time inside a client company.  The people-- the employees of the agency had business cards from the company, the client, with their names on them, without disclosing that they were public relations practitioners from an outside source.  This caused a great deal of controversy and really generated the idea of having these standard advisories.  The crux of this one simply says that you can't really ethically represent two interests at the same time, unless you disclose them.  And disclosure, therefore, allows the person affected by your relationships to decide whether they want to deal with you or not or whether you have credibility or honesty or not.  The issue really comes down to disclosure, but that's really what it's all about.  This practice advisory is a very brief one, but it talks about a recommended best practice.  In speaking to the public and with the media on behalf of a client, agency personnel or independent consultants should uniformly and clearly identify themselves as outside spokespeople retained by the company.  

When you look at what we read about in the news, whether it's the blog issue or whether it's the VNR issue, the real issue turns out to be disclosure.  My sort of personal forecast is that where we're headed eventually is that we do a lot of third-party generation of information for people.  Where we're heading is that, sooner or later, we're going to wind up having to sign our work in almost every instance so that whoever uses us is going to have to disclose that they used someone like us as an additional resource, simply because the public is going to demand this kind of disclosure.

PS2, which came out in July 2004, had to do with compensation and charges.  You all may remember the scandal involving overcharging government agencies by public relations firms.  This really dealt with practices about billing.  This was the sort of real-time circumstance we were dealing with.  Here, again, the best practice was that we pledged to adhere to a rigid code of conduct and the highest standards of professional integrity and, essentially, that we will work independently and bill clients only for services that are performed and for the expenses they incur on behalf of clients.  This is a huge problem on the service side of our profession, those who bill clients by the hour.  There are lots of ways to do it, but there is a standard that says you bill for the work you do.  This is also as opposed to the budgets you may be imposed by clients.  It's an interesting dichotomy which needs this kind of clarification.  
Jim Lukaszewski:
This is one on front groups. We did this in August of 2004. These examples essentially have to do with the fact of the undisclosed interest, the front group meaning you name something one thing, but it means another.  Here are some examples we had.  Citizens for Tougher Tobacco Laws.  But it turns out they're committed to passing legislation in every state that preempts local legislation that will result, actually, in lighter standards statewide.  These are hypothetical.  Okay.  The National Association for Good, Honest, Conservative Politicians.  Right?  These people committed to the defeat of liberal elected officials.  Coalition for Better Food sponsored by farm interests dedicated to softening legislation on feedlot pollution.  Automotive Safety Advocates.  Again, hypothetical, but a coalition of auto parts manufacturers lobbying to lessen regulation on auto repairs at the state level.  Here's a good one.  PEACE.  People everywhere against coercive education.  These were religious organizations committed to getting prayer into schools.  So, this is what we're talking about - hidden interests.  This presidential election is probably the time when you see most of this happening.

With that introduction, let me turn it over to Bob.

Bob Frause:
 

The way that these are all set up is that we take a look at the background with regard to an issue.  All of these were generated because of real situations that appeared out in the real world.  We're not necessarily mentioning any one of those real situations, but we think it's important that people get the concept of what we're talking about here.  That's why we put out the advisory.


In effect here, where we go is that we want to make sure that everybody's honest and accurate, that we have a prompt way to correct erroneous communication.  Here, again, we're investigating the truthfulness and accuracy of information released on behalf of those represented.  We want to reveal the sponsor for causes and interests represented.  If your client says we're not going to reveal the sponsors-- if your client says we're not going to disclose the financial wherewithal, ownership stock or how we're financing this organization, you need to pull out of that part of your work on behalf of the client, because, in effect, what we're saying here is this is, in effect, a deceptive practice.  The code does not allow us to proceed into that arena.  


Before, in the old code, we kind of pussyfooted around with that.  This new code and the subsequent professional standards advisory is pretty direct.  We don't do front groups unless we want to and feel comfortable releasing the sponsors for the cause and the financial interests and who's financing the organization.  We've been criticized with regard to that stance, but that's just the way it is.

Jim Lukaszewski:
The benefit to the ethics officer of these formats, particularly the professional advisories, is that they give you a template for a systematic look at an issue.  So, if you've got a local problem going on or one that's of interest to your members, you can take this template where it says issue, background, relevant sections of the code and that sort of thing, professional values and then examples and recommended practice; and you can work this through.  These should be the subject of discussion locally.  But, you've got a template to use to make the discussion and some real-live models to work from.  


We're also currently working on standard advisories, I know, in plagiarism is one.  Disclosure is another.  Bob, do you recall?  There's one or two others we're working on, as I recall.

Patti Grey:
It is 5:00 o’clock. As we all experience when we start a conversation about ethics, it is so engaging.  I want to thank Bob and Jim especially for lending their expertise to this call.  I want to thank Tom Duke, who I know is a BEPS member "in the audience."  I want to thank you all for your time.  


If you want to email me with any-- or Judy Voss with any follow-up questions from this discussion, please feel free to do that.  We will, the three of us and appropriate other BEPS, be glad to respond to you.  I wanted to thank you for this time.

Bob Frause:
This is Bob again.  If any of you out there-- this is a dialog here. We're not necessarily just the emperors telling you the way it is.  If you disagree with any of our positions or want to get into a discussion with regard to why did we do it this way or what's our background here, feel free.  Let her rip, because that's what we're all about. We're all about dialog.  We essentially-- I think we're open enough to be able to accept other opinions here and maybe even change our point of view on some stuff.  

Patti Grey:
Great.  Again, I encourage you to let us know about dilemmas in your chapter areas that you see that others can benefit from.  I think our goal ultimately would be to have resources.  The professional advisories are one.  There are also case studies on the Web site.  I personally have found those case studies really useful in APR classes, where I will form small groups of people and give each group a case study.  I remove the BEPS answers and have the group work through the case study.  Then I show them the national group's thinking.  They surprise themselves with how close-- how much they do know about ethical behavior.  So, there are tools on the Web site that we encourage you to explore and to use.  But we need to enhance them.  We need examples-- I think everybody agrees-- at all levels, from the new professional to mid career to senior level, because dilemmas face people differently at different times.  The more real examples we have the more we can help people take a look at what they might face in the future.  

So, I would like to thank everyone for their time today.  And we will follow up and find out on your end how well this went and talk about doing other calls if appropriate.  
