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This work aims at offering a trans-disciplinary, critical and realistic perspective of the intervention of Public
Relations (PR) in Wicked Problems (WP). WPs are complex problems with perverse effects on social issues which
affect all the components of the socio-economic system: public and private organizations, their stakeholders and
citizens. First, we deeply review the academic literature for analysing the controversy between rhetoric and
realistic approaches in WPs management. Later, we present a set of real-world experiences developed from the
humble intelligence of PR. In these cases, PR play an important role both, as facilitators of the dialogue between
knowledges and ignorances, and by enabling the participation of involved actors, including, in some cases,
undergraduate students in PR.

The outcomes of these 8 action research cases share the resignification of PR’s practice and discourse. In
addition, all they show evidence that 1) it is possible to go beyond habitus and 2) that PR, from a critical and
trans-disciplinary perspective, can serve as a stimulus for collective intelligence and improve social and orga-

nizational quality.

1. Introduction

As a first step for introducing this work, let us take the critical
theory as a main reference. On one side, we consider thought leaders
such as Horkheimer, Marcuse, Fromm, Pollock, Benjamin, Habermas
(Gurdian, 2007) and their combination of Marxist and Freudian
thinking to reveal social unbalances. On the other, we also take Bour-
dieu as a referent (Alonso, 2004), who suggests the need for criticism
and going beyond habitus. Based on these lines of thought in the critical
theory, we raise the issue of transferring that knowledge and reflections
to the debate on the current praxis in PR.

In this work, focused on WPs, the concept of social pathology has
been considered as the focus for action research projects in the field of
interdisciplinary PR. In Fleitas’s words (2014:6), a social pathology
refers to “the idea of a social illness, a social misrepresentation that
injures a certain ideal of a good life, for certain minimal conditions for
self-fulfillment”. This line of research had also raised interest on other
scholars such as Adorno (1983); Habermas (1984); Honneth (1997) and
Basaure (2011).

* Corresponding author.

We leverage the concept of social pathologies to introduce the
concept of Public Relations Pathologies into the critical thought of PR.
For doing so, we pose functional and critical questions (L’Etang, 2005)
which will drive us to leave our comfort zone and face new challenges
raised by WPs. This critical exercise should be used to analyse the
evolution of the practice, training and research on PR throughout the
years and in different contexts, with the reconfiguration of PR’s con-
versations as a goal (Mckie & Munshi, 2007).

In the following sections, we analyse the related work concerned
with the intervention of PR in WPs. We also introduce 8 cases where
knowledge from PR (in combination with other disciplines) was applied
to address issues such as 1) relational governance and feminist public
policies, 2) relational innovation and ecological intelligence, 3) social
innovation and local development in conflict areas, 4) sustainable de-
velopment, 5) citizen participation to reduce the technological gap, 6)
technology watch and relational University-Industry innovation, 7)
dialogues on the quality of life of poor communities, and 8) public re-
lations and computational linguistics for a more responsible commu-
nication.
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Further specifications about each case can be found in Annex 1.
However, in this section we will briefly introduce the projects in order
to help the reader understand the development of this article.

Case 1: Relational Governance and Feminist Public Policy (2005-2015)
is focused on public communication by the local government in
Alicante (Spain) towards vulnerable women. This women presented a
multicultural background which tended to arose discrepancies among
them, as well as high levels of illiteracy, lack of economic and social
resources and mental and physical health issues (i.e., depression, low
self-esteem, oncological problems, fibromyalgia and motor disability.)
This one is the most complex case, with 10 different editions. The first
WP addressed was women’s exclusion and vulnerability in the town of
Alicante and was built around gastronomy and social service, as they
were skills both shared but underestimate by all participants. The
project was called Gastronomia Sincrética (Spanish for Syncretic
Gastronomy) and the intervention was based on two key elements:
cooking identity, related with one’s personal story and origins (Mintz,
2003) and sound identity (Benenzon, 2000), used in music therapy with
positive results when identities are acknowledged and shared. Then,
combining cooking similarities (recipes, ingredients’ origins) and sound
similarities (music, rhythms, instruments’ origins), participants found
elements of bridge-building, partnerships between them were bolstered
and relations with the local government improved. In order to dis-
seminate the project’s outcomes, a public recreational and educational
event was launched to commemorate the International Women’s Day:
Canto de Mujer (Spanish for Woman’s Song). The project’s participants
were involved in the show. It featured talks, music and dance. A
number of audio-visual and musical products were created for com-
municational purposes.’

The success of this first edition drove the local government to
maintain the project over 9 more editions. The participants, now
working together, decided about the titles and topics of the next pro-
jects: Gastronomia Sincrética II: Continentes y contenidos (2006-2007)
(Syncretic Gastronomy II: Continents and Contents), Mujeres Siglo XXI
(2007-2008) (XXI Century’s Women), Investigando el Papel de la Mujer en
la Fiesta Alicantina (2008-2009) (Looking at the Woman’s Role at
Alicante’s Local Festivities), Mujer y Danzas (2009-2010) (Woman and
Dance), Mujer, Crisol de Culturas (2010-2011) (Women: Melting Pot), De
Tertulianas y Cuenta Cuentos (2011-2012) (About Tertullians and Story-
tellers), Tempo Mujer (2012-2013) (Woman’s Tempo), Las Décadas de
Nuestra Juventud (2013-2014) (Decades of our Youth), Nos Doctoramos
(2014-2015) (Graduating). In each one of the 10 editions, cultural
products such as books, shows, documentaries or musical CDs were
created.

Case 2: Relational Innovation, University-Industry and Ecological
Intelligence (2014) addressed the WP of environmental damage due to
corporate activities. The active role of PR looked at fostering relations
between University and corporations, as well as promoting conversa-
tions about ecological intelligence. Researchers and business people
dialogued about their own knowledges and ignorances in ecological
management and proposed to establish collaborations to further de-
velop ecological intelligence in the area” .

In Case 3: Public Relations, Local Development and Social
Innovation in Colombia (Medellin, Urabd, Magdalena Medio and
Chocé), (2011-2013), PR addressed the consequences of poverty and
conflicts in these regions. The active role of PR sought to establish re-
lational innovations to create strategic alliances and empower sus-
tainable development and peace. Representatives of different

! https://www.youtube.com/watch?v =bWoBZ6J3gul&t = 29s, https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v = 6xHHch7yVvQ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
JxnQ_VwDIFE,  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bWoBZ6J3gul&t=67s
https://laboramusic2010.wixsite.com/laboramusic/proyectos,  https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v =nZpFjdGeE7I

2 https://imem.ua.es/es/novedades-2014-marzo_noticias.html
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institutions and regions met to dialogue about their knowledges of
endogenous resources and traditions, but also about their ignorances,
prejudices and fears. The meetings were held as conversational work-
shops, mediated by the University of Antioquia (for the areas of
Medellin, Uraba and Magdalena Medio) and the Technological
University of Chocé (for the area of Choc6).

Case 4: is titled Relational Governance and Sustainable Development of
the Fishing Industry in Santa Pola (Alicante), (2005-2008). PR worked on
a local development problem related to the fishing industry in a small
coastal town, as well as on the environmental degradation its coats
were suffering. PR bridged the gap between fisherfolk, scientists and
local government. The project also achieved the community’s implica-
tion on the recovery of the fishing heritage and gastronomy. A Centre
for Ocean Research® was created to foster the dialogue between
knowledges and ignorances about the ocean and its social impact. A
documentary was recorded with the collaboration of fisherfolk, biolo-
gists and cameras from the University of Alicante and publicly pre-
sented to the community.’

In Case 5: Cultural Heritage, Citizen Participation and Technology
(2009-2011), PR intervened in a two-fold problem. On one side, the
risk of losing part of the immaterial cultural heritage of the popular
festivities rooted on agricultural traditions in San Isidro (Spain). On the
other, a digital gap problem. First, PR enhanced the communication
between the local government and the festivities’ organizers, mainly
elder people. Then, the project supported digital literacy among those
organizers in order to help them arrive to other generations, over-
coming prejudices about the dichotomy of tradition versus technology.
A communication campaign devised and promoted by the festivities’
organizers with the slogan “Beyond authentic” was launched, with the
support of digital media.® This campaign was possible thanks to inter-
generational cooperation.

Case 6: worked on Relational Innovation between University and
Industry and Technology Watch via a Digital Technology Observatory
(2011-2017). PR took action against the digital gap and resistance to
change which slowed down technological innovation in companies.
Through this project, relations between University and Industry im-
proved, via fostering a digital space of information, interaction and
collaboration. PR also bolstered digital literacy among companies, to
help them take the most of scientific and technological developments.
For doing so, we offered a training program of digital watch and
workshops about PR and local development. A collaborative network
was created to boost knowledge transfer, entrepreneurship and in-
novation among universities, companies and public bodies in Latin
America.

Case 7: Non-Ethnocentric PR and International Development
Cooperation Alicante (Spain)-Narifio (Colombia), (2007-2011), was fo-
cused on the WP of displaced children due to conflicts and poverty in
Narifio, Colombia. First, PR developed international relations strategies
in order to visit indigenous communities and at risk displaced children
in the area. Because these cultures are highly musical, we developed an
intervention program based on sound identity. A remarkable action of
this project was the exchange of drugs or guns for musical instruments.
PR also played an important role to disseminate the project, with the
production of documentaries, musical CDs and show tours in Colombia
and Spain. All the products® counted on the collaboration of the par-
ticipant children, as they would be able to meet new expectations for

3 http://www.turismosantapola.es/sp/web_php/index.php?contenido =
descripcion&id_boto =432

* https://www.youtube.com/watch?v = NIxBKt9uhSg

5 https://www.youtube.com/user/FiestaSanlIsidroYecla, https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v = QKespMK2tQU,  https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v =qZWH8e-QEus, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vW8-WUV0jeM

8 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v =vrOcNxVT5PU&t=1s, https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=10CO9mRLAkcA&t=6s,  https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v =sfRCFQQk1lws
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their lives, while both raising awareness about vulnerable situations
and raising funds for families in need.

Finally, in Case 8: Barcelona’s Raval: PR and Computational Linguistics
for a More Responsible Communication (2015-2017), we aimed at
fighting against the condescending language used to describe commu-
nities and situations in this vulnerable area. The patronizing, pity-based
language used both by some NGOs and media, although trying to sen-
sitize and raise awareness about vulnerable situations, made it more
difficult for those communities to overcome exclusion. We used com-
putational linguistic techniques to offer a general picture of the public
communication of the neighbourhood for 4 decades. The community
did not identify themselves with their descriptions and some NGOs
admitted not counting with them for building their public messages.
The project fostered workshops and meetings between NGOs and their
participants in order to agree on the public messages launched and
switch from patronizing to empowering language.

This article is, therefore, motivated by the positive lessons learnt
through the application of resignified PR to these 8 real situations. We
aim at sharing a new theoretical and conceptual perspective which is
able to explain the philosophy behind PR’s resignification and which is
based on theoretical foundations to support their implementation. We
would like to highlight that in every case where this new perspective
was applied, resignified PR helped to reach outstanding and even un-
expected results regarding the improvement of social quality.
Consequently, with this paper, we aim at highlighting the social func-
tion of PR (Noguero, 1995) and at showing the productive role of PR
combined with other knowledge branches through the dialogue of
knowledges (Robles, 2005) and ignorances (Cer6n, 2011).

2. Literature review

In this section, we develop a theoretical framework for action re-
search. We start by discussing the concept of social pathology and its
theoretical foundations to connect it with today’s WPs. Later, we reflect
on the role that PR might have played or will be able to play in the
future in the management of these deep-rooted and extremely difficult
social issues.

2.1. Social pathologies and public relations’ pathologies

Basaure (2011), based on Axel Honneth’s intellectual project,
identifies two strands in his critical theory of society: the first one is
focused on injustices and the second one, on social pathologies. The
author suggests that the critical analysis of social pathologies can be
addressed from a) an idea of preconditions for personal fulfilment and
b) a discussion about the theory of rationality. This latter supports that
the idea of the state of reason (its presence, limitations or absence)
implies the existence of pathological and non-pathological relations. It
“entails a burden of ethical reporting” about ways of social organization
which “every attempt to update the critical theory must take into ac-
count” (Ortega & Rosero, 2017: 9).

This is the starting point for our reflection: is it possible to talk about
PR’s pathologies? They can be understood as a behaviour model in
management processes which will drive to negative consequences.
Here, we will not take the strict psychological sense of social pathology
that defines it as that mental situation which refers to abnormal be-
haviour caused by a lack of opportunities for personal fulfilment. We
are however interested, following Basaure’s analysis lines, on exploring
the causes for a) that lack of opportunities and b) the existence of WPs,
which give rise to a sickly society. In that exploration, we try to elu-
cidate to what extent PR’s strategies are accomplices of a perverse social
organization or if, on the contrary, are critical and propose new dis-
courses and conversations.

Despite not finding him in the usual literature about critical theory,
we would like to highlight the work of Manuel Ugarte. In 1906, Ugarte
published his essay Social Illnesses, which he named social vices.
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Among other vices, he referred to: 1) customs’ (which he considered
the most dangerous of them, as they enclose humans into minute vi-
sions of themselves and marginalizes them from “true life” [p. 28]); 2)
wishes and possibilities (ambition and anxiety®, [p.29]), 3) tyranny
(autocracy and lack of freedom [p. 34]); 4) administrative corruption
(“those who should not be more than collectivity’s delegates, often
consider themselves as a separate breed full of omnipotent prides” [p.
371); 5) sickly optimism (lack of balance between possibilities and
ambitions that makes one fall into illusory business [p. 40]), and 6)
unpopular wars (“for men to throw themselves into sacrifice and death
it is necessary to show them at least a shell of reason, a mirage of
common utility or a clear motto which engraves itself deep in their
hearts” [p. 441).

Ugarte’s vision on social vices connects with the critical theory of
social pathologies, which discusses rationality theories, and their ma-
terialization over pathological and non-pathological relations. In this
context, we reflect on the role that PR might play in the building of
apparently reasonable and harmless mirages, but with devastating
consequences for humanity and the environment. We highlight the
importance of the organizations’ use of language when talking about
vulnerable communities affected by WPs. Critics have raised against
some approaches of social campaigns which made use of the porno-
graphy of poverty, showing hard images or using assistance based, pity o
charity messages (Morsing & Schultz, 2006) to reach their audiences.
Their descriptions of hard situations or vulnerable communities can
evolve into generalizations or stereotypes which arrive at society,
building a false or biased understanding of reality. This building of a
stereotyped mindset, often shared and widespread by media, can result
in greater difficulties to overcome vulnerability and exclusion. As
Ugarte described it, “it is precisely in that harmless appearance where
the secret of its highly destructive power lies, so they furtively infiltrate
among the fabrics of community and because few find out about them,
often hardly anyone fights them” [p. 26].

Thus, as scholars and professionals, we are called to think of PR’s
consequences from a realistic and self-critical point of view. Therefore,
we need to evaluate the sociocultural implications of PR’s impacts, a
matter long time forsaken (Macnamara, 2014). We must revise the past,
analyse the present and project the future of PR evaluation and mea-
surement research (Volk, 2016).

2.2. Wicked Problems as symptoms of a sickly society

In this section we propose a general definition of WPs, considering
them as the reflection of a sickly society. We analyse critical visions and
proposals for the new role of PR in the XXI Century, and relate them
with the World Health Organisation’s (WHO) concepts of Health and
Social Responsibility.

Rittel and Webber (1973) pointed out 10 essential features of WPs.
They concluded that WPs cannot respond to definitive formulations
and, therefore, there are no specific rules to tackle them. In this sense,
each potential solution is not good or wrong, not true or false. Each WP
is essentially unique, with no opportunity for trial and error; they might
as well be considered as a symptom of another problem (p.161-165).

Recently, Alford and Head (2017) defined WPs as problems with
highly cognitive complexity, intractable, open-ended and un-
predictable. They suggest thinking of their management and progress
rather than of a definite solution and recommend taking into account
the relations among the key actors involved. Also, Willis (2016) had

7 Elicits Bourdieux’ Habitus.

8 Freud shares this insight in his work Civilization and its Discontents (1930):
“The impression forces itself upon one that man measure by false standards,
that everyone seeks power, success, riches for himself and admires others who
attain them, while undervaluing the truly precious things in life”. Spanish
version available in: Biblioteca Libre Omega Alfa.
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claimed before that “because of their ubiquity within organizations and
across communities, WPs have implications for PR” to such extent that
“PR has a wider role to play in helping society address other ‘wicked’
dilemmas” (p.306). Furthermore, because of their multi-causal nature,
the management of WPs must go “beyond the traditional domain of
anyone’s jurisdiction or organization and beyond business as usual”
(Van Beurden & Kia, 2011: 83).

As a use case, let us refer to Brunton and Galloway (2016): 162).
They explored the applicability of the organic theory of PR to deal with
WPs in public health systems. They concluded that PR practice is more
likely to succeed with an organic approach than with any other centric
model, as it provides a wider range of insights and enhances colla-
boration thanks to its more inclusive and supportive orientation. In fact,
when we talk about ‘organic’ in a sociological sense, we go back to the
Emile Durkheim’s relation between solidarity and law. This author
distinguished between a) mechanical solidarity, where the inter-
dependence is based on similarity and prevails a repressive law, and b)
the organic solidarity, where interdependence is based on integration
and cooperation and presents a predominance of restorative law
(Duque, 2013).

These mechanical and organic systems are also seen as leadership or
managerial models. While mechanical systems are more rigid, hier-
archical and bureaucratic, organic ones are decentralized and demo-
cratic, processes are agreed on and present a better adaptive capacity
(Claver, Pertusa, & Molina, 2006). In addition, organic models lay im-
portant basis for the ecosystem and co-evolutionary conception of PR
from a biological perspective. Biological metaphors here (Montoya,
2010) are useful when posing organizational managerial alternatives
linked to an organizational co-evolutionary ecosystem. Thompson’s
concept of co-evolution (1994), refers to the beneficial relations intra
and inter species in order to generate adaptive mechanisms and reach
competitive advantages to overcome predation and competition vul-
nerabilities. The organic model evolves and adapts to the environment
by means of a beneficial symbiosis among the interacting actors and the
space. From the PR field, Marsh (2018) approaches this model from a
biological and ethical perspective as the triad of Public Relations, Co-
operation and Justice. In his previous work in 2017, Marsh claimed that
relations built upon cooperation and justice would be more productive
and would turn competition strategies into human values.

However, we would like to pin down that we do not find that PR’s
models mainly focused on the organizations’ interests are pathologic or
responsible for WPs. We understand that those models raised as a re-
sponse to the organizational trends of their time, joining their evolution
to that of the organizational management flows. Instead, we propose to
take the most of the legacy of works such as Excellence in PR and
Communication Management (Grunig, 1992) which, as stated by Heath
(2007): 41), would set an agenda for subsequent revisions in order to
open a “healthy debate about management, systems, processes, re-
lationships, strategy, counselling, symmetry, control, interest, trust,
problem, recognition, involvement, power, activism, marketing,
meaning, community, and publics, among other terms”.

On the other hand, the current social, economic, political and
technological context requests PR’s scholars, researchers and profes-
sionals to work towards resignifying concepts and practices in PR, or-
ienting them to complexity management. This discipline should,
therefore, be less focused on the organization’s interests and more
preoccupied with the social consequences of potential complicity with
non-responsible practices. It also should show its capacity for proactive
communication and management of potential conflicts (Xifra, 2009).
The PR’s pathology would be present both in the tendency to create
intended ambiguous discourses, coated of a fake social responsibility,
and in the belief that solutions and treatments that did work once in the
past are still and ever valid. If in the past it was a must to ‘save’ com-
panies at all costs (something we are now paying for), nowadays we
need to address the ‘wicked-problematic’ situation affecting people and
the environment. We must also correct the course of our actions in
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order to enhance the social and environmental quality and, in this way,
also benefit the companies in an indirect way.

As Rifkin (2010) said, it is all about getting ready for “the race to
global consciousness in a world in crisis”.

Martinez (2005):71) confronts the classic paradigm of business
management, which mainly favoured productivity and efficiency,
versus the neoclassical paradigm, based on the general theory of sys-
tems, which later led to decision-making theories such as limited ra-
tionality. In his evolutionary analysis, the author also shows later ap-
proaches for both, objective-based and strategic planning models.
Finally, he reaches contemporary approaches where new technologies
impacted thoroughly. Here, he remarks the fact that, despite having
many feedback mechanisms, professionals are still looking for magic
recipes, as they still do not get to understand emerging complexities.
That is, in 2005, professionals were not still applying the lessons
learned. But are we taking the most of them in 2019?

Organizations staying in aged models become aged organizations
and, also for them, in order to last with a good quality of life it is a must
to follow a healthy lifestyle. If we want healthy, long-lasting PR, with
the capacity to face WPs, we inevitably need to change our habits or
professional lifestyles. This analogy is supported by the World Health
Organization, Division of Health Promotion, Education, and and
Communication (1998), which defines health as “a state of complete
physical, social and mental well-being, and not merely the absence of
disease or infirmity” (WHO/HPR/HEP/98.1: 10). Furthermore, in re-
lation to Social Responsibility for Health (WHO/HPR/HEP/98.1: 31), it
explicitly shows the need for protecting the environment and avoiding
health-harmful marketing practices. We also take into account the
Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion (1986) which highlighted health
as a fundamental human right and emphasized some prerequisites for
it, including peace, appropriate economic and food resources, housing,
a stable ecosystem and a sustainable use of resources.

If we accept that WPs are symptoms of a sickly society, we can also
accept the reflection opportunity offered by the trans-discipline critical
perspective. This provides ethical foundations to contribute to sus-
tainable progress oriented towards complexity management in this
environment of uncertainty in which WPs abound (Brunton &
Galloway, 2016).

2.3. Trans-discipline and resignification of the discourse and practice of
Public Relations in the intervention on Wicked Problems

Complex diseases have multiple factors and, as such, so do WPs. In
this section, drawing from the concept of trans-discipline, we rescue
thinkers previously addressed in our literature review and connect them
with other past and current minds in the fields of literature, politics,
law, economy, physics, chemistry and PR. We provide new analogies in
order to show the rationale behind the 8 theory-to-practice transfer
cases which will be presented in the next sections.

Harlow, Cowie, McKie, and Peter, 2017: 438) explain that “the act
of contrasting research with thresholds, both in and across different
fields, enable the team to intensify discipline-specific insights and ex-
plore wider cross-disciplinary links and differences”. According to
Martinez (2007): 16), in order to address and face today’s complex
reality, it is required to expand our knowledge horizons via non-re-
ductionist methodological orientations, sensitive to new complexities.
In this reflection, the role of trans-discipline is remarkable, defined by
the author as follows: “an emerging superior knowledge, result of a
dialogue movement of back and forth feed of thought, that allows us to
cross the boundaries of different areas of discipline knowledge and to
create more complete, more integrated and, therefore, more truthful
images of reality”. Plaz and Vessuri (2007):4) differentiate among a)
cross-discipline research (the interaction among researchers is not
qualified); b) multi-discipline research (complementary but not in-
tegrative interactions); c) inter-discipline research (collaborative in-
teraction but from their respective disciplines), and d) trans-discipline
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research (development and application of a shared and integrative
conceptual framework to develop a comprehensive understanding of
the studied problem).

In this discussion about disciplines and intellectuals, we go back to
the writer, diplomat and politician Manuel Ugarte, who seemed to
define the symptoms of WPs when comparing the social illnesses with a
“suffocating net of collective lungs”. He then forecasted a future of
“progressive decadence and extensive disasters”(p.25), against which
nobody reacts. 104 years later, Fleitas (2014): 1) poses the question of
whether civic apathy is a social pathology, as also Habermas and
Marcuse did, or if it is a social flaw in the formation of citizens”. On the
other hand, Cleary (2011) reminds us that theoretical contributions by
classics such as Weber, Freud and Kelsen, remain valid in light of cur-
rent relations between power and values. In his essay about justice,
Kelsen (2000) states that from the rational knowledge perspective there
only exists human interests and, subsequently, conflicts of interests. He
claims: “to settle them means two possible solutions: either to satisfy
one of the terms over the other, or to establish a balance between both
of them” (p.77-78).

Years before, in 1916, German Bernécer writes Society and happiness:
Essay of Social Mechanics, a committed work where parallelism between
mechanical physics and social mechanics is established. This work de-
serves special attention because of its humanist, positivist and ration-
alist vision, and because of its defence of a new and balanced society
(Ybarra, 2015: 14) to reach a happy community. Based on his knowl-
edge about mechanical physics, Bernacer argued that, although it is
difficult to establish the balance conditions of a body subjected to very
varied actions, the study of each force in specific circumstances, allows
us to make predictions even in the most complex cases. He established
the analogy of a similar approach in the study of social mechanisms:
“We must analyse two kinds of fields, both too complex: the organi-
zation of a society and the purpose of men in it” (p.33). Another ana-
logy, much more up-to-date, but coincident with Bernécer’s social
mechanics, is brought by the chemist Claudi Mans (2012), who refers to
social emulsions as cohabitation chemistry and explains that “the prin-
ciple of analogy claims that if two physical systems can be described by
analogue models, the solutions obtained in a system can be applied to
the other system after the appropriate units’ changes” (p.18). Mans
argues that chemistry is based on spontaneity exploiting the force of
nature to achieve a goal, and invites to visualize our societies as social
emulsions (and therefore, intrinsically unstable) and to endeavour that
“it happens what we are expecting to happen, cleverly favouring the
condition for it” (p.20-21). In the first version of his article, the author
presents a remarkable correlation between chemistry and social con-
cepts, summarized in Table 1.

Unresolved conflicts of interest among participants (Balderrama,
2008), which are usually masqueraded with an intended ambiguity in
relations and messages to perpetuate the dominant power (Castor,
2017), produce strain upon society. This tension causes that our so-
cieties, understood from Mans’ chemistry-based vision as ‘dispersed
systems and extraordinarily complex and significantly heterogeneous
mixtures’ (2018: 22), tend to break apart when subject to destabilising
forces and variables that affect people and the environment. Never-
theless, it is possible to stop the process via surfactants. In Chemistry, a
surfactant is a compound whose molecular structure reduces surface

Table 1
Chemistry and social concepts’ correlation.
Source: Mans (2006) p. 38.

Chemistry concept Social concept

Individual
Majority group
Minority group
Contact area
Social mediator

Molecule
Continuous phase
Dispersed phase
Interphase
Surfactant
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tension between immiscible phases, generating emulsions (i.e., dis-
persed liquid poured into another liquid forming a stable system). Ac-
cording to Mans, “a social surfactant is the person or association able to
live in social interfaces seeking social stability” (p.24). The question
that arises from here is: how can we, from PR, create, identify or act as
social surfactants? The literature review shows highly relevant con-
tributions which will help to answer this question. Willis (2016), sug-
gests the need for confronting WPs and augmenting PR from the pre-
mise of humble intelligence, and Bathurst and Galloway (2018) draw
our attention to the ‘invitational discourse’ and the communication’s
spirituality, considering the latter ‘as a meaning-making orientation
where people seek to be part of something greater than themselves’.
Kruckeberg (2006) suggests an organic model of PR, with a strong
ethical dimension and a proactive capacity that contributes to a healthy
society. Ross (2011) compares biology and sociology and analyses the
socializing process as the human being evolution from the formation of
a multicellular organism to the development of intelligence and the
conquest of the world. Marsh (2018), from the biological and eco-
nomical evolutionary perspective, takes the concept of indirect re-
ciprocity with important implications for the effective practice of Social
Responsibility (SR) and, so forth, for PR and organizational reputation.
He states: “economists and evolutionary biologists have shown that
indirect reciprocity (A selflessly helping B and being rewarded by ob-
servant C) is a powerful means of resource acquisition”. The author
emphasizes, from a multidisciplinary vision, the importance of con-
tributing to the common good as a part of strategic relations, therefore
thinking about the social consequences of corporate actions.

In the same direction, [hlen and Fredriksson (2018) argue that PR
must take into account the consequences of their practices for other
actors and for society as a whole, and Xifra (2009) proposes a proactive
approach and the operational management of conflicts behind rela-
tional processes. Gold, Muthuri, and Reiner (2018) come up with a
model for collaborative action and are critic against those SR models
which serve as a reputation instrument. These are considered in-
effective, as they do not promote citizen participation to stimulate the
potential for community development through the collective definition
of the problem, the use of a common language and a common vision
and trust generation. Valentini, Kruckeberg, and Starck (2016) analyse
the trends of the current technologically globalized society and the
impact of that globalization on PR practice. They identify contradictory
forces between homogenisation, on one hand, and individualisation and
dispersion, on the other. This means an opportunity for PR to establish a
dialogue between tradition and modernity, yesterday and today, in a
multicultural framework. This one is a school of thought which seeks
legitimacy and legitimation of PR (Wzraas, 2018).

In this complex and globalized social context, and following
Luhmann’s perspective, Valentini and Kruckeberg (2011): 105) analyse
the role of PR in enhancing trust among social systems. They also claim
that “PR practitioners must think, not only strategically but meta-
strategically, beginning with a normative theory that is built on the
foundation of existing and contemporary social theories”. This means a
challenge for the release of dominant paradigms and the rescue of the
inner nature of PR (L’Etang, Mckie, Snow, & Xifra, 2015). It also implies
asking the question of how should PR be understood nowadays, as an
agent of change or as an agent resistant to change and, in any case,
should PR be construed as action or as discourse.

These discussions drive us to look into the general and particular
value of the PR’s discourse, as well as Bourdieu's theory of the habitus
and practical sense (Alonso, 2004), as a foundation to consider the
resignification of the discourse and action in PR. In this respect, we
align our idea of resignification with L’Etang’s (2006:44) approach of
an alternative vision of PR, as well as with her proposal of asking
functional and critical questions for action in PR.

We reckon this exercise is a must to resignify the dominant para-
digm of excellence and symmetry. This paradigm was a landmark in the
way of formalizing and managing the research and practice of PR, but it
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requires revision to adapt to nowadays’ cultural context of liquid
modernity (Bauman, 2013) and globalization, with its lights and sha-
dows. It needs an updating that forces to leave comfort zones in aca-
demia, by means of a critical paradigm which should be understood a)
as a positive contribution to give further value to intellectual knowl-
edge in PR (Sadi, 2013) and b) as a bet on the transition from one era to
a new one where general and PR management models need to evolve as
the context has radically changed.

The WPs reality also forces to broaden the concept of stakeholders
or publics beyond the perspective of a set of individuals gathered
around a common problem, perspective clearly focused on organiza-
tions (Miguez, 2005). The intervention of PR in WPs seems appropriate
because, as Molleda (2002): 22) suggests, the social role of the dis-
cipline is studied and applied in a twofold framework: on one hand, the
impact and refinement of PR in developed countries and, on the other,
the need for the profession to answer to the economic, political and
social challenges in developing countries. The challenge must be faced
from every area of knowledge. The new role of PR is today broader and
goes beyond the relationship between organization and publics. It now
includes the relationship between knowledges and ignorances, as well
as divergent dialogues (Harlow et al., 2017). Therefore, the circle of
involved actors becomes wider; what used to be bidirectional changes
into multidirectional; symmetry and asymmetry become multi-
lateralism; excellence transforms into social quality, and multi-
disciplinarity becomes trans-disciplinarity.

3. From theory to trans-disciplinary practice

In this section, we explain the applied methodology we put forward
in this work. We also present a map for a critical universe, as a proto-
model, which encapsulates a) the main thinkers’ ideas and b) the names
of actions to be resignified. Finally, we present a figure as a summary of
our results. A slightly more detailed explanation of the 8 from-theory-
to-practice transfer cases can be found in Annex I.

3.1. Material and methods

In this work, we develop an exploratory and descriptive study to
analyse the possibilities to resignify practice and discourse of PR in the
area of WPs from a critical, constructive and trans-disciplinary per-
spective. We apply a sequential methodology based on: first, secondary
research for examining and contextualizing the knowledge framework
for the subject of study, and second, primary qualitative research for the
analysis of the presented cases.

In the first stage, we conduct a traditional literature review from
secondary sources of information (Hart, 1998). In this phase, we ana-
lyse the main publications related to the matter of study (tutorials,
books, compendia, journal and conference papers, talks, etc.). This in-
deep review has a strong exploratory nature and therefore it does not
allow the formulation of initial hypotheses, but it does lead to diverse
items to work with (Hernandez, Ferndndez, & Baptista, 2014;
Herndndez & Mendoza, 2018). Accordingly and following L’Etang
(2006), we pose the subsequent critical questions: Is it possible to talk
about PR’s pathologies? If so, is it possible to talk about the resignification of
PR’s discourse and practice? Are educators, researchers and professionals in
PR willing to be humble and engage in dialogue with other knowledges and
talk about their respective ignorances?

After the literature revision and in order to analyse the presented cases,
we develop a primary and qualitative research methodology, based on
participatory action research (AR). This latter technique is not focused ex-
clusively and specifically on scientific research, but also on fostering active
participation by involved actors and on facing their problems by powering a
non-hierarchical communication (Ander, 2003).

The application of this methodology is justified by two main grounds.
On one hand, and as Gibbs et al. (2017):4) claim, “the relationship between
AR [action research] and the development of pedagogic research in higher
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education was revealed as a primary research methodology, linking to re-
flective practice”. As we already mentioned, most of the cases presented
here counted on the contribution of undergraduate students. On the other
hand, the work developed in the 8 presented cases was mostly based on
citizen participation and collaboration. This makes AR a suitable method for
our purposes. In addition, it provides a most desired communicational
nature and a cyclic progressive structure of research-intervention-partici-
pation observation throughout the entire process.

In fact, the participatory action research method combines both
dialectic and systemic approaches. It also accommodates the use of
qualitative instead of quantitative techniques (Ander, 2003: 8), en-
abling a flexible and creative approach.

The 8 cases presented in this work were selected after the following
criteria: 1) they should address an identified WP. In our case, these
were: genre, migration, environment, violence, underdevelopment,
social and economic vulnerability, digital gap, and technological illit-
eracy. 2) They should allow, if possible, the participation of PR un-
dergraduate students. 3) They should start from scratch and would be
entirely developed by the researcher and their team, namely, the three
authors of this article. Those cases promoted by communication agen-
cies were therefore excluded.

The methodology behind the application of resignified PR to each
one of these cases is summarized in Fig. 1, which shows the application
of PR through the 5 phases of each project.

Phases 1, 2 and 3 are deeply analytical and transdisciplinary. As WPs are
complex and unique, this new PR philosophy suggests roadmaps, rather
than solutions, to manage relations in order to improve the starting points
for the identified WP. A multidisciplinary literature review en each case
renders a general picture of the problem and allows us to identify the
conceptual idea which will lead the proposed PR program. The concepts
identified in phase 1 also allow us to point out and analyse the key actors
involved in each WP (phase 2), as well as the potential receivers of the PR
program (phase 3). Here, we obtain a second and more specific picture of
the sickly ecosystem and the involved actors, so we can identify the role of
PR as a social surfactant and begin the roadmap towards a healthy relational
ecosystem. At this point, humble intelligence still advices to speak about
prototypes. Phase 4 is deeply relational. During this moment, involved ac-
tors participate in workshops and have their say in how they would use and
how would they behave in a transformed ecosystem, as well as asking for
required tools and commitments for continuous development and im-
provement. From this stage, PR provides with the communication strategy
for a transferable best practices model. Such a model is agreed on among all
involved actors and users, and counts on different means and media for
better dissemination. We think that working on WP implies both commu-
nication strategies and trusting relationships building which is able to
connect with citizens and therefore, raise awareness and involve the com-
munity throughout the process. This sometimes requires a creative effort to
combine means and media to achieve communication with social impact.
For instance, during the projects where migrant women and displaced
children were involved (case 1 and 7, respectively), we conducted a com-
bined show of conferences and musical performances, with the final goal of
showing to a broader audience that a more responsible and cohesive society
was possible. These special communicational formats were developed in
addition to policy papers for decision makers and public administration,
academic papers, press statements and radio and television interviews. The
shows, targeted at citizens, politicians and corporate actors, were related to
the main topic of the project and contained, for instance, lyrics and images
about the WP to be addressed. Furthermore, social-oriented products, such
as CDs and DVDs’, agendas and books, were produced and given to the
show’s attendants or any other person who asked for them. Involved

%Case 1: CD “Canto de mujer”; Case 7: CD “Chamos, Chavales, Pibes y
Zanahorios”. Both shows were requested by other city councils. After the tour,
the intervention model addressing the WP and the PR program were also re-
quested by these cities’ political leaders.
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Fig. 1. Implementation plan for addressing WPs via transdisciplinary PR.
Source: Own elaboration.

communities, namely vulnerable women and children, participated in both,
shows and the production of these social memorabilia.

In case 4, a documentary about the life stories of fisherfolk was
recorded, rescuing ancient films and pictures of the industry’s local
history. The documentary was presented in a public showing and DVDs
with the film were given to all the attendants. Case 5 made extensive
use of social media to promote local traditional celebrations with the
support of videos, quizzes and pictures. The digital contents of these
communicational products were created by local citizens and cultural
associations, which made the festivities the central axis of their story-
telling.

3.2. Critical Universe: sickly ecosystem versus healthy ecosystem

In this section, we present two ecosystem maps conceived from the
idea of a critical universe. In Fig. 2 we find the essence of the critical
perspective: organizations, which are a minority in the global society
context (dispersed phase according to Claudi Mans’ analogy), are not
integrated into society. They see themselves as the centre and act in
their own particular interest, generating contradictory forces, pressing
society and, therefore, contributing to the emergence of WP. In Fig. 3, a
healthy ecosystem is presented. Organizations are integrated in the
majority of society (continuous phase in chemistry language) and in
spite of the different interests (apparently immiscible phases), the sur-
factants’ function has emulsifying effects, stabilizing the ecosystem.

Conceptual surfactants are: Indirect Reciprocity, Invitational
Discourse, Humble Intelligence, PR Conversations Reconfiguration,
Spirituality and Communication, Ethical and Productive Organic PR
Model, Dialogue of Knowledges and Dialogue of Ignorances, Proactive
Communication, Transdisciplinary Management, Symmetry re-
signification towards Hybridization and Multilateralism, and Excellence
resignification towards Social Quality.

Social surfactants are: Mediator People, such as PR practitioners,

\ [ Pre-test ( Modelling \

Scholars (educators and researchers) and other PR related profes-
sionals.

3.3. Productive transdisciplinary intersections and PR management. Case
studies: from theory to practice in WPs

In this section, we present the results for 8 AR cases. Fig. 4 shows
the outcomes of the intervention in WPs via the resignification of both
the discourse and role of PR, through conceptual and social surfactants.
The starting point and the new situation after the ‘treatment’ are pro-
vided for comparison. A slightly more detailed explanation of the cases
can be found in Annex I.

4. Discussion and conclusions

This work has led us to answer critical questions following L’Etang
(2006). We claim that it is possible to speak about PR pathologies to
refer to practices which will not evolve together with the current con-
text and operate from intended ambiguity. These practices are also
characterized by performing exclusively in a reactive way, based on
short-term oriented planning. The centre of these practices is the or-
ganization, which depending on its interests, arranges its relations with
the environment without foreseeing potential consequences.

We also claim that it is possible to speak about resignification in the
discourse and practice of PR and we show how that resignification of-
fers positive results for the society and organizations. At this point, we
argue that although the WPs cases we present in this AR work are very
different from each other, all of them present common denominators in
their resignification of discourse and action. For instance, concepts such
as symmetry are resignified towards a multi-actor, relational dimension
dealing with dialogues of knowledges (Robles, 2005) and ignorances
(Cerén, 2011), and the reconfiguration of PR conversations (Mckie &
Munshi, 2007). Similarly, the following concepts are also resignified: a)
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Source: Own elaboration.

bi-directionality moves towards multi-directionality and multi-laterality; b)
the former asymmetry in PR evolves due to the acknowledgement of
organizations as a minority which must respect the majority to in-
tegrate themselves into society; c) excellence, embraces a new meaning
pointing to social quality, a European paradigm which empowers citizen
participation in the socio-economic area to balance economic and social
policies (Pérez, 2006). Beside social quality, a resignified excellence
also seeks the quality of the environment. Therefore, excellence implies
now thinking and performing PR with dignity and ethics, foreseeing the

potential consequences or impacts on different world realities.

From a multi-cultural perspective, the presented cases share an

approach of anti-ethnocentrism in the management of WPs, trying not
to impose cooperation models, but rather their co-creation, from a
position of respect towards cultural identities and people’s expectations
for self-fulfilment, in line with the Public Relations-Cooperation-Justice
trio by Marsh (2018).

The presented cases developed middle and long-term planning. As
Rittel and Webber (1973) claimed, the process of understanding and
formulating WPs becomes the actual problem. Therefore, short-term
planning makes no sense in this area, as addressing these issues implies
the complex task of mediating between world realities and the socio-
economic dominant system. These interventions aim to reconfigure
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Fig. 3. Healthy ecosystem.
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Conceptual surfactants: PR Conversations Reconfiguration, Spirituality and Communication,
Ethical and Productive Organic PR Model, Dialogue of Knowledges and Dialogue of Ignorances,
Proactive Communication, Transdisciplinary Management, Multilateralism, Social Quality.

Social surfactants: PR Practitioners, Educators and Researchers.
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Fig. 4. Outcomes of the intervention in WPs via the resignification of both the discourse and role of PR, through conceptual and social surfactants.

Source: Own elaboration.

political management by incorporating ethical principles. To do so, we
propose to not exclude, but to include the actors in the dominant system
as social surfactants, fostering social emulsions or chemistry of coha-
bitation (Mans, 2012). It is about managing inconvenience and com-
plexity while moving away from constructions such as image and re-
putation, since these are in fact a product of a historical imprint.

The resignified practice of PR in the analysed cases looks for the
social ownership of knowledge, as it is a human right. With this goal,
recreational and educational actions were developed, using in an
ethical way the potential that arts and cultural industries (including
technologies) offer to public relations to enhance 1) audience devel-
opment and co-creation, 2) the dialogue among creative forces, and 3)
the development of long-term relationships (Baresford & Schwarz,
2014:66). This is why music CDs, documentaries and shows were pro-
duced as part of the cases’ expressive actions.

Other shared features among the 8 real examples are: 1) inter-dis-
cipline to understand the wicked problem (L’Etang, 2009:30) turned
into trans-discipline to tackle them, and 2) great importance of the
qualitative evaluation of the intervention, as it offers wider and more

detailed information regarding the sociocultural implications of the
effects of PR practice (Macnamara, 2014), but also applying quantita-
tive measurement when needed.

To conclude, we address the third question formulated in this work:
are PR educators, researchers and professionals willing to be humble
and engage in dialogue with other knowledges, and discuss their re-
spective ignorances? This question will only be answered by the pro-
fessional and scientific community, and we propose it as an interesting
topic for discussion in conferences about practice and research in PR.
However, we claim that it is possible to apply the dialogue of knowl-
edges and ignorances to face WPs and augment Public Relations from
the premise of humble intelligence (Willis, 2016).

Appendix A. Supplementary data

Supplementary material related to this article can be found, in the
online version, at doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2019.101799.
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