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Abstract 

The public relations profession continues to 
struggle with diversity even though concerted 
efforts to address the issue have been made 
for more than two decades. Although 
diversity spans well beyond race, racial 
diversity remains particularly challenging. 
The U.S. public relations profession has not 
been greatly successful in either attracting or 
retaining racially diverse practitioners to 
reflect the country’s racial makeup. One of 
the most intriguing facets of the 2008 
presidential campaign was the manner in 
which the Barack Obama team was able to 
craft messages that resonated with a wide 
range of Americans. Obama’s speeches 
provide insight regarding the nature of 
messages that encourage diverse individuals 
to work together for a common purpose. 
Using existing public relations diversity 
literature as a backdrop, this study examines 
six core speech themes used by the Obama 
campaign that encouraged unity among 
Americans. These themes are then suggested 
as guidelines for a new standard of best 
practice for the public relations profession as 
a means to move towards becoming a more 
racially diverse community. Following an 
interdisciplinary approach, interpersonal 
congruence theory provides the theoretical 
foundation. The predominant theme that 
emerged from the speeches is the notion that 
the individual and the collective cannot be 
separated because they strengthen each 
other. The primary takeaway lesson for the 
public relations profession is the critical 
importance of acknowledging, valuing, and 
rewarding the wide range of skills possessed 
by all practitioners. A more coordinated 
focus on practitioners’ similarities and 
differences has the potential to embolden and 
further unify an already dynamic profession, 
and thereby build strong relationships within 
the profession. 

 

Introduction 

This study revisits existing public relations 
diversity literature in the context of Barack 
Obama’s 2008 presidential campaign. In 
particular, it examines themes that emerged in 
six pivotal Obama speeches. Each speech was 
chosen because it either represented a historical 
milestone for the Obama campaign, or was 
given in response to a volatile issue that 
occurred during the campaign. In addition, they 
all received a great deal of attention from both 
the media and the general public. Table 1 (over 
the page) provides a list of the six speeches and 
an explanation of their significance. 
Strategic lessons from the Obama campaign 
Obama supporters and non-supporters alike 
tend to agree that the Obama team ran a 
brilliant campaign in terms of maximising 
interpersonal engagement. In discussing the 
Obama presidential strategy, two leading 
political experts, Peter D. Hart, nonpartisan 
pollster for NBC News and The Wall Street 
Journal, and David Gergen, director of the 
Center for Public Leadership at the Kennedy 
School of Government at Harvard University, 
maintain that the Obama team won because 
they were able to stimulate a core group of 
voters who historically had either never voted 
or who had not been consistently politically 
active. That core included African Americans, 
Latinos, young voters, and first-time voters. 
More than two-thirds of the members of each of 
these groups voted for Obama (Wenner, 2008). 
Also of immense value was the team’s 
understanding of the importance of relationship 
building in terms of message, money, and 
mobilisation, coupled with the knowledge and 
wherewithal to execute all three effectively 
(Wenner, 2008). 
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Table 1. Six selected pivotal Barack Obama speeches 

Date Speech Significance  

July 27 2004 
Keynote address, 2004 Democratic National 

Convention 

Catapults Obama onto the national 

stage  

February 10 2007 Run for President of the United States 

Official candidacy announcement 

 

March 18 2008 Race speech—a more perfect union  

Response to incendiary remarks made 

by Obama’s former pastor (Reverend 

Jeremiah Wright) 

August 28 2008 
Democratic National Party nominee 

acceptance speech 

Official acceptance as the 2008 

Democratic Party presidential nominee 

November 4 2008 Victory speech 
Official acknowledgment of election 

victory 

January 20 2009 Inaugural address 
First national address as the 44th 

president of the United States 

 
Perhaps most important was the team’s 

understanding of the human connection (Cobb, 
2008). Consciously aware of the power of a 
good story, the Obama team used storytelling to 
jumpstart citizen engagement. Working with 
Jon Favreau, his 27-year old head speech 
writer, Obama addressed the nation’s issues, 
telling a narrative to which citizens could 
relate. Both Obama, a bestselling author, and 
Favreau, a trained pianist, are aware of not only 
words’ meanings but also their cadence. All the 
stories told by Obama’s team built on the 
foundational narrative of the child of a mixed-
race couple linked to the broader American 
story of freedom and opportunity for all 
(Dorning, 2009).  

Lu (2009) maintains that Obama’s speeches 
include rhetoric of unity, respect, commonality, 
reconciliation, collaboration, goodwill, 
engagement, and transcending boundaries. 
Although this story touched various groups 
differently, each group took away the same 
message: we are one people—in America 
freedom and opportunity are available to all. 
Simply put, the Obama relationship-building 
message encouraged citizens to be a part of 
something bigger than themselves, something 
positive that they could help create.  
 

U.S. and public relations diversity 
The success of the Obama presidential 
campaign in regard to encouraging citizens to 
focus on their commonalities is worthy of 
exploration when considered in the context of 
recent U.S. Census Bureau projections. Census 
reports estimate that by mid-century the United 
States will be substantially more racially and 
ethnically diverse compared with 2008, when 
minorities made up only one-third of the total 
population (see Berstein & Edwards, 2008). By 
2050 minorities are projected to step into 
majority status. That is, everyone but non-
Hispanic, single-race whites, is projected to 
represent 235.7 million of an estimated total 
U.S. population of 439 million, corresponding 
with the three largest minority population 
groups are: Hispanic, 132.8 million, an increase 
from 15% of the total population in 2008 to 
30% of the total population in 2050; black, 65.7 
million, an increase from 14% of the total 
population in 2008 to 15% in 2050; and Asian, 
40.6 million, an increase from 5.1% of the total 
population in 2008 to 9.2% in 2050.  These 
trend figures have implications for the public 
relations profession from the perspective that if 
the profession is to successfully develop 
campaigns for the general public, they must 
both understand and be representative of its 
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composition. Simply put, the public relations 
profession must find a way to build 
relationships among its diverse membership if 
it is to successfully serve these populations. 
Generally, from an internal organisational 
vantage point, diversity results in richer idea 
generation and problem solving because it 
provides far more variation in perspectives. 
Externally, organisations are able to 
communicate and build effective relationships 
with a wider range of audiences, which enables 
them to address the needs and desires of the 
rapidly shifting global racial and ethnic 
makeup. Therefore, from an organisational 
perspective, diversity allows for maximum 
effectiveness when internal variability is 
reflective of external variability (Weick, 1979). 
It is logical then that a crucial step to 
maximising diversity within organisations is a 
focus on relationship building. Likewise, this 
perspective could benefit the public relations 
profession.  

In an effort to explore practitioners’ 
perceptions of diversity initiatives at their 
organisations, Hon and Brunner (2000) 
conducted qualitative interviews with a number 
of public relations executives and practitioners. 
Their findings could be plotted on a continuum 
that ranges from no commitment to diversity to 
fully integrated diversity strategies. 
Furthermore, their results support existing 
research, which provides evidence that 
diversity policies play a key role in aiding 
organisations’ efforts to communicate with 
multicultural audiences (Austin, 2010; Grunig, 
Hon, & Toth, 2001). Attention to diversity 
becomes increasingly important as the makeup 
of the U.S. population continues to shift at a 
rapid pace. Organisations that do a better job of 
communicating and building relationships with 
their targeted audiences are typically rewarded 
with an enhanced image, and they are typically 
more successful in their customer service and 
employment recruitment efforts (Hon & 
Brunner, 2000).  

Interestingly, the only potential value of 
diversity mentioned by Hon and Brunner’s 
(2000) interviewees was economic. The 
researchers propose that in light of public 
relations professionals’ obligation to represent 
their publics’ interests, focusing more on 

diversity might help fulfil the profession’s 
unique role of being a dual advocate for 
organisations and their publics. In fact, Hon 
and Brunner (2000) propose that it may be 
logical for organisations to approach diversity 
as a social responsibility because such a focus 
has the potential to result in long-term 
symmetrical relationships between 
organisations and their publics.  

Pompper (2005) concurs with Hon and 
Brunner, focusing on the importance of looking 
beyond the organisational self-serving positive 
bottom line effect. She advocates for the 
adoption of critical race culture as an important 
step in the right direction, as this perspective 
provides an avenue through which practitioners 
can be consciously aware of race, ethnicity, and 
culture, thus representing radical change from 
the status quo. Pompper concludes by calling 
for the public relations profession to 
“embrac[e] and think race, ethnicity, and 
culture mantra until it becomes second nature” 
(p. 157).  

Along the same line of reasoning, Grunig 
and Toth (2006) explore the meaning of 
diversity beyond the standard demographic 
characteristics of “sex, class, age, sexual 
orientation, ethnicity, race, physical ability, and 
appearance” (p. 42). The researchers referenced 
Zanonic and Janssens’ (2003) notion that 
diversity is a social construct that reflects 
power differences. That is, individuals who 
make up groups with little power are often 
perceived as a means to an end. In particular, 
individuals may be hired to interact with a 
particular racial and ethnic group. Their value 
is their ability to take care of, and/or attract the 
targeted racial and or ethnic group—and often 
they are not considered to have value beyond 
that narrow responsibility. In other words, they 
would not be perceived to be of value for their 
ability to work with other publics or issues; 
they are pigeonholed.  

To prevent such pigeonholing, Grunig and 
Toth (2006) maintain that values must be 
inserted in the diversity conversation. Values 
are typically not noticed unless they come into 
conflict with individual beliefs. More 
specifically, when women and minorities enter 
into a work environment that espouses an 
established dominance of beliefs, which Rakow 
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(1989) labels the white male model, someone 
has to adjust his or her way of being. That 
someone is typically the ‘other’, which most 
often is defined by gender, race, ethnicity, 
sexual orientation, religion and so forth. 

This result seems to support Grunig and 
Toth’s (2006) argument that  

[V]aluing the perspectives of publics of 
diverse racioethnicity, gender, age, 
class, physical ability, sexual 
orientation, and even outward 
appearance leads away from mere 
assimilation and ‘correctness’ and 
toward innovative ideas, the potential of 
a larger market, exploitation of personal 
strengths, reduction of hostility, job 
satisfaction, and avoidance of the fallout 
of legal complaints—in short, 
competitive advantage (p. 53). 

In sum, existing research and practical 
application strongly indicate that attending to 
diversity can benefit the public relations 
profession well beyond the bottom line. 
Therefore, it may be in the best interest of the 
profession to focus on a more expansive 
perspective of diversity. An excellent place to 
begin the process is to take a page from the 
Obama presidential campaign strategy 
notebook: acknowledge and tap into the 
strengths of public relations professionals’ 
individual and collective characteristics and 
experiences. Such a process may lead to 
building stronger relationships within the 
public relations profession, which may also 
lead to stronger external relationships with its 
diverse publics.  
Efforts made in the public relations profession  
The profession is acutely aware of the rapidly 
shifting U.S. demographic makeup. In the 
PRSAY blog posting of 10 February 2009, 
What do you have to say?, Michael Cherenson, 
2009 PRSA chair and CEO, wrote about the 
diversity problem, outlining the organisation’s 
diversity-related efforts and achievements 
during the past 20 years. The primary 
manifestation of the organisation’s inclusivity 
efforts has been professional development 
opportunities designed to aid minorities’ 
success in the field. Initiatives include the 
formation of a multicultural committee that 

became a PRSA professional interest section 
(Multicultural Communications) in 1997, and 
in 2000 a national diversity committee was 
formed to consider how PRSA could become 
more inclusive toward minorities, in the 
broadest sense, e.g., race, gender, sexual 
orientation, and disability. Tangible results 
from that committee’s work include a Diversity 
Toolkit, a PRSA Diversity Today podcast series, 
and a Chapter Diversity Award. Additionally, 
each issue of the PRSA monthly newspaper, 
Public Relations Tactics, features a Diversity 
Dimensions column. Despite these notable 
efforts, racial diversity percentages within the 
profession have remained relatively constant 
during the past 10 years. The profession has not 
had great success building relationships with its 
racially diverse members. I provide two 
personal examples at the end of this section that 
may provide insight regarding why progress in 
this area has been underwhelming. 

In the February 10, 2009 PRSAY post, 
Cherenson maintains that there will be more 
scrutiny because of the recent election of the 
country’s first African American president. He 
does not address the source of this scrutiny or 
why it warrants more attention now as opposed 
to before. Nonetheless, he ends the post with a 
call to action:  

[I]f you know of minority candidates 
who are interested in serving PRSA in a 
leadership capacity—on our board of 
directors, task forces or committees, or 
at the chapter, district, or section level, 
please reach out on our behalf, offer 
your encouragement and support, and 
work with them, and us, to help make a 
difference.  

Between the 10th and 13th of February, six 
individuals responded to Cherenson’s post. 
Although not a large number of responses, the 
comments represent three diversity related 
perspectives prevalent in the public relations 
community as addressed in Hon and Brunner 
(2000): a) acknowledgement of progress and 
the importance of diversity; b) the lack of men 
in public relations and thus a need to focus 
attention toward this group; and c) diversity is 
no longer an issue needing attention. Table 2 
provides a sample of the three comment types. 



Table 2. Public relations diversity themes  

Comment type Sample comment  

Acknowledges 
progress, albeit slow 

Lyria Howland, APR 
February 11th, 2009 @6:00 PM   

Michael, 
Thanks for stimulating conversation about this important issue. I have been involved in 
local and national diversity efforts for many years. I am frustrated by the slow progress 
in our industry and also in the advertising industry. Here’s what it will take to elevate 
diversity and inclusion to a business priority: 

1. PR professionals recognise the value diverse ideas and experiences add to 
their communication strategies. Changing demographics and increased spending 
power have not been enough to wake up many decision makers. 
2. Clients demand diversity and inclusion as a competitive advantage. This will 
separate the fence-sitters from those who are ready to deliver. If the 2008 
presidential campaign and election hasn’t convinced the fence-sitters. Well, 
Humpty Dumpty comes to mind… 

Laments low number 
of men in public 
relations  

Bill Sledzik 
February 12th, 2009 @9:57 PM   

Good news from the Heartland—albeit anecdotal.  

In the past year at Kent State, more than 20% of PR majors have been from minority 
groups. That’s more than twice the number just 10 years ago. Young men, on the other 
hand, represent only about 10% of PR majors, and my colleagues at other schools tell 
me it’s similar on their campuses. 

Could it be we need to redefine ‘diversity’ for PR to include men as an ‘endangered 
species?’ Looks that way from here. 

Maintains diversity 
is no longer an issue 
that needs attention 

Paul Hart, APR 
February 13th, 2009 @12:50 PM   

When I first started attending PRSA meetings some 30 years ago, the room always 
was filled with middle-aged, white guys. You could count the number of women present 
on one hand and any minority was probably a guest speaker from a foreign country. 
Look at that same event today: A majority of people at any PRSA function are women 
and a sizeable percentage are minority. That’s great! I’m glad for the progress we’ve 
made. But diversity is a 1970s issue. Let’s move on to issues such as training, 
accountability, professionalism and reputation (thanks, USA Today) for everyone—
regardless of gender or origin. 

 
An underlying theme of the first two posts is 

the need for diversity in the broadest sense; that 
is, the profession is only as strong as those who 
comprise it and the relationships among them. 
The value of this perspective can be seen in 
Obama’s speeches. Candidate Obama 
continually stressed the importance of the 
individual, but also acknowledged that the 
strength of the individual comes from her link 
to the collective. The third perspective 
promotes the notion that diversity is no longer 

an issue in the public relations profession; 
however, this perspective is without substance. 
It is conceivable that individuals championing 
this position might point to Barack Obama and 
Hillary Clinton as evidence that race and 
gender no longer hamper ascension to the top 
positions of power. The primary weakness of 
this argument, however, is a lack of evidence 
that the success of such high profile, privileged 
individuals has resulted in widespread change 
for the majority of individuals who comprise 
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the larger group they represent, i.e., minorities 
and women. In fact, in regard to race relations 
there is evidence to the contrary, a 2012 
Newsweek poll, referenced in CNN’s Jack 
Cafferty’s blog, revealed that 60% of 
respondents believe that race relations has 
either stayed the same or gotten worse since 
Obama entered the White House (Cafferty, 
2012). Furthermore, women continue to earn 77 
cents for every dollar men earn (DeNavas-Walt, 
Proctor, & Smith, 2013).  

Although clearly not intentional, 
Cherenson’s post can come across as 
suggesting that minorities interested in 
leadership opportunities within the profession 
do not know how to follow established 
channels to demonstrate their leadership 
interests—they need to be encouraged to 
become involved. Such statements speak to the 
awkwardness that often accompanies diversity-
related conversations and the serious need for 
relationship building in this area. Rarely do 
these conversations consider that a reason 
minorities may not be clamouring to be more 
involved is related to the nature of the existing 
organisational structure (Grunig & Toth, 2006; 
Pompper, 2005; Rakow, 1989; Zanonic & 
Janssens, 2003).  

Moreover, it is important to acknowledge 
that the manner in which we interact with those 
we perceive to be different emerges from 
society at large and is not limited to the public 
relations profession. Our habits of interacting 
with the ‘other’ are entrenched because they are 
extensions of how we engage with people in 
our daily lives, thereby supplying the fuel that 
strengthens their staying power in workplace 
settings. In some instances, even for individuals 
who share a profession, building relationships 
requires concerted effort.  

Following are two personal examples that 
focus on race and gender. Each demonstrates 
how our perception of the ‘other’ influences 
our interactions and behaviours. The first 
example features a general daily life exchange 
and lays the foundation for the second, which 
provides a view of how day-to-day life 
experiences manifest in workplace experiences.  
Experience #1.  
During several summers of my undergraduate 
education, I worked at a sports camp, mostly in 

the newspaper programme. Although I had no 
particular athletic skills, because of a staffing 
shortage, one summer I was asked to fill in as a 
camp counsellor. Suddenly, I was responsible 
for a dorm of 24 teenage girls, the vast majority 
of whom were white. It was an intense 
experience for a number of reasons, not the 
least of which were the required athletic 
activities. During one session the girls did 
extremely well, winning competition after 
competition; it was fun and extremely 
satisfying to be part of their success.  

One day, the girls and I were sitting on a 
grassy knoll, waiting to go to our next activity, 
loudly revelling in a just-won volleyball game. 
We were all filled with the energy and 
confidence often associated with physical, 
athletic victory. Several girls took this 
opportunity to share with me—with 
tremendous enthusiasm—how much they all 
liked me, and how glad they were that I was 
their counsellor. My emotions swelled, as I 
briefly glimpsed the value of team sports and 
how they can reinforce life lessons. But the 
girls were not finished, they had one final 
accolade: “you are so wonderful, YOU’RE 
NOT LIKE A BLACK PERSON AT ALL.” I 
was shocked. I somehow managed to make it 
through the day’s remaining activities, but 
decided to revisit the issue during our nightly 
debriefing. That evening’s teaching moment 
was not greatly successful. Although they 
appeared to grasp where I was coming from, 
they were hurt by what they perceived to be my 
inability to accept their compliment in the spirit 
it was intended. I explained that I knew they 
had the best intentions, but that it was 
important we talk[ed] about the issue so they 
would be able to learn, in a friendly 
environment, the message their comment sent 
to me.  
Experience #2.  
During an appointment early in my academic 
career I found myself at a university that some 
believed had a poor track record of supporting 
female faculty. Shortly after my arrival, a 
female faculty member was tenured and 
promptly asked to chair a faculty search 
committee. When it came time to vote on the 
individuals who would be invited to campus, 
the committee chair announced that we would 
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vote by secret ballot. Several older male faculty 
members, known for their strong personalities, 
were visibly taken aback.  

At the conclusion of the meeting, one of the 
men accompanied the search chair to her office 
and asked what the secret ballot had been 
about. She shared that several junior faculty 
members had made the request because they 
perceived, whether correct or not, that there 
would be ramifications if they did not vote in 
accordance with the group of powerful, strong-
willed, male, tenured faculty. She also noted 
that her decision had not compromised the 
process and was an example of how someone 
of minority status can help institute changes 
that result in a more agreeable environment for 
all participants. He responded that there was 
nothing wrong with the existing process. They 
discussed the issue further, but could not agree. 
He ended the meeting, telling her in a raised 
voice that the “good old boys’ network” had 
been pretty good to her. Implicit in his response 
was that although the university was willing to 
bring women and minorities on board, the goal 
was to acclimate them in a manner that resulted 
in minimal change.  

Often it seems that the primary end result of 
diversity programmes is to groom members of 
the minority group to acclimate to the existing 
system rather than initiating changes that 
incorporate the strengths of all involved parties 
(Grunig & Toth, 2006; Pompper, 2005; Rakow, 
1989). When acclimation, whether consciously 
or subconsciously, is the underlying goal, 
diversity programmes’ most substantial result is 
often a more diverse-looking employee 
photograph. Although acclimation efforts are 
rarely malicious, unless diversity programmes 
are carefully developed, the end result can be 
an organisation, a profession, or a group that 
has minimal diversity in regard to truly 
accepting the ‘other’, which is unlikely to 
strengthen an organisation’s idea generation 
and innovation efforts.  
A public relations parallel 
In the public relations landscape, neither 
standard masculine nor feminine characteristics 
are superior. In fact, it is their collective skill 
set that ensures clients’ needs are addressed 
across the spectrum. Furthermore, existing 
research strongly supports that although what 

we have in common is of vast importance, it is 
our different experiences, and our different 
ways of looking at the world, which serve as 
the most fertile incubator for idea generation 
and innovation (Grunig & Toth, 2006; Homan, 
Hollenbeck, Humphrey, Knippenberg, Ilgen, & 
van Kleef, 2008; Phillips & Loyd, 2006; 
Pompper, 2005; Myaskovsky, Unikel, & Dew, 
2005). Consider, for example, a public relations 
team comprising men and women. The team 
has a goal to meet its clients’ needs; however, 
the manner in which the individual team 
members go about meeting those needs may 
differ based on gender. For instance, 
Myaskovsy et al. (2005) found more 
differential effects of female solo status in 
groups compared with male solo status. Solo 
women were less talkative than when women 
were the majority. In contrast, solo men were 
more talkative when they were in the minority. 
Simply put, gender diversity affected group 
members’ behaviour, and specifically, the 
degree to which they contributed to the group, 
but not their overall group performance. These 
results suggest that gender socialisation impacts 
mixed-group dialogue dynamics and workplace 
relationship building behaviours.  

Unfortunately, it is commonplace for typical 
gender differences to be valued unequally. This 
is true even though there are no measureable 
effects in regard to overall group performance 
in the workplace environment when different 
values are placed on gendered behaviours 
(Myaskovsy et al., 2005). In particular, in 
discussing avowed (asserted by the individual) 
and ascribed (externally imposed) identity, Sha 
(2001) maintains that women avow building 
relationships and having feelings—behaviours 
that are unquestioned assets in the public 
relations profession. Organisations desire these 
important interpersonal characteristics and 
behaviours. Yet, in regard to employee 
evaluation and promotion these characteristics 
tend to be devalued. That is, more value is 
often placed on men’s avowed assertive or 
aggressive behaviours. A typical result of this 
unequal value system is that women sometimes 
experience resistance when they seek 
management positions (Sha, 2001).  

Existing research suggests that it is in the 
public relations profession’s best interest to do 
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a better job of both bringing attention to and 
harnessing the range of diversity possessed by 
all those who comprise the profession. A 
greater focus on diversity may also aid building 
internal and external relationships. Toward that 
end, interpersonal congruence theory provides 
insight regarding a potential means through 
which to harness the positives of diversity that 
lead to more inclusive, productive professional 
environments. 

Theoretical foundation 

Interpersonal congruence theory  
Interpersonal congruence, defined as “the 
degree to which group members see others in 
the group as others see themselves” (Polzer, 
Milton, & Swann, 2002, p. 298) is an 
outgrowth of symbolic interaction (Cooley, 
1902; Mead, 1934). This theory heralds the 
value of diverse work groups and maintains 
that people develop their views of themselves 
based on how they are treated by others. In 
other words, the way an individual sees herself 
is based on a combination of her encouraging 
others to see her in a certain way (Goffman, 
1959) and how others, in fact, perceive her, 
with the goal being to have others see her as 
she sees herself (Swann, 1983, 1996).     

Consequently, high as opposed to low 
interpersonal congruence should foster 
harmonious and productive interactions for two 
reasons: (a) an individual’s perception of reality 
is confirmed, which results in increased 
feelings of coherence, predictability, and 
control, and (b) an individual knows how to 
behave and how members of the group are 
likely to react to her (Polzer et al., 2002). This 
research further supports the idea that 
interpersonal congruence moderates the impact 
of diversity group process and performance. 
More specifically, it demonstrates that 
demographic diversity enhances the creative 
task performance of the groups that reach high 
interpersonal congruence. In contrast, diversity 
impairs the performance of the groups who are 
unable to reach high interpersonal congruence. 
In other words, interpersonal congruence 
moderates the effect of diversity in work group 
functioning by allowing attenuation of the 
negative effects of diversity without shedding 
divergent characteristics and identities. 

Likewise, these moderating effects impact 
relationships within the public relations 
profession. 

Research that examines work group 
diversity typically relies on social identity and 
self-categorisation theories. These theories put 
forth the premise that diverse work group 
members tend to focus on their demographic or 
functional differences rather than on their 
commonalities. Members of diverse work 
groups tend to gravitate toward their ingroup 
(those who are like themselves) and shy away 
from their outgroups (those who are different). 
Furthermore, existing research indicates that 
ingroup and outgroup categorisations increase 
conflict and turnover, and decrease cohesion, 
social integration, informal communication and 
ultimately group performance (e.g., Pelled, 
Eisenhardt, & Xin, 1999; Smith et al., 1994; 
Tsui, Egan, & O’Reilly, 1992). This research 
speaks to how cooperation can be diminished 
when the makeup of work groups is not 
acknowledged. If public relations teams are to 
provide the greatest value to their publics, they 
must work together in a cohesive unit that 
draws from the strengths of all team members. 
For this to manifest, there must be a sustained 
relationship-building focus within the 
profession.  

Conversely, another body of research 
supports the position that there are ways to 
successfully harness the strengths of diverse 
work groups without falling prey to their 
dysfunctional nature. In essence, they 
acknowledge and celebrate differences within 
the group and use the differences to produce 
richer results. Ely and Thomas (2001) found 
that groups that approach diversity from an 
integration and learning perspective were able 
to use differences to improve both work 
processes and outcomes. Individuals working in 
such groups report that their so-called whole 
person “was known, valued, and respected by 
others and that they could express ‘more of 
who they were’ at work, including those things 
that differentiated them from others” (pp. 254, 
258).  

Similarly, Homan et al. (2008) report that 
work teams that score high in openness to 
experience, which “refers to an individual’s 
willingness to explore, tolerate, and consider 
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new and unfamiliar ideas and experiences” (p. 
1208), perform better than diverse teams that 
score low in this area. Furthermore, they found 
that when differences are salient, teams that 
score high on openness to experience are better 
able to capitalise on their differences from both 
the perspective of employee satisfaction and the 
quality of the materials produced. For example, 
if gender were a salient difference, a group that 
scores high in openness would be better able to 
capitalise on the gender difference.  

Likewise, Phillips and Loyd (2006) 
examined distinctions between surface-level 
(e.g., social categories) and deep-level (e.g., 
attitudes, opinions, and values) diversity. They 
found that surface-level diverse groups (with 
two similar individuals and one dissimilar 
individual) were more persistent and confident 
in voicing differences of opinion, and that 
members of these groups engaged in greater 
task involvement compared with surface-level 
homogeneous groups. In addition, surface-level 
diversity (both task-relevant and irrelevant) was 
found to facilitate the sharing of unique task 
perspectives that aided group performance.  

In regard to the public relations profession, 
these research results provide guidance 
regarding how to reach positive results by 
acknowledging and harnessing practitioners’ 
differences to strengthen the profession as a 
whole. In an effort to bring more clarity to 
factors that strengthen diverse work groups, 
Polzer et al. (2002) designed a study to 
examine how groups can be encouraged to 
draw on the unique perspectives that often 
emerge from diverse working groups, without 
falling prey to the divisiveness that often results 
from inter-group categorisations. The 
researchers maintain that the process people go 
through to get to know one another that include 
learning about others’ differences and sharing 
self-relevant thoughts and feelings enhances 
group effectiveness because this process 
increases interpersonal congruence. Polzer et 
al.’s (2002) research provides insight for the 
public relations profession regarding how the 
interpersonal congruence concept may be used 
to enhance diversity within the field and build 
relationships within professional teams.  

Additionally, public relations-related 
diversity literature (e.g., Pompper, 2005, 

Grunig & Toth, 2006) suggests that the 
profession has not witnessed more diversity-
related progress because those involved in the 
conversation have been excluding a key 
element necessary for more expansive progress: 
the manner in which we perceive one another, 
especially those who differ from us racially 
and/or culturally. More specifically, although 
the United States is championed as an 
individualistic society, collectivistic groups 
make up the country, preferring and perhaps 
naturally gravitating toward the familiar, 
particularly as there are no concrete incentives 
for them to do otherwise.  

The Obama team did an excellent job of 
acknowledging citizens’ individual and 
collective efforts throughout the 2008 
presidential election cycle. For instance, the 
team continually provided members of their 13 
million-strong grassroots organisation with 
opportunities to interact. Although they started 
interacting with one another because of what 
they had in common—a desire to support 
Barack Obama—over time their actual 
interactions resulted in their developing a better 
understanding of their differences and how 
those differences strengthened the whole, 
making it more likely that they would reach 
their ultimate goal (Rhoads, 2008). As such, 
there may be a great deal the public relations 
profession can learn about relationship building 
from elements of the Obama presidential 
campaign about improving diversity in the 
broadest sense.  

Methodology 

In an effort to explore what the public relations 
profession might learn about relationship 
building from the Obama 2008 presidential 
campaign, six of his speeches were examined: 
1) Keynote address, 2004 Democratic National 
Convention (July 27, 2004); 2) Obama 
announces run for President of United States 
(February 10, 2007); 3) Race speech—a more 
perfect union (March 18, 2008); 4) Acceptance 
speech, Democratic National Party Nominee 
(August 28, 2008); 5) Victory speech 
(November 4, 2008); and 6) Inaugural address 
(January 20, 2009).  

The author used themes presented in 
Obama’s 2004 Democratic National 
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Convention keynote address to establish the 
initial themes. Each paragraph of each speech, 
excluding opening and closing remarks, was 
examined to determine the themes presented 
during the campaign. If a paragraph included 
more than one theme, all themes were counted. 
Five themes, all of which have an underlying 
focus on change, emerged:  

1. American Dream/Genius of America. 
This theme maintains that the American Dream 
is alive and well and reflects the prevailing 
genius of America—success is possible for 
everyone. 

2. Return to basics. This theme promotes a 
need and desire to return to basic American 
principles, values, and commitments with a 
focus on elected leaders setting the example. 
The primary focus is on the future, looking 
forward by highlighting the successes of 
America’s past.  

3. Americans personified/We are one 
people. This theme highlights the strength of 
Americans—often manifested as personal 
responsibility. Typically an individual’s name 
and background are provided to personalise the 
narrative, thereby focusing on the relationship 
between the individual American and collective 
Americans. An emphasis is placed on the fact 
that the two cannot be separated; each is 
responsible for the other and each gives the 
other strength, which makes America possible.   

4. Reassert military might in wisdom. A 
focus on the need to strengthen America’s 
military, with an emphasis on restoring the 
respect of both around the world.  

5. Call to action. An emphasis on the need 
for a partnership between elected leaders and 
ordinary citizens, evoking images of the 
country’s glorious past, encouraging leaders 
and citizens to work together in the present to 
ensure the country’s legacy remain intact for 
future generations.  

Simply put, each theme encourages 
Americans to build relationships beginning 
with their common interests. 

Results 

Inter-coder reliability, using Holsti’s simple 
agreement formula, for the speeches ranged 
from 93 to 99%: speech 1, 93%; speech 2, 
98%; speech 3, 99% speech 4, 97%; speech 5, 
99%; and speech 6, 98% (see Table 1). Table 3 
provides an example of each of the five speech 
themes. Table 4 provides the number of times 
the themes occurred in each speech.  

Of the six speeches examined, Obama’s 
2004 Democratic National Convention keynote 
address with 16 paragraphs was the shortest, 
while his acceptance speech as the Democratic 
Party presidential nominee was his longest with 
82 paragraphs. Each theme possessed an 
underlying message of working together, the 
ultimate formal opinion leader (the president of 
the United States) and the ultimate informal 
opinion leader (Jane Citizen), to recapture the 
America where dreams come true for all. 
Obama consistently encouraged citizens to 
focus on how their individual strengths can be 
joined with others to strengthen the national 
collectively. In other words, he encouraged 
citizens to build relationships with one another. 

Table 3. Examples of key themes from Obama speeches 

Americans 
personified/We are 
one people 

A while back, I met a young man named Shamus at the VFW Hall in East Moline, 
Illinois. He was a good-looking kid, 6'2'' or 6'3'', clear eyed, with an easy smile. He told 
me he’d joined the Marines and was heading to Iraq the following week. As I listened to 
him explain why he’d enlisted, his absolute faith in our country and its leaders, his 
devotion to duty and service, I thought this young man was all any of us might hope for 
in a child. But then I asked myself: Are we serving Shamus as well as he was serving 
us? 2004 Democratic National Convention keynote address, 7/27/04. 

Return to basics Our challenges may be new. The instruments with which we meet them may be new. 
But those values upon which our success depends – hard work and honesty, courage 
and fair play, tolerance and curiosity, loyalty and patriotism – these things are old. 
These things are true. They have been the quiet force of progress throughout our 
history. What is demanded then is a return to these truths. What is required of us now is 
a new era of responsibility – a recognition, on the part of every American, that we have 
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duties to ourselves, our nation and the world; duties that we do not grudgingly accept 
but rather seize gladly, firm in the knowledge that there is nothing so satisfying to the 
spirit, so defining of our character, than giving our all to a difficult task. Inaugural 
address, 1/20/09 

American 
Dream/Genius of 
America   

That’s the true genius of America: that America can change. Our union can be 
perfected. What we’ve already achieved gives us hope for what we can and must 
achieve tomorrow. Victory speech, 11/4/08 

Call to action For the African-American community, that path means embracing the burdens of our 
past without becoming victims of our past…In the white community, the path to a more 
perfect union means acknowledging that what ails the African-American community 
does not just exist in the minds of black people… 

…at this moment, in this election, we can come together and say…we want to talk 
about the crumbling schools that are stealing the future of black children and white 
children and Asian children and Hispanic children and Native American children… Race 
(More perfect union) speech, 3/18/08 

Reassert military 
strength in wisdom 

I will end this war in Iraq responsibly, and finish the fight against al Qaeda and the 
Taliban in Afghanistan. I will rebuild our military to meet future conflicts. But I will also 
renew the tough, direct diplomacy that can prevent Iran from obtaining nuclear 
weapons and curb Russian aggression. I will build new partnerships to defeat the 
threats of the 21st century: terrorism and nuclear proliferation; poverty and genocide; 
climate change and disease. And I will restore our moral standing, so that America is 
once again that last, best hope for all who are called to the cause of freedom, who long 
for lives of peace, and who yearn for a better future. Democratic nominee acceptance 
speech, 8/28/07 

 
The theme presented most often, Americans 

personified/We are one people, highlights the 
strong notion of personal responsibility that 
permeates American culture. Typically a 
personal responsibility theme is paired with an 
example of an American with whom citizens 
can identify. In many examples it would be 
fairly easy for a wide range of citizens to 
replace either their name or the name of 
someone they know with the name of the 
person featured.  

The Return to basics theme was featured 
second most often and focused on a desire to 
return to basic principles, values, and 
commitments widely reported to be responsible 
for America’s historical greatness. This theme 
stressed the need for a united effort made up of 
elected leaders and citizens for the purpose of 
returning the country to its former glory. 

The theme featured third most often, 
American Dream/Genius of America, was used 
to conjure up images and dreams that people 
across generations and continents share for 

their children to have a better life than their 
own. This dream was positioned as being 
possible only in America. The Call to action 
theme was featured fourth most often and 
served as a tool that both encouraged and 
allowed citizens to do their part. Finally, the 
Reassert military strength in wisdom theme 
surfaced least often and addressed the need to 
repair the country’s military strength and 
reputation around the world.   

On February 10, 2007 Barack Obama gave a 
44-paragraph speech in which he announced 
that he would run for president. Forty of the 44 
paragraphs used the We are one 
people/Americans personified theme, 36 of 
those paragraphs addressed the need for the 
country to return to basics, and 22 of those 
paragraphs included a call to action. The 
Obama team clearly encouraged citizens to 
focus on 1) what they personally brought to the 
table, and 2) how what they brought to the table 
could be used to strengthen the country as a 
whole. 
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Table 4. Key Obama speech theme occurrence rates  

Speech themes 1 

(16)* 

2 (44) 3 (60) 4 (82) 5 (55) 6 (34) Totals  

Americans personified/We are 

one people  

10** 40 52 50 45 26 223   

(30.5) 

 Return to basics 10 36 25 65 27 30 193   

(26.4) 

 American Dream/Genius of 

America 

13 18 50 44 27 29 181   

(24.7) 

Call to action 6 22 18 16 17 15   94   

(12.8) 

Reassert military might in 

wisdom 

3 5 2 17 5 9   41  (5.6) 

                                                   

Totals  

42 

(5.7) 

121 

(16.5) 

147 

(20.1) 

192 

(26.2) 

121 

(16.5) 

109 

(14.9) 

732 

(100.0) 

*Number in parentheses is the number of paragraphs in speech 

**Numbers represent the number of paragraphs that address the theme. The totals add up to more than the total 
number of paragraphs because most paragraphs included more than one theme.   

Legend  

1. Keynote address, 2004 Democratic National Convention, July 27, 2004 

2. Obama announces run for President, February 10, 2007 

3. Race speech—a more perfect union, March 18, 2008 

4. Acceptance speech, Democratic Party presidential nominee, August 28, 2008 

5. Victory speech, November 4, 2008 

6. Inaugural address, January 20, 2009 
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Slightly more than a year later, March 18, 
2008, Obama presented the Race speech—a 
more perfect union. Obama focused on placing 
race in context in American history. This 
speech, which consisted of 60 paragraphs, was 
given in response to incendiary remarks made 
by his former pastor, Revered Jeremiah Wright. 
A majority of the paragraphs featured the 
Americans personified/We are one people 
theme (n = 52) and the American 
Dream/Genius of America theme (n = 50). The 
Return to basics theme was highlighted in 25 
paragraphs and the Call to action theme was 
featured in 18 paragraphs. Again, the team used 
the themes to send a message that no matter 
what our struggles have been either in the past 
or the present, we are indeed one people, and it 
is in our best interest to work together to build a 
better future for us all. 

Slightly more than five months later, August 
28, 2008, Obama delivered his acceptance 
speech as the Democratic Party presidential 
nominee. Three of the five themes were 
featured in a majority of the paragraphs: 65 of 
the 82 paragraphs represented the Return to 
basics theme, 50 of the 82 paragraphs included 
the Americans personified/We are one people 
theme, and 44 of the paragraphs featured the 
American Dream/Genius of America theme.   

Obama’s victory speech (November 4, 2008) 
consisted of approximately 55 paragraphs. 
Most of them focused on Americans 
personified/We are one people (n = 45), 27 of 
the 55 paragraphs featured both the Return to 
basics and the American Dream/Genius of 
America themes, and 17 paragraphs included 
the Call to action theme. Finally, on January 
20, 2009 President Barack Obama delivered his 
inaugural address, which consisted of 34 
paragraphs. A majority of them, 30 of the 34, 
featured the Return to basics theme, followed 
by American Dream/Genius of America (n = 
29), and Americans personified/We are one 
people (n = 26). Throughout the protracted 
race, candidate Obama presented a consistent 
message that stressed the importance of 
relationship building among the country’s 
citizens. 

Discussion 

This exploratory study examined six Obama 
speeches to consider what the public relations 
profession might learn about diversity and 
inclusiveness that may be used to guide best 
practices in regard to the profession’s diversity 
goals. Obama’s campaign mantra suggests that 
if we are to build strong relationships, we must 
be cognisant that, yes, we have similarities, yes 
we have differences, but it is the combination 
of our similarities and our differences that 
makes us ‘one people’ (in the public relations 
realm, ‘one profession’). 

Arguably the most important finding is that 
the Obama campaign focused equally on the 
value of the individual and of the collective. A 
major theme reiterated throughout the 
campaign was the notion that the individual and 
the collective cannot be separated; each makes 
the other possible by providing strength for the 
other. That is, the Obama team constantly 
reaffirmed the idea that we are all in this 
together. In fact, the Americans personified/We 
are one people theme was the one featured 
most often in the six speeches.  

The strength of the strategy used by the 
Obama team is supported by existing research, 
which strongly indicates that positive results 
can emerge when diversity is framed in the 
context of benefits beyond those addressing the 
bottom line (Ely & Thomas, 2001; Grunig & 
Toth, 2006; Polzer et al., 2002). Whereas the 
bottom line is extremely important and indeed a 
necessary end, if it is to be positively affected 
as a result of diversity efforts, organisational 
changes must occur that consider more than 
financial results. As witnessed in the Obama 
campaign, when people experience that what 
they bring to the table is welcomed, 
acknowledged, and used, they are more than 
willing to join forces—to actively build 
relationships—with others who are either 
similar or different for the purpose of reaching 
a mutually established goal.   

Roithmayr and Charles (2009, n.p.) stress 
the importance of recognising and 
acknowledging that “race affects a person’s life 
experiences and life chances—her access to 
education, health care, economic and physical 
security, her experience with the criminal 
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justice system, whether she grew up wealthy or 
in a public housing project”, and by extension 
her overall worldview. Their findings strongly 
indicate that diversity programmes that fail to 
account for and gain knowledge from 
individual life differences among employees 
will not achieve the same benefits that result 
when these highly relevant diversity issues are 
a priority. Simply put, diversity programmes 
that encourage relationship building, compared 
to those that do not, are more successful.  

Considered in the context of the public 
relations profession, if the profession begins to 
explicitly acknowledge that its members’ past, 
present and future are inextricably linked, and 
always will be, it most likely will also begin to 
encourage a greater focus on members’ 
individual and collective strengths. In hindsight 
it is not surprising that the Americans 
personified/We are one people theme was 
featured most often in the speeches. This theme 
acknowledges the continuity of time and 
encourages citizens to focus on commonalities 
and differences that have made possible the 
unique space we know as the United States of 
America (genius of America), which cannot 
occur without relationship building.  

Consequently, an individual/collective 
speech theme takeaway lesson for the public 
relations profession is that whereas it 
acknowledges the value of avowed female 
characteristics/behaviours, i.e., building 
relationships and feelings, the profession 
should make a conscious effort to ascribe the 
same value to these traits as is given to 
assertiveness in regard to their impact on the 
strategic relationship function. If the profession 
is to make lasting progress in the diversity 
realm, a more concerted effort must be made to 
acknowledge, value, and embrace differences 
possessed by the range of individuals who 
comprise it. Not only is valuing the range of 
differences conducive for achieving successful 
idea generation and innovation, but such 
acknowledgement is also more likely to result 
in all members of a given team being valued 
both for who they are and for what they can 
contribute.  

As addressed in Ely and Thomas’ (2001) 
study, groups that considered diversity from an 
integration and learning perspective reported 

feeling that their whole person was known, 
valued, and respected by others. They felt 
comfortable expressing more of who they are, 
including those things that are perceived to 
make them different from others, i.e., they built 
relationships with one another. During the 2008 
presidential election, Obama’s house parties 
served a similar purpose, providing citizens 
with a space in which to interact and depend on 
one another to reach a common goal, i.e., build 
relationships with one another, to enact change 
that will result in a better America, as did my 
summer camp experience, and as does working 
with public relations colleagues.  

Conclusion 

The interpersonal congruence theory, which 
encourages individuals to express their whole 
self, may be useful to the public relations 
profession as it continues to explore how it 
might strategically reenergise its goal of 
enhancing diversity and build relationships 
across diverse publics. As learned from the 
2008 Obama presidential campaign strategic 
playbook, it is important to acknowledge and 
reward individuals’ similarities and their 
differences. From a public relations 
perspective, commonalties can aid the 
profession’s efforts to build short-term 
relationships that lead to successful 
achievement of immediate goals and tactics. On 
the other hand, it is acknowledgment and 
acceptance of the tremendous value of 
differences that fosters the necessary long-term 
relationships if true diversity is to blossom and 
take root. Existing research indicates that when 
diversity is positioned in this manner, over 
time, awkwardness drops away as 
conversations are held in the spirit of a 
commitment to long-term relationships built on 
a foundation that combines commonalities and 
differences. Such efforts would undoubtedly 
result in a more enjoyable, fulfilling and 
productive workplace setting, as well as a more 
dynamic public relations profession that is 
extremely capable of meeting the 
communication needs of a tremendously 
diverse population, locally, nationally, and 
internationally.  

Candidate Obama made a point to engage 
citizens based on what they all had in common. 
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He made a promise to each individual—first 
and foremost—as an American. However, he 
did not stop there. He encouraged Americans to 
consider not only themselves but also others, 
and to build relationships with one another. The 
Obama team constantly acknowledged and 
stressed the value of differences among 
American citizens. Following is an excerpt 
from Obama’s 2004 National Democratic 
Convention keynote address that demonstrates 
his habit of promoting the notion that in the 
United States of America individualism and 
collectivism work in concert: 

… [F]or alongside our famous 
individualism, there’s another 
ingredient in the American saga. A 
belief that we are connected as one 
people. If there’s a child on the south 
side of Chicago who can’t read, that 
matters to me, even if it’s not my child. 
If there’s a senior citizen somewhere 
who can’t pay for her prescription and 
has to choose between medicine and the 
rent, that makes my life poorer, even if 
it’s not my grandmother. If there’s an 
Arab-American family being rounded 
up without benefit of an attorney or due 
process, that threatens my civil liberties. 
It’s that fundamental belief—I am my 
brother’s keeper, I am my sister’s 
keeper—that makes this country work. 
It’s what allows us to pursue our 
individual dreams, yet still come 
together as a single American family. E 
pluribus unum. Out of many, one. 

Barack Obama’s manner of emphasising 
both individualism and collectivism in this 
speech may serve as an example of a strategy 
that may benefit the public relations profession 
in its efforts to increase diversity within its 
ranks—encourage its members to build 
relationships among themselves for the great 
good. The profession already does an excellent 
job of communicating the skill set most 
practitioners need to succeed, such as strong 
writing skills and strategic planning expertise. 
Unfortunately, the profession has been less 
successful in acknowledging and rewarding 
individual characteristics that complement 
skills attributed to the profession as a 
collective. If the public relations profession is 

to lead in regard to long-term symmetrical 
relationships between organisations and 
publics, it must be able to acknowledge, value, 
and reward diversity within its ranks. Barack 
Obama’s 2008 presidential campaign playbook 
provides us with a starting point to begin 
building meaningful relationship within our 
diverse profession— acknowledge and value 
the similarities and differences people bring to 
the table followed by working together to reach 
a common goal. 
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