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Abstract 
 

Background: It is believed that social responsibility, the value that is strongly involved 
in the contemporary corporate behaviour, has also become the core value for public 
relations practitioners and their associations. However, there are ethical doubts 
concerning the question to whom a PR practitioner is actually responsible (or loyal) in 
the first place: to the client, the employer, the public, or society in general? Objectives: 
This research aims to describe how social responsibility is articulated in the documents 
that can be considered as the crown of public relations ethics – the codes of ethics – 
and additionally, how the value of loyalty corresponds to the value of social 
responsibility. Methods/Approach: The research is based on the content analyses of 
13 codes of ethics that are delivered by 18 public relations associations at the 
international and the national level in the USA and the European Union. Results: 
Although the phrase “social responsibility” is not mentioned in codes directly, the value 
of social responsibility is present in very diverse ways. When the value of loyalty came 
into the correlation with social responsibility, the research has shown that these values 
exist as a separate principle. Conclusions: The public relations are a profession that 
tends to be socially responsible and tends to show that loyalty to clients and 
organizations is subordinated to public and social responsibility. Thus, the codes show 
that contemporary public relations, at least at the normative level, approach the two-
way symmetric model and mostly promote "idealistic social role” of public relations.  
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Introduction 
Can anyone be responsible and not being loyal? Can someone be loyal and not 
being responsible? If these ethical issues are tearing, or expanding, to social 
responsibility and loyalty in business, whether among corporations or non-profit 
sectors, and considering that these issues are nowadays inseparable from the public 
relations sector who communicates them to public (e.g., Kim and Reber, 2009; Pejić 
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Bach, et al. 2015; Barić, 2017), these are no longer ethical topics that could be 
discussed just at a grass-roots level. They are rather “top-topics” for both public 
relations and business, among scholars and practitioners. This research dominantly 
approaches to the question of social responsibility from the perspective of public 
relations and seeks to find how the principle of social responsibility and loyalty affects 
public relations.  
 James Grunig articulated the role of public relations professionals by stating that 
they are serving “as ethical counsellors to organizations, a role in which they help 
organizations behave in ethical, responsible, and sustainable ways” (Grunig, 2014). 
The main question of this research is how do the ethics of public relations professionals 
look like regarding social responsibility and loyalty as the values presented in their 
codes of ethics. The answer to that question can be considered as a contribution to 
the call of Grunig who asked to deal with the ethical principles in public relations since 
the discussions about ethics and social responsibility in the public relations literature 
were ignoring ethical theory or principles (2014, 15). Ethics has become the crucial 
issue in building relationships for both, organizations and public relations (Bowen et al., 
2016; Stoker, 2005), and furthermore, ethics of PR professionals is especially important 
in the context of corporate social responsibility (Farmer, 2018). 
 There is no doubt that public relations have an important social role, which invokes 
ethical behaviour of its practitioners (e. g., Yang and Taylor, 2013; Kolić Stanić, 2019), 
especially in establishing connections among organizations and public, what can also 
have positive environmental effects (Yang et al., 2016).  
 The goal of the paper is to present how the documents that could be considered 
as the "ethical crown" of public relations as a "socially responsible profession" - the 
ethics codes of the public relations associations - refer to the value of social 
responsibility. Considering that recent academic discussions link the value of social 
responsibility to the value of loyalty, the goal is also to compare those two values and 
to show how they build ethical public relations. 
 The content of the paper is as follows. After the introduction, we focus on a literature 
review on values of social responsibility and loyalty in general, especially in the context 
of ethics in public relations. The methodological part of the paper explains how the 
content analyses were provided on the codes of ethics to bring the results, which are 
grouped into three parts - social responsibility, loyalty, and their mutual relation. After 
the discussion, the paper in the conclusions also brings some proposals for PR-ethics. 
 

Literature review 
Loyalty matters 
There exist some serious difficulties in PR-professionals everyday work which are dealing 
with, so to say, the biblical wisdom which says that no one can serve two masters. 
Those two masters in the case of public relations practitioners can be grouped in 
society's/stakeholders'/public's interests and organizations'/clients' interests (Jackson 
and Moloney, 2019; Farmer, 2018), whereby public relations come in the situation of 
“dual-responsibility” (Taylor and Yang, 2015, p. 553). That is, actually, bringing the 
ethical issue to the great topic of loyalty in public relations. Many words on loyalty can 
be replaced by the sentence written by Grunig, who has broken the “stereotype” that 
the professionals can be loyal or to the client, or to the organization: 
 “Perhaps the most important question that I have addressed theoretically in my 50 
years as a public relations theorist is whether public relations should be practiced 
asymmetrically or symmetrically—in the interest only of a client organization or in the 
interests of publics, stakeholders, and society as well as the organization” (2014, 21) 
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 Grunig, based on White’s division (Grunig and White, 1992), confronts 4 types of PR- 
practitioners to their pragmatic, conservative, radical, and idealistic social roles. He 
concludes that “the idealistic social role” belongs to the practitioner who believes that 
“public relations serve the interests of publics as well as organizational interests, 
contributes to informed debate about issues in society, and facilitates a dialogue 
between organizations and their publics” (Grunig, 2014, 26). That view is so opposite 
to the attitude of PR-professionals’ “exclusive loyalty to a client”, which can harm 
other members of society (Jackson and Moloney, 2019). Stoker (2005) is directly linking 
loyalty and social responsibility, which can both be established within professionals in 
public relations. But is this connection also present in codes of ethics of public relations, 
which are the meeting point of the collected norms and good practices of 
professionals (Yang et al., 2016)? Although there are very significant researches which 
analysed codes of ethics of public relations associations, the correlation between 
social responsibility and loyalty in codes was not articulated in a direct way. Analysing 
social responsibility and loyalty in codes makes sense, especially if one takes into 
account that the codes of ethics treat the role of public relations professionals in 
organization and in society (Yang et al., 2015). On the other hand, the codes of ethics 
can be considered as a complex product of engagement of both, professionals and 
academics, which is the part of the strategy for public relations associations (Kolić 
Stanić, 2018c).  
 This research tries to answer to three research questions: How are in codes of ethics 
in public relations represented the value of social responsibility (1) and the principle of 
loyalty (2), and what is the correlation between them (3)? 
 

Social responsibility 
In the majority of previous studies, social responsibility (SR) or either corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) has been predominantly considered as an organization’s 
management perspective (Vlachos et al., 2009; Du, Bhattacharya and Sen, 2010). 
Recently, SR implementation is based on two drivers; one is considering organizations 
as a powerful and positive force for social change, while another relies on SR efforts 
as a potential multi-faceted business return (Pompper, 2015). 
 Using the World Bank definition of CSR, Preciado-Hoyos (2013) claims that social 
responsibility is “the commitment of organization to contribute to sustainable 
economic development working with employees, their families, the local community, 
and society to improve their quality of life, in ways that are both good for business and 
good for development”, while Daymon and Holloway, (2010), define SR as “a 
commitment to improving societal well-being through discretionary business practices 
and contributions of corporate resources”. Many similar definitions conceptualize SR 
in terms of the economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic dimensions (Vlachos et al., 
2009; Chen, Chang and Lin, 2012).  
 Numbers of studies testify that SR as a substantial managerial and administrative 
apparatus enabling organizations to participate in social activities, provides a 
prospective directly related to financial performance, brand performance, client 
satisfaction, and organizations political activities (Pompper, 2015; Du, Bhattacharya 
and Sen, 2010; May 2008). 
 Recently there are a number of studies dedicated to the recognition of the 
relationship between SR and evaluation of PR professional estimate and perception 
(Jones and Bartlett, 2009), is focused more on the client’s perspective rather than the 
organizational perspective of SR (Wright, 1979; Boynton, 2002). Thus, professional 
perspective embodies the relationship between value relevance and ethical 
standards as a determining factor in SR engagement and client loyalty (Chen, Chang, 
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and Lin, 2012; Grunig, 2006). Thereby, ethical standards include the fair, rightful and 
correct performance of organization’s activities clearly indicated in the organization’s 
code of conduct and communicated as the organizational commitment to SR 
endeavours (Kim and Park, 2011; Kim and Reber, 2008). 
 Some other typologies distinguish other SR dimensions such as community support, 
diversity, employee support, environment, international operations, and services, (Kim 
and Reber, 2008), or dimensions such as respect for the environment, respect for 
clients, respect for employees and implemented philanthropic activities (Boynton, 
2002). 
 Social responsibility at both, corporative sector (as well as among other types of 
organizations) and public relations departments and its practitioners, are tightly 
connected, although sometimes the leaders of corporations do not share the 
awareness that PR is not just department for making positive publicity (Benn, Todd, 
and Pendelton, 2010). PR’S rather should be considered as professionals, an expert in 
communication, engaged in the strategical building of social responsibility (Clark, 
2000; Fitzpatrick and Gauthier, 2001). 
 

Methodology 
The sample of the research included 13 codes: 2 codes of ethics from international 
associations (Global Protocol on Ethics in Public Relations - GA Code and The ICCO 
Stockholm Charter - ICCO Code) and 11 national codes among EU member states 
and the United States of America.  
 
Table 1 
The Sample of the Research 
 

Country Code Code’s Full Name 
Austria PRVA Code Code of Conduct of the Austrian Public Relations 

Association 
Croatia CPRA Code Croatian Public Relations Association Code of Ethics 
Germany DRPR Code The German Communication Code 
Italy FERPI Code Italian Public Relations Federation Code of Professional 

Conduct 
Italy Assorel Code Professional Principles and Codes of Conduct for Public 

Relations in Italy 
UK PRCA Code PRCA Professional Charter 
UK CIPR Code Chartered Institute of Public Relations Code of Conduct 
Spain Dircom Code Association of Communication Managers Code of Ethics 
Spain ADECEC Code Association of Communication and Public Relations 

Consultancy Companies Code of Ethics 
USA PRSA Code PRSA Code of Ethics 
USA PR Council Code The PR Council Code of Ethics and Principles 
International GA Code Global Protocol on Ethics in Public Relations  
International ICCO Code The ICCO Stockholm Charter 

Source: Authors’ work 
 
From the following countries, the research took one code of ethics which relates to 
one association: Austria (PRVA Code - Code of Conduct of the Austrian Public 
Relations Association), Croatia (CPRA Code - Croatian Public Relations Association 
Code of Ethics), Germany (DRPR Code - The German Communication Code). Since 
some of the countries have PR-association that distinguish type of its membership 
(individual or corporative, from the following countries the research, took 2 codes of 
ethics: Italy (FERPI Code - Italian Public Relations Federation’s Code of Professional 
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Conduct and Professional Principles and Codes of Conduct for Public Relations in Italy 
- Assorel Code); Spain (Association of Communication Managers Code of Ethics - 
Dircom Code and Association of Communication and Public Relations Consultancy 
Companies Code of Ethics - ADECEC Code); United Kingdom (PRCA Professional 
Charter - PRCA Code and Chartered Institute of Public Relations Code of Conduct - 
CIPR Code); USA (PRSA Code of Ethics - PRSA Code and The PR Council Code of Ethics 
and Principles - PR Council Code) (Table 1). 
 For the purpose of the research a matrix was created (Kolić Stanić, 2018a) focusing 
to two key concepts - social responsibility and loyalty, and each of these terms came 
into several sub-terms, which will be shown in the Results section.  
 Using content analyses (Krippendorff, 1980) the codes of ethics were analysed with 
respect to include as many meaning as possible within these two central terms, and 
since the codes were analysed in the original languages in which they were written 
(German, Croatian, English, Italian and Spanish), the aim was to avoid that any lingual 
differences discriminate the results. All analysed codes were downloaded from the 
association’s websites, translated into English if they have not already published the 
code in English. The versions of codes released after November 2017 have not been 
taken into consideration since the aim was to make a fair comparison. 
 

Results 
In this study, the first research question was to describe how is the value of social 
responsibility represented in the codes of ethics. Due the fact that the research of 13 
national and international codes of ethics did not find the phrase “social responsibility” 
in any of analysed codes - although the scholars and practitioners regularly use that 
term in   explaining the function of public relations - the second step was to find which 
terms connected to the concept of social responsibility (Kolić Stanić, 2018a) are 
present in the sample.  
 As pointed above, the research did not find the phrase "social responsibility" nor as 
a term, neither as section (the closest is FERPI with a section “Obligations towards 
public opinion and the media”; or PRCA with “Conduct towards the Public, the Media, 
and other Professionals”; or ICCO just with “Society”). However, the elements of the 
concept of social responsibility are present in codes, which, for the purpose of this 
paper was divided into 3 sections. First two sections - public in general and society - 
were especially focused on the “interests” for both of them. The third section was 
dealing with the term responsibility since that term is the crucial part of the social 
responsibility as a value (Table 2). 
 
Table 2 
Elements of the Concept of Social Responsibility in the Codes of Ethic 
 

Public in general Society 
  

Responsibility Public 
interest 

Society’s 
interest  

CPRA PRVA CPRA CPRA ADECEC 
FERPI CPRA DRPR FERPI PRSA 
PRCA DRPR PRCA PRCA GA 
CIPR ASSOREL DIRCOM PRSA  
ADECEC DIRCOM PRSA PRCOUNCIL  
PRSA ADECEC GA   
PRCOUNCIL PRSA ICCO   
GA PRCOUNCIL    
 GA    
 ICCO    

Source: Authors’ work 
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Social responsibility and public in general 
Public relations, as expected, also in the context of its social responsibilities are the 
most of the time dealing with the publics, so it is not strange that the most present 
terms are linked to publics. But in the concept of social responsibility, aiming to put 
close to each other the terms public and society, in this study we are focusing on the 
public in general.   
 According to codes, the clear duty for PR-professionals is to always behave 
correctly, fairly, and honestly with the public. The obligation is to provide fair and 
impeccable treatment with the public in general and to assure the public the highest 
level of professionalism and ethical conduct. Furthermore, PR-practitioners must be 
guided by a higher sense of serving the public as a whole and to uphold the public 
trust at all times. The concept of social responsibility is especially articulated according 
to “public interests” by stating that practitioners should take into account and serve 
the public good, to respect and to be honest and responsible towards public interests. 
Furthermore, the obligation is also to promote openness and transparency for the 
public interest, and not to take action that is inconsistent, or not to promote interests 
which would harm the public interests. 
 

Social responsibility and society 
The public relations function is inseparable with society or using DRPR’s code phrase; 
they have “important social function”. Therefore, it is not surprising that in the context 
of PR’s socially responsible behaviour, the term society takes an important place.  
 In the research under the term “society” were also considered different terms that 
are close linked to that term. According to different codes from the sample, the duty 
for PR practitioners includes fulfilment of social, ethical and environmental 
requirements; they should have a responsibility towards the broader community and 
not infringe rules or agreements recognized by civil society. Furthermore, they should 
respect current social values and the interest of society and also avoid situations in 
conflict with society’s interests. They should also take responsibility for actions and 
consequences they can produce in society and to have a responsibility to an 
informed society and to society at large. They admit that fundamental prerequisite for 
practicing the profession is to operate in an open society and obligation is to 
disseminate the contents of the codes as a service to society. The codes reflect the 
awareness that PR-profession honour its role in society and is ready to accept its duties 
to a broader society, or in other words, has obligations to serve the interests of society. 
 

Responsibility 
The research was focused on the term of responsibility just in the case if it was linked 
to the concept of social responsibility behaviour. In that context, it can be found the 
obligation to be responsible towards: broader community, public interests, social 
function, public, society (informed society is also mentioned, as well as society at 
large). The results so far have shown that the codes of the public relations associations 
contain numerous concepts regarding socially responsible behaviour, although the 
“social responsibility” as a term is not mentioned directly. Using the content analyses, 
however, the research attempted to find out whether the concepts of “responsibility” 
and “society”, or “responsibility” and “public”, were mentioned within certain ethical 
requirements. The aim was to find out how close the codes came to the term of social 
responsibility at a certain ethical statement within a code. From the sample of 13 
codes of ethics, there are 4 codes that contain at the certain ethical statement 
"responsibility" and "society" (DRPR, DIRCOM, GA and ICCO), and only 3 codes that 
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mention "responsibility" and the “public “(CRPR, PRCA, and PRSA). It should be 
emphasized that among all analysed codes, there is no code that contains both 
phrases (Table 3). 
 
Table 3 
The Closest Concepts to the Term of Social Responsibility in the Codes of Ethic 
 

Responsibility to society Codes  Responsibility  to public Codes 
Responsibility toward their 
important social function  

DRPR  Responsible attitude towards 
public interest 
Responsible also towards public 
interest 

CPRA 

Responsibility for actions and 
consequences they can produce 
in society 

DIRCOM  Responsibility to deal fairly and 
honestly above all else with the 
public 

PRCA 

Responsibility to an informed 
society  

GA  Conduct with the responsibility 
to the public 

PRSA 

Responsibility to society at large  ICCO    
Source: Authors’ work 
 

Loyalty 
 The second research question is on the presence of loyalty in the codes. Opposite 
to the findings on the value of social responsibility, which is not directly mentioned in 
the codes, the loyalty as a principle exists among slight majority of the codes (7/13) 
that are included in the sample: PRVA. CPRA, DRPR, FERPI, ASSOREL, PRSA, and GA. 
But as it is going to be elaborated, the principle of loyalty is not linked directly to society 
in any of analysed codes, whereby loyalty is a principle for relations to the clients, 
organizations, employers, and profession.  
 It is true, according to codes, that they obligate the members of associations to be 
loyal to the organizations’ goals and policies; to the ones that members represent they 
need to be loyal and faithful. Furthermore, the members should behave loyally, not 
just towards their employers and clients but also towards the profession. In the exercise 
of their professional activity, they must demonstrate loyalty. But in each of analysed 
codes that include the principle of loyalty (except ASSOREL's who focuses just on the 
loyalty between agency and client stating that the loyalty toward agency has a 
primacy), in addition to ethical statements are present the words “but”, “while…”, 
“insofar…” which relativize loyalty as exclusivity for clients and others. For example, 
PRVA’s code obligates its members to “be loyal to the organizations’ goals and 
policies”, but goes further by insisting on providing “that both are consistent with 
human dignity and basic human rights, the law and legislation based on them and 
the professional and ethical standards of the profession”. 
 

Loyalty and/vs. social responsibility 
In the third research question, which seeks to find an answer to the relationship 
between social responsibility and loyalty, two approaches were made. Firstly, the 
research has taken into account the code of conduct whereby is present the principle 
of loyalty, aiming to see how the concept of social responsibility is treated there. The 
aim was to find out whether PR-professionals could be loyal and act socially 
responsibly at the same time. Codes of seven associations have shown that possibility: 
PRVA, CRPR, DRPR, FERPI, ASSOREL, PRSA, and GA. 
 DRPR’s code illustrates that doublet by saying that “PR and communication 
professionals behave loyally towards their employers or clients, insofar as this does not 
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violate legal requirements or ethical norms”. The same code insists on their 
responsibility toward their important social function. Then the study narrowed down on 
the notion of responsibility and loyalty “to whom”. The result is that there are only four 
codes (GA, PRSA, DRPR, CPRA) whereby members of an association are committed 
to being at the same time loyal to client/employer and responsible to society. For 
example, CPRA code says: “We are loyal to the ones we present, but at the same 
time we are responsible for the public interest”. 
 

Discussion 
This study had opened three research questions regarding social responsibility and 
loyalty among codes of ethics of public relations (inter)national associations. Here are 
the possible answers.  
 Firstly, it was found that social responsibility does not exist as a term in public relations 
codes of ethics, although among all of them, there exist many elements of socially 
responsible behaviour. Secondly, the principle of loyalty is present at 7 of 13 codes, 
but in most cases, the loyalty was directed to relations to the client, employer or 
organization, and not within society. Thirdly, the analyses have shown that loyalty as 
an ethical principle is not staying against socially responsible behaviour; on the 
contrary, these two principles showed their coexistence. But in ranging these two 
principles, it has been shown that the loyalty to the clients, employers, and 
organization tends to be subordinated to socially responsible behaviour. The results of 
this study can be compared to some of the recent researches of ethics codes in public 
relations, in spite of the smaller sample. Taylor and Yang (2015) have distilled six 
dominant themes from codes of 41 PR-associations: professionalism, advocacy, moral 
standards, clients’ interests, expertise, and relationships. They have also recognized 
“dual-responsibility for the profession to serve both clients and society/public’s 
interests” (p. 553). The research of Kim and Ki (2014) from the sample of 45 
(inter)national codes has found that the most frequently identified values were 
honesty, safeguarding confidences, and conflicts of interest. However, Kim and Ki 
(2014, p. 250) have pointed that loyalty, especially toward the clients, can be 
considered as “key”, or universal value. The core value at both types of research 
mentioned above was not social responsibility. 
 At some further researches, it would be useful to find out why social responsibility is 
not the "core value" of public relations codes, although the PR-profession is 
inseparable from socially responsible behaviour. Public relations are among codes 
presented more like a "conscience of the organization” in the way Grunig presented 
it (2014, 20), by following L’Etang (2003) and Bowen (2008). He also opened a question 
of educational background and theoretical tools, which are also close linked to PR-
ethics (Kolić Stanić, 2018b). Furthermore, the codes have shown that public relations 
are far less as blind executives of management decisions or clients’ interests. This 
research has shown that codes give a picture of public relations as a profession that 
tends to be a socially responsible, as a profession in which loyalty to clients and 
organizations is subordinated to public and social responsibility. Thus, the codes show 
that contemporary public relations, at least at the normative level, approach to the 
two-way symmetric model and mostly promote "idealistic social role” of public 
relations. 
 

Conclusion 
Although this research is limited to the sample of 13 national and international codes 
of ethics of 18 associations from Europe and USA, the findings which place in that 
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codes are taking the values of social responsibility, loyalty and their correlation can 
shape next conclusions.  
 The analysis has brought a double surprise. First, the phrase “social responsibility” 
does not exist at all in codes, and secondly, the value of loyalty is less represented 
than socially responsible behaviour, and sometimes even subordinate. 
 As the concept of social responsibility is (to a greater or lesser extent) present in all 
codes, it goes against the stereotype that public relations professionals are blindly 
loyal to the clients and the organization they work for. This has confirmed that public 
relations are increasingly becoming the “conscience of the organization,” but also 
that they show more independence. 
 The normative imperatives of ethics codes of public relations show that the 
profession goes toward to a two-way symmetrical model, affirming the concept of 
"ideal communicator” who establishes a social dialogue. Although, in comparison to 
socially responsible behaviour, the value of loyalty is less represented (though it is more 
recognized as a principle) the ethical codes suggested that if a PR practitioner has to 
choose between loyalty to a client or organization and socially responsible behaviour, 
one should choose to be socially responsible. That is also supporting the claim that the 
profession is developing towards the two-way symmetrical model. 
 The principle of loyalty and social responsibility are not present as central principles 
in codes, which is also confirmed by previous research. But the great representation 
of socially responsible behaviour in the codes opens up space for it to be examined 
as the possible principle of social responsibility in codes. 
 Finally, the research of the codes has proven the possibility to be at the same time 
loyal to the client/organization and socially responsible. It would be interesting to 
explore the relationship between these two values on a larger sample that would 
encompass other countries and cultures, not just the West. 
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